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AFTER East Pakistan broke away to become the independent state of Bangladesh, the founding father of the reduced Pakistan, Z.A. Bhutto, gave the traumatised half a charter. 

Its masthead carried the slogans: ‘Islam, democracy, socialism’ and ‘all power to the people’. 

Since then, over 37 years, Pakistan has come to be known as the epicentre of Islamic extremism where generals have ruled longer than politicians; the surviving behemoths of a socialist economy are the PIA and the Steel Mills (both burdened with huge debts and inefficiency). In all governments, military or civil, the people have remained powerless and poor. 

Pakistan has long needed a brand change. We can have no Mandela or even Obama but we do deserve someone modest and not pretentious, perhaps in the mould of Manmohan Singh of India. There is no one in sight. Any change likely or in the making might cause some stir but certainly would raise no hopes. The transition from civilian to military and back to civilian did not change the brand of leadership. The nation has no choice but to try its luck in the next general elections three years from now — hopefully earlier. 

However, we cannot wait for that long to deal with the miserable consequences of the PPP’s flawed and forgotten manifesto. Heading the list is religious extremism. Now is the time for political leaders of all shades to cast away the extremists currently in mainstream politics just as the armed forces are driving out the militants from the borderlands. 

The militant fighters in hilly Swat were small in number but dominated a vast territory by drawing strength from the free supply of arms and drug trafficking. The extremists of the mainland are fewer still. However, they draw strength, ironically, not from the people but from the laws of the land and money coming from quarters that profess goodwill for Pakistan. 

Voting in periodic elections and the rhythm of public life have all along shown that the vast majority of the people are moderate and tolerant and abhor discrimination on religious grounds. The religio-political parties including the doctrinaire and influential Jamaat-i-Islami have never polled more than 11 per cent of the popular vote. 

The lifeline of the extremists includes laws introduced by Gen Ziaul Haq in the penal code. They lay down the death penalty or long prison terms for defiling the Holy Quran or making derogatory remarks about the Prophet (PBUH) and for Ahmadis posing as Muslims. 

The sponsors of hate and violence (as the Gojra incident showed) always have an axe of their own to grind. The excitable youth and ruffians join them for fun and booty. 

Removing these offences, which are often rigged and hardly ever committed, from the penal code should deal a deathblow to extremism. The Objectives Resolution and some other provisions of the constitution which sustain extremism as a doctrine may have to wait for a national consensus which is emerging slowly but surely. 

Relevant and interesting here would be to reproduce what Manmohan Singh once told Pervez Musharraf. It was recounted by Shahid Javed Burki in his article in this paper last Tuesday: “We are both accidental leaders but since we are now here we should use our positions to bury the past and work for the economic and social welfare of our people.” 

If India under ‘accidental’ Manmohan Singh can pass for an enlightened democracy despite its ‘Senas’ and ‘Modis’ why can’t Pakistan too be under a more ‘accidental’ Asif Zardari despite its Baitullahs? 

The obstacles are some provisions of the constitution and penal laws that have made Pakistan a violent theocracy in the eyes of the world. 

Musharraf tried to make a departure but dithered under the influence of his reactionary allies in politics — Chaudhry Shujaat, Maulana Fazlur Rehman and some others. That destroyed his political career and also undermined the welfare of the people and the settlement of the Kashmir issue that he had so skillfully initiated. Denying himself a place in history, he must now be ruing his ‘enlightened moderation’ in London. That place, however, is still vacant for an ‘accidental’ Asif Zardari to fill. 

Zardari’s task is in fact easier with a not-so-accidental prime minister, Yousuf Gilani, by his side and leading a liberal majority in parliament. It is for him to choose between the hall of fame and the dustbin of history. 

The current set of leaders, especially Nawaz Sharif, Shahbaz Sharif and Altaf Hussain, has a unique opportunity to transform Pakistan from the “most dangerous place in the world” to a peaceful country. It would take no more than amending a few laws and a determination not to lean on extremists but to go to the polls when the going gets tough. Only that would give substance to the slogan ‘all power to the people’. 

The nationalisation and state control of the 1970s have long since given way to private enterprise and a market economy. PIA and the Steel Mills have remained under government control for their lure of jobs, contracts and vast avenues of corruption. The cost is borne by taxpayers who subsidise both. When the sale of the Steel Mills was negotiated the Supreme Court intervened to stop it. The privatisation of PIA is not even contemplated. 

Some years ago it was reported that a Korean steel mill twice as large as Pakistan’s had half its workforce. A comparison between the national and Korean airlines would perhaps reveal something similar. 

It is puzzling that the government cannot find competent people to run these two enterprises nor does it privatise them. To turn the steel mill around the government has now chosen the straight and seasoned M. M 

Usmani but after a year. Nothing could be more comical. 

Tampering with the market economy, the government has been trying to control the prices of sugar and other commodities only to drive them up further. If they would care to listen to a district magistrate who tried but failed in better times, I would advise today’s nazims and ministers not to tinker with the market forces. If they must, they should try to streamline supplies rather than control prices at the vendor’s end. 

For religious extremism and sugar prices to be the subject of a single essay may be strange. But each topic has the potential to destabilise society and bring about the downfall of government — recall Khwaja Nazimuddin’s government in 1953 and Ayub Khan’s in 1967. Both elements are in full play at the moment.

