Moving towards ‘controlled’ democracy
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THE purpose of the emergency declared by General Musharraf had nothing to do with the rising danger of extremism in the country. It was only to stack all the cards for the next general elections in his favour in preparation of his control over the government with a civilian look. The emergency once again demonstrated the persona of the general which he showed in his coup in 1999 (“it is either me or him”).

Although after the assassination of Ms Benazir Bhutto, the holding of January 8 elections has become doubtful, the prospects of a genuine democratic dispensation taking roots are bleaker than before. However, Pakistan seems to be moving to the next phase of the autocratic rule, with a façade of democracy. The framework of this democracy will be based on the emergency regulations which have been transferred by him to himself from his capacity as General Pervez Musharraf to President (General retd) Pervez Musharraf. It is an innovation which was vetted by his legal advisor, Mr Sharifuddin Pirzada, who with his encyclopaedic knowledge of all the interpretations of law has been “available for hire” to the authoritarian rulers of Pakistan. It seems that if Mr Pirzada did not exist, the military will have to invent him.

There seems to be enough substance in the emergency regulations which, General (retd) Musharraf believes, should carry him through for the next five years as president (and beyond?). The first important objective of the emergency has been fulfilled, as the judiciary has been made pliable, election commission is his own creation, and so is the structure of the interim government.

To maintain “order” he has continued the incarceration (house-arrest plus) of the selected judges, lawyers and civic society activists. Mr Nawaz Sharif has been barred from seeking election on the basis of the charges which emanated from the powers General Musharraf had assumed after the 1999 coup, as the self-appointed law-giver of the country. And on top of all this, he has been running his own election campaign by blatantly asking voters to elect the people who have supported him in the past. This is his way of defining presidential neutrality in this matter.

The main political parties in the country are hopelessly divided about their correct strategy towards the elections. A complete boycott might have been effective, but with late Ms Bhutto’s decision to participate, the Muslim League-N was left with no choice. Now, in the changed situation, he is again thinking in terms of boycott. The position of Fazlur Rahman of the JUI is consistent with his past record, and he knows that he can freely carry on with his madressah system only by maintaining his associations with those who control power. The Jamaat-i-Islami and Mr Imran Khan are opposed but may not carry enough weight.

As many observers have suggested, it is not possible to have free and fair elections under the circumstances, particularly now after the killing of a key player. Whether the army or the ISI will get as actively involved as they did in 2002 is not possible to anticipate. The machinery of local government would perhaps be available, especially in Punjab, for this purpose. In any case, the rigging in polls will probably be extensively used in selected areas and for strategic ridings. The general apathy of the voters may also play in favour of the king’s party.

The period following the January 8 elections, in case these take place, will be of critical importance for General Musharraf. Will he succeed in his plans? My hunch is that his integrity will be seriously impaired but he will hold on to the “formal” results of the elections, and blame the opposition for being bad losers. This seems to be a short term perspective. In the long run the dictators usually suffer.

It is a hazardous prediction. With all the suitable paraphernalia in place, and with as many hurdles as possible placed for the usual electioneering which is the hallmark of open societies, the issue is not just about rigging of the polls but about the two-tiered obstacles placed between the leaders and the potential voters. Relying on my limited knowledge of the phenomenon, I cannot be optimistic about the elections.

During the sixties and the seventies, I had a glimpse of the workings of authoritarian rules when I agreed to participate in university projects about Indonesian and the Philippines economies. It was the era of Guided Democracy of General Suharto in Indonesia which had a bit milder form of dictatorship as compared to that of Ferdinand Marcos.

Parallel to these two cases, there have been the authoritarian rulers in the Middle East, ranging from absolute monarchs such as the Saudi tribal hegemony (plus Wahabism) to President Hosnie Mubarrak of Egypt who after decades of his rule is grooming his son for succession.

Given the diversity of the models, it is interesting to note that in each case the decisive role in regime maintenance is multilayered. The support from the US, for example, has been very critical for their survival. In some cases, such as Indonesia, the documentary evidence suggests that the CIA was complicit in bringing General Suharto to power. In varying degrees, these regimes keep the façade of democracy, and of seemingly democratic practices (except in Saudi Arabia) such as elections, political parties, and selectively and moderately free press and media. These regime maintenance devices are used to ensure the durability of the authoritarian system.

The authoritarian rulers have no dearth of collaborators, anxious and willing to serve in exchange for some prestige and perks, and a little bit of power. They perform important services to sustain the regime. In some countries, politicians join the regime and claim that they would like to bring about change by working from within the system. Some studies have been made concerning this phenomenon. In Pakistan some writers who advocate this phenomenon call it a “transition”. The general conclusion from the available evidence is that these politicians are either absorbed by the system or are dropped.

The case of Turkey is worth mentioning. In the post-World War II years, the military maintained a direct control over the country. Gradually, it decided to allow political activity but within the framework of what it called the Ataturk legacy. Ultimately, the change was prompted both by external and internal factors. There has been the shadow of the EU on Turkey’s political future in Europe. Perhaps the role played by Recep Tayyab Erdogan in defining secularism in the context of Turkey brought about a gradual decrease in the meddling of the military in the Turkish politics.

General (retd) Musharraf seems inclined to resort to ruling, not governing the country. He will, therefore, share the characteristics of the other authoritarian rulers in his commitment to the multilayered façade of democracy. It seems, however, that the objective of meeting the challenge of rising extremism will prove to be quite difficult for him. It is because the geo-political situation facing the country is quite unique.

For several decades, Pakistan has fostered the madressah system where the enrolment is now reaching an astronomical proportion. Some aspects of the doctrine taught to the young students in these madressahs is not likely to promote enlightenment or understanding. Along with this internal threat, there seems to be a reorganisation of Al Qaeda-related activities clustered in the north-west of the country. This challenge cannot be met by an exclusive reliance on the military.

Presiding over the country with a sharply divided nation, and with the large sections of the civil society (using the term in the Hegelian, not Gramcian sense), including the educated and professional classes does not augur well for General (retd) Musharraf. Also, in the “ruling but not governing” scenario it would be interesting to watch what kind of relations he will develop with the army, because with time, General Kayani will build up his own perspective as the head of that institution.

In a democratic system, based on the structure envisaged in the 1973 constitution, the prime minister would have the complete authority over the use of the defence forces in the country. Mr Nawaz Sharif is fully acquainted with this point as he paid a heavy price for trying to exercise it. The emergency regulations have blurred the perspective on this constitutional division of powers. It seems that, Pakistan may be getting closer to some new states in Muslim Central Asia in the practice of its democracy.

P.S. With regard to the reference made by M. Abul Fazl (Encounter, Dec 15, 2007) to my use of 1965 as the date when Islam and ideology were invoked to promote the concept of security state in Pakistan (Encounter, Nov 24, 2007), I had in mind Altaf Gauhar’s book on Ayub Khan about this point.
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