An uncertain transition
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THIS has been a truly tumultuous week, in some ways unprecedented even in Pakistan’s drama-filled history. General Musharraf doffed his uniform on Nov 28. The next day he was sworn in for a fresh term as president and soon thereafter, announced that the state of emergency imposed by him on Nov 3 would be lifted on Dec 16.

Musharraf’s words and demeanour showed the reluctance with which he surrendered his uniform, which he had called his ‘second skin’. At his swearing-in ceremony, he claimed success for his efforts to introduce genuine democracy in the country. But his anger and disappointment at both domestic and foreign reaction to the emergency was palpable from the manner in which he lambasted the Chief Justice, accusing him of ‘conspiracy’ and chided western ambassadors for “unrealistic obsession on your part to expect us to ape your form of democracy, human rights and civil liberties.”

Obviously, the general had forgotten that Pakistan was achieved by politicians, led by Mr Jinnah, a lawyer-politician, who chose to pursue a constitutional struggle, rather than engage in violence or force.

The president’s adherents hailed this transition as ‘historic’, while major foreign powers, especially the US, expressed relief at it. Bush remarked that the general, who he had described as a ‘man of his word’, had lived up to his expectations, adding that Musharraf was “truly somebody who believes in democracy”! That must be news to the Pakistanis, even though they showed no sign of excitement, continuing to exhibit apathy and resignation at the president’s ‘election’.

What explains this phenomenon? For one, during the past eight years, the regime has shown scant respect for the laws, while engaged in destruction of institutions, even those that had functioned well for many decades, encouraged nepotism and cronyism on a large scale and then finally, the army chief carried out a virtual coup against his own regime.

With the country facing neither an external threat nor internal disturbance, nor even a natural calamity, it became apparent that the emergency was meant to prevent the Supreme Court from pronouncing on a number of major issues that would have affected the president (and the prime minister), that neither was prepared to countenance.

While Musharraf may have good reasons to be satisfied with managing another term, the whole process was so controversial that serious questions of legitimacy will continue to haunt it for decades. He may claim that he is a strong believer in democracy and that he has worked strenuously to ensure the establishment of genuine democracy in the country. But recent events have proven that Musharraf’s concept of ‘guided democracy’ has been flawed.

He should have known that while democracy has many variants, none allows any individual to do whatever and whenever he pleases. Democracy means free elections, free speech, fundamental rights and an orderly transfer of power, at periodic intervals. Moreover, even with untrammelled powers, the regime failed to give the nation either peace or stability, or even strengthened the country’s ability to pursue the war on terror. Musharraf’s second coup, in fact, had negligible impact on the government’s war on terror. Its impact was instead felt most painfully by members of the civil society, thousands of whom were locked up, while the radicals had a free run of the place.

Pakistan faces many challenges. Two are particularly critical. One is the battle against religious extremists and the other is the struggle against authoritarianism. When the West says that the general is the best bet against extremism, it is being either naïve or disingenuous. Extremism cannot be challenged by an authoritarian regime, but only by a civilian democratic government, that will first ensure consensus amongst the masses in favour of its policies, before embarking on new initiatives.

To the regime’s disappointment, the current crisis also failed to impress any of the general’s many foreign admirers, with the Commonwealth, western leaders, the media and political analysts, all calling for a swift end to emergency. But more disturbing is that domestic polarisation and strife has renewed fear among observers that the country could “begin to crack up along ethnic lines”, as observed by well known political scientist, Stephen Cohen, who was critical of Bush for having supported Musharraf for so long, without conditions. He was of the view that the US should have “pressed for a broadening of Pakistani politics much earlier and failing to do so means that Washington has no means but to ride the Musharraf tiger to the end—whatever that may be.”

However, the Bush administration’s primary interest in Pakistan is to ensure order and stability, under a moderate but strong government. This arises from Pakistan’s pivotal role in the war on terror, which while earning Musharraf kudos in Washington, has created havoc within Pakistan. Nearly one hundred thousand troops are engaged in combat operations against local and foreign militants, while large swaths of the country are in a state of insurgency, with suicide bombers now striking even in urban centres.

Thus it was no surprise to learn from US media that with Pakistan in a state of turmoil, the Pentagon was engaged in an exercise to overhaul the system of massive US military aid by more directly tying the payments to Islamabad’s success in combating the terrorists and that this would require a detailed accounting of how Pakistan was spending the roughly one billion dollars it gets in annual payment.

Now as regards Pakistan’s nuclear assets, US newspapers have reported that Washington has sponsored war games that simulate capturing Pakistan’s nuclear weapons to prevent them from falling into the wrong hands. Various options have also been examined to achieve this objective. This was followed by another suggestion that the US military should work jointly with the Pakistan army to protect the nuclear weapons if there was a ‘political meltdown’ in Pakistan.

While it is true that influential circles in the West continue to harbour deep suspicions and misgivings about Pakistan’s nuclear weapons, it is not enough for government spokesmen to dismiss these reports as irresponsible. We have to acknowledge that they also constitute evidence of our failure to convince Washington that adequate institutional and technical safeguards have been established to ensure the safety and security of our nuclear assets.

The failure of another long spell of military rule has demonstrated not only the complex nature of problems confronting Pakistan, but the inherent inability of unrepresentative leaders to govern a developing country, deeply divided by ethnic, linguistic, sectarian and class considerations. The demand for democracy should not be dismissed as the expression of romantics, or rejected on such spurious grounds as illiteracy of the masses, or the corruption of the politicians. Lest we forget it, it was the failure to ensure democracy that contributed to irreversible alienation in former East Pakistan.

In fact, the current crisis has renewed fears among political analysts that unless there is a genuine transformation in the country, wherein the people are empowered both politically and economically, and all the constituent units of the federation come to believe that they are equal stakeholders in the destiny of the country, Pakistan could be facing ‘an uncertain future’.

