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The American scholar’s argument depicts a lack of understanding of Pakistan’s politics. Stephen Cohen has argued that Pakistani politics revolves around a small establishment which includes people from all ethnicities. This is the ruling elite of the country

Last Friday, Daily Times carried the analysis of an American scholar, Arthur Herman, on Pakistan’s politics. It was amusing. During a presentation in the US, Herman made the point that the Pakistani elite, especially Benazir Bhutto, hate General Musharraf because he is a Mohajir. The civilian political leadership is not keen to strengthen democracy, he argued, but to oust Musharraf because of his ethnic stock.

No one can deny the minuses of a fragmented political leadership and the weakness of the political process in Pakistan. The subject has been done to death. My problem is really with Herman’s commentary on the country’s ethnic politics. 

His argument needs to be seen in the context of the May 12 violence in Karachi. The Mutahidda Qaumi Movement leadership must have been shocked by the reaction of the rest of the country to its decision not to allow the chief justice to come to Karachi and to take out a procession against him. It was a flawed decision and counter-productive in more ways than one. The resentment in the country against the MQM is a far greater dent in the party’s political future than it can imagine or might have anticipated. 

One hopes the MQM leadership has realised that it was not a wise plan to associate too closely with a controversial president at a time when the bulk of the country is demanding some change. A couple of MQM leaders in London told me that abandoning Musharraf was not a possibility because that would naturally result in another military regime or a martial law. This is a specious argument. In fact, what is required by the MQM is to calculate the astronomical cost of ethnic politics. In that, May 12 may well be a watershed in Pakistan’s history.

Any cost of salvaging the regime will have to take into account the negative implications of fanning ethnic differences. It was indeed horrifying to hear people talk about Musharraf’s politics as the politics of the MQM or that of the Mohajirs. This is a line of argument that is bound to generate greater hatred towards one particular ethnic community, which, in the past has suffered political seclusion.

Any deepening of ethnic divide, resulting in conflict and violence, is the last thing this country can afford. Why should the MQM, which has suffered in the past, become a willing partner of the present regime and perpetrate ethnic violence? Already, the inability of the Mohajir community to integrate with other ethnic groups and the bias of the latter towards the migrants went against the Mohajirs. The sense of exclusion and the victim syndrome were reasons, among others, which led to the formation of the MQM. The process was helped by the intelligence agencies which wanted to put the PPP down. Why lose the gains made so far?

May 12 has deepened the divide between the Mohajirs and other ethnic communities. For many, who have suffered at the hands of a coercive establishment or who would like to see political normalcy in Pakistan, the MQM has begun to be linked with a coercive regime which is not a helpful image. It is vital for the MQM leadership to realise that it has fought its battles and there is urgent need to change the tactics. It would not help the party at all to be identified with guns or coercive tactics. A reverse marginalising of ethnic Sindhis or using violence as a tool for dialogue will not help the party’s image or improve the conditions of the mohajirs. The use of violence can provide temporary relief but it’s not a long-term solution. Furthermore, any continuation of violence will only deepen the mistrust and enhance the existing divide among the various ethnic communities in the country. 

In any case, the American scholar’s argument depicts a lack of understanding of Pakistan’s politics. Stephen Cohen has argued that Pakistani politics revolves around a small establishment which includes people from all ethnicities. This is the ruling elite of the country; it is authoritarian in character and is engaged in a battle over greater share of the national resources and power. The conflict between the political parties and Musharraf is nothing to do with the ethnic divide but about who should control the position of power or dominate the state. 

There is nothing odd about the political conflict between the PPP and the PMLN and Pervez Musharraf. Such a battle had also been fought earlier between General Zia-ul Haq and the political parties. General Zia, one would like to remind Herman, was a Punjabi and not a Mohajir. However, the political parties fought his dominance as well which was not due to his ethnicity but because of the fact that after a few years the political players or other stakeholders in power get uncomfortable with the military’s continued presence in power. 
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