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If we have peace with India we will increase the chances of democracy. — File Photo 




FRESH START 
Obama reaches out to religious parties in Pakistan 



Pakistanis have to decide whether or not they want peace and democracy. If they do want peace they will have to support the PPP’s efforts at normalising relations with India as well as Nawaz Sharif’s stance that he is in favour of a joint effort against terrorism and for renewing ties derailed by last November’s terror attack in Mumbai.
This is, indeed, a unique opportunity for doing away with the garrison-state mentality cultivated over the years by the military and the rightwing establishment. The 1965 war was a misadventure by Z.A. Bhutto and a few others, including Ayub Khan, but not the entire government of Pakistan.

The people were simply told lies so they never even knew that trained fighters had sneaked across the Line of Control from Pakistan. Bhutto’s daughter made amends by trying her best to normalise relations. Apparently, Rajiv Gandhi was willing but the rightwing wasn’t and finally it is alleged that the military actually bribed politicians to remove her from power.

In those days Nawaz Sharif was the establishment’s choice. He was hawkish on Kashmir and was the beneficiary of the wrongful and completely illegal removal of Benazir Bhutto. But then Nawaz Sharif started growing in stature. The establishment threw him out but he bounced back more confident than before. Circumstances again sent him home but he fought the elections and won.

The establishment may have helped him because he was still considered a better bet than Benazir Bhutto but he invited then Prime Minister Atal Behari Vajpayee to Pakistan. And Vajpayee, to the surprise of many people, actually accepted and endorsed Pakistan’s existence at the iconic Minar-i-Pakistan.

This was not a sudden development, for Nawaz Sharif had been trying to make peace with India since 1997. Actually it was I.K. Gujral, the Indian prime minister, who could not afford to be too much of a dove for electoral reasons. But all these achievements were derailed by one fell stroke — the Kargil misadventure of Gen Musharraf. Again Nawaz Sharif went wrong.

Initially, he did not oppose that senseless war. But when the Indian offensive threatened to become too dangerous he disowned it and now he blames it entirely on Musharraf. But first he did something eminently sensible — he sought American help to stop the madness. And in this he was successful.

On the whole, apart from riding on the warmonger’s bandwagon during the tit-for-tat nuclear tests and generally on the nuclear issue and a bit of prevarication, both the present PPP and PML-N leadership seem to promise peace for the future.

This is the most important thing we can have at the moment. It will mean that foreign policy will be determined by civilian, elected leaders rather than army generals. It will also mean that foreigners will have to deal with one centre of power rather than bypass it and meet multiple players in the field.

Above all, it will mean that we will have some hope of neutralising our various militant groups who may yet get Pakistan declared a terrorist state or precipitate another major insurgency or even war with our neighbours (in case of some Mumbai-like misadventure perpetrated by loose cannons).

Let us now turn to democracy. First, if we have peace with India we will increase the chances of democracy at home. If we become a normal, peaceful country the military will cease to topple governments and maybe we will attain real democracy some day.

Something else which will help in achieving this ideal is Musharraf’s trial. It is in order to avert such a contingency that former military and intelligence officers are blaming Nawaz Sharif and other politicians for having accepted bribes dished out to them by the ISI in order to topple Benazir Bhutto’s first government.

The logic is that nobody is innocent and so if Musharraf is to be tried, Nawaz Sharif too should be tried in a court of law. The point, however, is that while those who bribed the politicians are as guilty as those who accepted the bribes, the issue at hand is to prevent military adventurers from taking over yet again.

The fraudulent dismissal of Benazir Bhutto’s first government was wrong — what section of the penal code applies to it is irrelevant — but we need not be in the business of punishing all wrongs otherwise we will end up punishing none.

If we get into the game of applying the law to every civil and military official who helped or abetted all military takeovers we will have just too many people on our lists. It will be impossible to prosecute all of them and the government will end up looking foolish and vindictive. This will benefit only one person — the former dictator Musharraf.

Also, although the NRO is as wrong as wrong can be but if we get into that we will have far too much resistance from the MQM and the PPP to go ahead with the trial. It is expedient, therefore, to forget about it just now to remain single-minded. This does not mean that major crimes should go unpunished but the time for that is not now.

The only plausible course of action now is to prosecute Gen Musharraf for his actions of Nov 3, 2007. A verdict that goes against him should not mean that he should be given the death punishment which should be opposed in principle.

What it does mean is that some kind of legal proceedings against him should warn other would-be adventurers that Pakistan, like Bangladesh, can send its usurper military rulers to jail. In my view this will strengthen civilian authority without which the unique culture of democracy, human rights and women’s rights can never be established. 

