Aftermath of May 12
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THREE weeks ago, I had written that I would devote my next column to the lessons Pakistan could learn from the manner in which the Turkish government, suspected by the Turkish army and Turkish secularists of having an Islamist agenda, was handling the issue of the election of a new president.

I had intended to point out that by withdrawing the candidature of Foreign Minister Abdullah Gul for the presidency and by bringing forward the date for parliamentary elections Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan had defused the crisis.

He had, in effect, realised that despite the popularity of his party, a strong minority in Turkey entertained suspicions about his Justice and Development Party and that using his parliamentary majority to ride roughshod over these objections would not be in Turkey’s national interest.

I would have pointed out that the political climate in Turkey had changed. The opposition parties had certainly been encouraged by the statement of the army generals to boycott the parliamentary session at which the new president was to be elected. The constitutional court had probably been influenced by the same source when it decreed that in the absence of a quorum the election of a new president was null and void, even though there was at least one past precedent of such an election having been recognised.

These developments proved that the establishment, with the army in the lead, was still a powerful force in Turkey, but that Erdogan and his ministers could still get away with rebuking the army generals for having sought to influence the political debate. This was despite the army’s self-proclaimed role of guardians of Kemal Ataturk’s legacy and despite the high regard in which the armed forces are held by the Turkish people.

He could do so because the slogans chanted by the anti- government secular demonstrators who crowded on the streets of Istanbul and other major cities in Turkey were as opposed to an army coup as they were to the presence of the “hijab” in the Turkish presidential palace.

I would have pointed out that it was not the Islamist credentials of the party but the corruption-free administration it had provided and the welfare work it had done in the slums of Istanbul that won it such overwhelming public support.

The party had committed itself to the separation of “mosque and state” and the one foray it had made in changing secular law — making adultery a punishable crime — was reflective not necessarily of the desire to make Sharia the law of the land but of the conservative values of the vast majority of the Turkish people.

Erdogan chose to call fresh elections rather than to confront his opponents with a display of street power that could have led to bloody confrontations. He could do so secure in the knowledge that the phenomenal economic progress which his party’s administration brought to Turkey would ensure that his party would win an even larger majority in the next election. But even with this larger majority his party would not nominate a candidate for the presidency whose commitment to secularism, or at least to the separation of mosque and state, could be called into question.

I had hoped to elaborate on these themes and to suggest that Pakistan’s establishment and political parties could learn lessons from this to defuse the crisis triggered in our own country by the reference against the Chief Justice. The tragic events of May 12 on the streets of Karachi put paid to all plans for offering sane counsel.

This was the fomenting of ethnic strife in Pakistan’s most multi-ethnic, most volatile and most important commercial and industrial metropolis. This was the deliberate arousing of primitive emotions, eroding if not destroying the slow-building and still fragile veneer of tolerance that was beginning to return to Karachi. This was “Black Saturday” as one colleague put it in a recent column.

Who could think, leave alone write, rationally while in a state of blind fury, heightened by watching, alongside the gory visuals of the Karachi carnage, the “song and dance” act put on in Islamabad to display political support for the regime. This was Nero fiddling while Rome burnt. This was political miscalculation of monstrous and hugely destructive proportions.

In the 18 days that have passed since this tragedy, one sat glued to the TV hoping for the best but fearing the worst. That the worst has not happened is a tribute not to the administration but to civil society and political leaders who have kept smouldering passions in check so far and who hopefully will continue to castigate the regime verbally but will not permit such condemnation to escalate into physical confrontation.

It is to be hoped that the regime will refrain from a show of strength or what was termed as protection of the “political turf”. The current peace in Karachi, or indeed in much of Pakistan, is tenuous. The slightest provocation can make for a conflagration. In the currently charged atmosphere, political accommodation must be sought.

Even as it engages in negotiations on this score with its adversaries and its potential partners, the regime must recognise that action rather than words are needed to combat extremism and to enhance the appeal of the moderate forces in the forthcoming elections.

It is not enough to talk of the economic turnaround since its benefits have not trickled down to those who are most susceptible to the appeal of extremists. The best political card is working on and securing some success in stemming the growth of Talibanisation in our tribal areas and the adjoining settled districts and bringing to an end the farcical but highly dangerous activities of the Jamia Hafsa.

Besides we must continue to seek to insulate ourselves from the pernicious influences emanating from Afghanistan by closing or shifting refugee camps and fencing the unpatrolled parts of the border, and cooperating with the Afghan government in combating the common Taliban threat.

To say that Pakistan’s image has been tarnished would be the understatement of the year. Even so, there is much talk of the unqualified support that the Bush administration is prepared to continue to offer to President Musharraf. Statements to this effect have certainly appeared and have been repeated after the eruption of the judicial crisis. But are these statements as unqualified as they are made out to be?

The current thinking among American think-tanks is that President George Bush does not want to have a crisis in relations with a weakened but still ruling Musharraf at a time when Pakistan’s assistance is still crucial in the badly fought battle against terrorism and when other issues are dominating the political agenda in Washington.

It is true that the beleaguered Bush administration has its hands full with the Iraq crisis, the Iranian nuclear tension and other issues. So far its declared policy on both issues is to “stay the course”. But there is clear evidence that on both Bush is being made to give ground.

The American president may have won the battle in Congress to secure funding for the troop surge in Iraq but it has been made known that apart from laying down benchmarks for the Iraqi government Bush is also having to consider a 50 per cent drawdown in the near future of the troop levels currently maintained in Iraq.

On Iran, the first formal talks between the two sides have been held at the ambassadorial level, theoretically under Iraqi auspices. Both sides say they have the common objective of “support for a stable, secure, democratic, federal Iraq that is able to control its borders, is at peace with its neighbours and is bringing prosperity to its citizens.”

While the Americans maintain that Iranian actions are at variance with this stated policy, they think that the meeting was “businesslike” and from the cautious briefing offered one can surmise that these talks will continue as a “tripartite security mechanism”.

It may be too early to reach any definitive conclusion but it is more than likely that the talks may be upgraded to foreign minister level and then subjects other than Iraq will also appear on the agenda. Given the Iraq situation, the Americans may have no choice but to go down this road.

If Bush, famed for his stubbornness, is being made to bend on Iraq and Iran, he will do so on Pakistan too. It is indicative that questions are now being raised about the one billion dollars that Pakistan receives annually in coalition support funds.Initially, I believed that this support was compensation for the services and material provided for the airbases and other facilities maintained by the Americans in Pakistan. It now seems that this funding is to support Pakistan army actions to combat the Taliban. It also appears that, according to reports clearly leaked to the press from official sources, there are concerns about the manner in which expenditure statements are audited and there are recommendations from the American embassy in Islamabad that these payments should be related to the achievement of objectives.

It is also no secret that the Americans have been making it clear to all and sundry that the battle against extremism cannot be won unless the army joins hand with the mainstream political parties, primarily the People’s Party, which in the estimate of the Americans has the truest liberal credentials.

It is also no secret that the Americans are becoming increasingly impatient with the gap that they see between Musharraf’s verbalised anti-extremism strategy and its actual implementation, this gap being best exemplified by the Jamia Hafsa standoff.

The American perception that Musharraf is “stringing us along” and “milking us for whatever he can get”, delivering sops rather than substance, is getting stronger. Current official statements from Washington should be interpreted as designed to give Musharraf a negotiating hand and not a licence to ignore the public mood.

President Musharraf must read the writing on the wall, both internal and external. Perilous times lie ahead for Pakistan in the best of circumstances. They will be infinitely more perilous if the writing on the wall is not correctly interpreted.
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