	Crisis of conscience

	By Ghazi Salahuddin

Coincidentally, this column is appearing on the International Human Rights Day. This is one of those occasions that are attended by some ritualistic celebrations. Newspapers, for instance, can make do with a repeat of a previous year's editorial -- with some reference to the specific theme of the day. This year, the Human Rights Day focuses on fighting poverty "as a matter of obligation, not of charity". So we can all mark the anniversary of the ratification of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights by the United Nations in 1948 by underlining our commitment to the ideals that are enshrined in that historic document. 

But the present state of affairs in Pakistan demands a lot more than a ritualistic elucidation of the concept of human rights. We have the entire polity in distress mainly because the fundamental human rights of the people have been violated by the administration. Indeed, the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan (HRCP) has launched a week of protest against the disappearance of a large number of political activists. We do have a history of political suppression and of persecution of the government's opponents. But this phenomenon of people disappearing without any trace is of recent origin, ostensibly in the wake of the war on terror. The Balochistan situation has greatly contributed to this practice. 

Thanks to a petition filed in the Supreme Court regarding 41 missing people, we now have some inkling of what is happening. On the first day of this month, the government informed the Court that 20 of them had been traced. The HRCP has compiled a list of citizens who are reported missing and are believed to have been picked up by secret agencies and kept incommunicado. This means that the state authorities are themselves defying law and subverting their own claims of legitimacy and integrity. 

I was present at an HRCP press conference held on Wednesday at the Karachi Press Club. It was also attended by some families of the missing citizens. The sight of little children holding portraits of their missing fathers was very painful. Consider the agony of not knowing where your dear ones have gone and in what conditions are they being kept. It is difficult to understand the logic of this course of action, unless the intention is to terrorise all potential adversaries of the regime. There is little solace in knowing that these tactics almost always backfire. 

Unfortunately, the case of the missing people has not yet become a matter of the nation's conscience. Nor have the major political parties made an issue of this scary development. They are, in fact, preoccupied with their own problems. Look at the pathetic predicament of the religious alliance. It had promised to resign from the National Assembly and the fateful date of December 7 was expected to be their red-letter day. 

Yes, astute observers were willing to bet their good money that Maulana Fazlur Rahman's party would eventually renege on this promise, such being the enticements of power and privilege. But there were others who thought that the passion invested in this mission by Qazi Hussain Ahmed may prevail because a refusal to resign now would be a palpable loss of face. Well, the parliamentary party of the Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal (MMA) decided on December 7 that its legislators will not resign from the National Assembly and the issue would be discussed by the supreme council of the alliance after Eid-ul-Azha. 

Eid Mubarak to all of them. But the point I am making is that the crisis of conscience has rooted itself deeply into the heart of the religious parties though their leaders are forever haranguing us on the certainties of their faith. You should have looked at the faces of the Maulana and the Qazi in the television footage of their meeting on Thursday. And I termed December 7 as a fateful date because it is the anniversary of our first reputedly free and fair elections in 1970. 

That those elections opened the door, in a sense, to the breakup of the country is something we need to fully comprehend. A long period of authoritarian rule, denying some sections of the population any genuine sense of participation in power, is sure to accumulate pent up frustrations and grievances that can erupt violently when an opportunity arises. Besides, there were other historical factors that led to the national calamity. 

We now have a different set of historical circumstances but the moral crisis of the nation has intensified – and this may have some subconscious link with the fall of Dhaka on December 16, 1972, Saturday being its anniversary. Once again, the coming national elections are seen by many as decisive in terms of our future as a democracy. It is a truly depressing thought that our path to a promised democracy is obstructed by such insincere players of politics as the ruling cabal has proved itself to be. 

Coming back to the Human Rights Day, the dominant political issue now is the Women Protection Bill. It should also be seen as an issue of women's rights. President General Pervez Musharraf, in the eighth year of his time in power, has become a valiant supporter of the women of Pakistan. At one level, a new ideological polarisation is building up with Musharraf leading the resistance to the religious parties' orthodox interpretation of Islam. Ah, but weren't the two together in some clandestine ways until very recently, irrespective of the original mullah-military alliance? 

After all, it was MMA that enabled Musharraf, through the Seventeenth Constitutional Amendment, to remain both, the president and the chief of the army staff. This could be seen as a pay-off for wilfully bolstering MMA's chances in the elections of 2002. As for breaking one's promise, didn't Musharraf promise that he would give up his uniform before December 31, 2004? What we have here, then, is a merry-go-round of pledges and betrayals. 

If Musharraf is serious about raising the status of women in Pakistan, he must look at it as part of a larger package of empowerment of the oppressed sections of our country. This would call for the beginning of a social revolution, with some intimations of the political awakening that Zulfikar Ali Bhutto had provoked in the late sixties. Perhaps it is pointless to even imply that Musharraf, at this late stage in his political career, can evoke passions for change and a new beginning. 

We can only hope and pray that his resolve to improve the lot of the Pakistani women can extend to other areas of human rights. The role of conscience should not be removed totally from the business of governance. Thus, what about this ignominy of government's own agencies being involved in the disappearance of citizens of Pakistan? What about the plight of women in the families of the missing?RHH.
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