Another wasted effort
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HIGH-RANKING representatives of Muslim states got together in Islamabad recently for the 34th meeting of the Islamic Conference of Foreign Ministers (ICFM). As is the practice, this event takes place every year in different capitals of the member-states with great pomp and ceremony and ends with high-sounding declarations.

In fact, these annual get-togethers are more an exercise in self-projection by the host country while the invitees keep turning up to please the hosts and to gain publicity in their own backyards.

The result of all this is that no one now attaches any importance to the agenda of the conference which keeps expanding so that no one is disappointed and every country can claim that its national interests were protected and promoted. Usually these conferences also provide the hosts with the opportunity to spruce up the capital, apply a fresh coat of paint (literally) and present themselves in a most favourable light.

In this year’s annual jamboree of Islamic foreign ministers in Islamabad, the visiting dignitaries were in for one major surprise. The hosts, too, could never have imagined that their well-thought-out plans would all turn into dust, thanks to their ham-handed handling of the judicial crisis.

I spoke to a number of foreign delegates attending the ICFM and not one person was able to fathom why the regime did what it did. Why undertake an action that was bound to create unprecedented turmoil in the country, especially when everything seemed to be going the government’s way?

What reason could be advanced to explain an act that can only be characterised as wrong and stupid? It appeared as if the regime wished to demonstrate to our visiting brothers that Pakistan was no exception to the malaise that currently afflicts authoritarian Muslim regimes that having run out of steam are no longer able to generate new ideas.

When faced with increasing opposition, they make horrible mistakes that only compound their difficulties and thereby provide people with an opportunity to unleash their bottled-up anger and frustration.

Nevertheless, I gather that the visiting foreign ministers were genuinely amazed at the extent and intensity of the people’s disillusionment with the current political dispensation in Pakistan. They were astounded even more with the manner in which a coalition partner of the government in one of the provinces unleashed a savage crackdown on innocent citizens.

There were other unusual and interesting developments in the conference. At its very outset, the visiting foreign ministers and their delegations were taken by surprise when the president, in his inaugural address, most inexplicably floated the idea of a Muslim force to be inducted in Iraq, under the auspices of the UN, after “foreign interference” had ended.

This proposal also caught our own officials off guard, for it had neither been debated nor discussed in the foreign policy establishment, prior to its launch in the president’s formal address. This episode provided another demonstration of the casualness with which our leaders come out with major initiatives on important and highly complex issues, without due deliberation and discussion.

Admittedly, the idea of a Muslim force for Iraq has been under discussion for many years and was promoted by the US as early as 2004, when it first came to realise the enormity of its task and the increasing global hostility to its illegal adventure.At that time, there were quite a few Muslim countries, including Pakistan, that were highly attracted to this idea, which they felt would endear them to the Bush administration. The US was convinced that even if one Muslim country took the bait, others would follow suit and Washington would then be able to claim that its invasion and occupation of Iraq had finally received the endorsement of the Muslim world.

Fortunately, virtually all the stakeholders in Pakistan, including the foreign office, came out strongly against any involvement in the Iraq imbroglio. For the Pakistani leader to have sprung this idea on his unsuspecting audience, without prior consultations either at home or abroad with other major Muslim countries, was neither politic nor polite.

This was confirmed by the fact that the president’s proposal never got beyond the opening day, and failed to find mention in the declaration issued after the conference had ended. This was both unusual and embarrassing because the hosts are usually able to get much of what they want into the text of the declaration.

The situation in Iraq in the past three years has deteriorated beyond belief. Nothing has been going right for the occupation forces and even the Bush administration, though adept in the art of propaganda and simulation has failed to carry conviction even with many among its party faithful.

Neither elections nor the effort to create a national Iraqi army has been successful in staunching the bloodshed. The result is that the country is in a state of virtual civil war, with sectarian, linguistic and ethnic considerations now the determining factors in the attitude of major personalities there.

Even with the increase in the number of American troops, there is no end to massive sectarian killings or daily attacks on US and coalition forces. American deaths now total close to 3,400 and there is no end to their pain and suffering in sight. No one is counting the Iraqi casualties, though reliable reports speak of numbers as high as nearly three quarters of a million Iraqis dead since the US invasion. There is now the very real possibility of Iraq heading towards a three-way break-up.

I was still reflecting on what afflicted the Muslim world when I found myself travelling to Egypt. It was in the lobby of the century-old Semiramis Intercontinental Hotel in Cairo, where I happened to read the president’s interview to a visiting group of Egyptian journalists, including the editor of the prestigious Al Ahram.

The Egyptian editors were most courteous but could not help observing that though the general was his usual smooth and articulate self, he appeared totally divorced from reality. The report stated: “the president somewhat over-confidently assured his guests that the challenges facing his vast and varied country can be controlled. But in an ironic twist of events, developments soon after took a sharp and bloody turn for the worse, creating Pakistan’s worst political crisis in 20 years.”

Not surprisingly, the general chose to dismiss the judicial crisis as nothing more than “agitation by some lawyers, not all”. The Egyptians were, of course, not taken in by these claims, as evident from the columns written by them, on their return. They were convinced that either the president was taking them for nincompoops or was confirming the impression of some that he was devoid of reality.

Earlier, the president’s interview by Talat Hussain on Aaj TV was a painful reminder of the wisdom of the well-known adage that warns of absolute power corrupting absolutely. Not only was the general’s defence of the indefensible pathetic, it further confirmed how unaware he is of the remarkable transformation the country has gone through since that fateful day in March, when the Chief Justice was confronted by the regime’s most powerful personalities, in all the glory that their starched stiff uniforms could bestow on them.

While it was amusing to hear the president state that his stature was now so high in the world that people came to him for advice and counsel, it was worrying to hear him claim that he was now in a position to “teach” all the doubting Thomases, what was right or wrong about the current situation in Afghanistan.

Anyway, coming back to the ICFM, it said all the right things and expressed support for causes dear to the Muslims. Although it was dedicated to promoting peace, progress and harmony in the Muslim world, no one was there to tell the hosts that these concepts are alien to the rulers of many Muslim countries which continue to be ruled by oppressive regimes that are not interested in genuine progress or harmony.

The Islamabad ICFM was a reminder of the ills afflicting the Muslim world. Though Muslims are spread across the world, represent one-fifth of humanity and possess 70 per cent of the world’s energy resources and 40 per cent of the globe’s raw materials, they control neither their political nor economic destinies.

There are many reasons for these faults and shortcomings. The lack of education is one reason that comes to mind immediately. The failure to establish institutions is another. But the one reason universally acknowledged is the absence of genuine, representative and pluralistic democracy. It is this shortcoming that has permitted the rulers of Muslim states to deny the people their rights, whether of free speech, free association or free assembly.

This explains why the Muslim world happens to have the largest number and variety of authoritarian, non-representative regimes, whether these are civilian or military.

There is a tendency among some Muslim scholars and political scientists to either blame the West for this state of affairs or to moan the lack of interest and commitment in western governments to promoting democracy in Muslim countries. This, however, betrays ignorance and naivety.

The West does believe in genuine, representative democracy and respect for human rights but for itself and for its own citizens. It is neither in its interests nor is it its responsibility to give Muslim countries democracy, the way it doles out economic aid.

Many a retired western official has admitted that it is so very much easier to deal with a single individual in a developing world rather than with institutions, especially if the latter happen to be representative. In such a situation, it is wrong of us to expect deliverance from our current predicament by the West.

We have to do this ourselves through our own efforts. If, in the course of this struggle, sacrifices have to be made, so be it. It is the blood of the martyrs that is the cement that holds the nation together and makes it appreciate the true meaning of rights and responsibilities.

The writer is a former ambassador.
