How current stir is different
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AS an eyewitness to the civil war of 1971 on the soil of East Pakistan I am not surprised at what happened on May 12 in Karachi and Islamabad, and what has followed since then. It was bound to happen. There is a possibility of more of the same. This perception is the outcome of a complete historical perspective.

Unfortunately this perspective stands blurred by many factors, including a short public memory and the ring-side view provided by the excellent performance of the media. Such a view has the advantage of sharp focus on details and the disadvantage of losing a detached look of the perspective. No wonder the nation is shocked, upset, perplexed, depressed and confused, and, therefore, apprehensive about what lies ahead.

Without reference to this historical context the nation cannot decipher the invisible code of conduct that links together the events of May including the organised killing of innocent people in Karachi, the more or less simultaneous jubilation of rulers in Islamabad, the government’s reluctance to either show remorse at its failure or to order a judicial enquiry and Gen Musharraf’s defence of the MQM. The link goes back to 1954, when a socio-political system germinated from unnoticed seeds. It is elaborated below.

The unresolved murder of Prime Minster Liaquat Ali Khan in 1951 scared feudal politicians into accepting a new arrangement in 1954 that allowed a uniformed commander-in-chief to sit in the federal cabinet as defence minister. The army-feudal axis thus established soon developed into a governing system which saw the politically enlightened and vocal democratic majority of East Pakistan as a threat to its current hold on power and future ambitions. This threat was successfully countered through short-term tactics, a long term-strategy and the cultivation of a cunning, ruthless and unyielding character.

The interplay of these factors has been convincingly brought out by the report of the Hamoodur Rehman commission while exposing the political jugglery in denying power to Mujibur Rhaman, the manipulated ruin of the political scenario, the mock war with India and the quick surrender in Dhaka in 1971

The significant point to note (in relation to May 2007) is that this system has been playing an almost unbroken innings from 1954 to 2007, and is bent on continuing through skilful use of the above-mentioned factors.

After 1971, the system gained more confidence and enlarged itself to the three-member “mullah-military-wadera” alliance and managed to stay in power. The stay was secured by distorting the Constitution, demolishing the state structure, bullying state institutions into illegal submission, breaking the fabric of civil society, and actually patronising negative practices and qualities such as corruption, opportunism, falsehood, avarice, crime, plunder, lawlessness, etc.

The system reached its saturation point of absolutism with the Seventeenth Amendment in 2003. Under the immutable law of nature, however, the system had already begun to decay because of the inbuilt immoral, illegal and unconstitutional defects in its design.

Soon after 2003, it started crumbling (with a lethal fallout in Balochistan and Waziristan) and needed external props. A desperate attempt to ensure the judiciary’s support resulted in the overkill of March 9 and, hence, a movement against the system. May 2007 saw a reassertion of the system to stop this movement.

For a complete view, however, we have to keep an eye on the past perspective and the invisible code of conduct that links together Pakistan’s past, present and future.

The past reminds us of two similar movements in 1969 (against Ayub Khan) and 1977 (against Z.A. Bhutto). The overwhelming anger of the people was undoubtedly directed against the system, but only the rulers changed and the system stayed intact with the same stakeholders. So did the rising misery of the people and the continuous march of absolutism.

This happened because both the movements were started by political parties who were an integral part of the system with an almost equal share in the profits. They never intended to change the system, but were only aiming to replace unpopular and ineffective rulers to save the working arrangement. The rusted parts of the machine had to be replaced to regain its efficiency. Hence, both movements died when new generals emerged with better deals for political parties.

The present is somewhat different and has the following new features:

(a) The movement in 2007 has not been started by politicians but is a spontaneous outburst of the people. The lawyers (representing the educated people) are in the lead and the political parties have been forced to follow them to avoid ouster and oblivion.

(b) The slogans for an independent judiciary are genuine. The people are demanding what they want. The politician’s slogans are mere mimicry. They are outwardly demanding what they do not want in their hearts. Their desire is already known to us through the politicisation of the judges in 1996 during the second tenure of Benazir Bhutto, and the storming of the Supreme Court in 1997 during the second term of Nawaz Sharif.

The future is uncertain but one can distinctly see some dangers. Any deviation from the present character of the movement can be fatal. If the leadership of the movement shifts from the lawyers to the political parties there is every danger that the present movement, like in the two previous cases, may end with the coronation of another military dictator.

The real danger, however, is from the code of conduct of the system. Its three components are undemocratic and anti-people (i.e. the army is trained to kill, the wadera is willing to cover it and the mullah is eager to bless it). Its conduct is autocratic, self-righteous, and ruthless. To stay in power it can do anything, as it has been doing in the past e.g. dismember the country, dismantle sovereignty, dismiss, banish or kill prime ministers, cede territory or rivers and drop territorial claims and bombard its own citizens for others or make them disappear for profit or revenge.

True to this code of conduct the system organised the May killings in Karachi, and is now busy covering it up and providing a safe exit to the culprits. There is no inclination of any compromise with ground realities. As in 1971, it is bent on giving a tough fight, even at the cost of national security. A crushing martial law, or an engineered civil war, could be included in a variety of options. May 2007 can be considered either a veiled threat or a trial run for such adventures.

Under the law of nature, however, we can see two rays of hope on the murky horizon. First, the system has failed to eradicate the good from our society. For the last five years or so the people were not responding to anti-Musharraf calls of discredited political parties, but one bold call of conscience from an aggrieved victim of the system has electrified them. Because of the latent good in the Pakistani people the Chief Justice has inadvertently induced the first-ever organised tussle between the good and the evil in Pakistan’s history.

Second, only 10 weeks of selfless and non-partisan mass agitation appears to be weakening the 50-year old totalitarian grip of the mullah-military-wadera system. The nation has tasted a new flavour of genuine people’s power. For the first time the people are discovering themselves. It may give them a new insight to abandon the tried horses of triple alliance and develop an alternate leadership.

The lawyers’ community should harness the current momentum into a new political party based on the textbook version of democracy, which has no room for personality cult and nominated office-bearers. It will be a great day for Pakistan when the first hand is raised to elect a political party’s leadership in a free and open election. Only such a party can bring democracy in Pakistan and rid us of the corrupt system created by the triple collusion of undemocratic forces.

