Issues and ‘non-issues’
By Anwar Syed

SENATOR Khalid Mahmood (JUI-F) recently called upon Mr Nawaz Sharif (July 14) to stop raising “non-issues” such as the reinstatement of the deposed judges. Others have spoken in the same vein.

They assume that the government can tackle only one issue at a time, and that concern with the judges is keeping it from dealing with other more important issues.

The present government consists of some 50 divisions and related agencies where its work is done. Some items of business, regardless of where they have originated, come to a cabinet meeting and get settled there along with numerous other items on the agenda. Rarely is the cabinet called to meet to discuss and decide a single issue. The fear that concern with the judges has become an unacceptable distraction arises from ignorance of how governments work.

It may incidentally be noted that the judges are not distracting this government at all. Guided by Asif Ali Zardari, it has no intention of restoring the deposed judges. Mr Sharif’s statements for public consumption notwithstanding, he is aware of, and reconciled to, Mr Zardari’s position in this regard.

Addressing his supporters in London on July 15 Mr Sharif claimed to have an agenda for putting Pakistan on the road to progress and prosperity. It consisted of the following elements: (1) rule of law; (2) independence of the judiciary; (3) restoration of the deposed judges; (4) blocking the army’s intervention in governance; (5) parliamentary supremacy; (6) exclusion of foreign dictation; (7) accountability; and (8) institution of a treason case against Musharraf.

It will be seen that except for the president’s authority to dissolve the National Assembly in the event of a constitutional breakdown, all of Mr Sharif’s concerns are already met in the original version of the 1973 Constitution. The first order of business should then be to reinstate that version. Next, there is the fact that no government to date has been willing to follow the constitution, including the ones headed by Mr Sharif. One may wonder if Mr Sharif will do better next time if he gets another chance to be prime minister.

His professed goals are all worthy, but none of them is urgent in the sense that if it is not achieved right away calamity will befall the nation. We have seen times when we had no constitution at all and others when an unwanted constitution had been imposed on us. Can Mr Sharif’s agenda put our people on the road to progress and prosperity? In a manner of speaking, yes: if, for instance, our judiciary becomes independent and our public officials are made accountable to the people through appropriate organs of the state, progress may be said to have been made in the area of our civic culture. But progress has several other dimensions with which these developments have no causal connection.

Progress can also refer to the inclination to question the conventional wisdom, inquisitiveness, ingenuity and inventiveness, attainment of excellence in arts and sciences, tolerance of the dissident and, in sum, the ability to be at peace with complexity. Judicial independence, a virtue in itself, has little if anything to do with these attainments.

Prosperity, in the ordinary sense of the term, means that folks have money enough not only to meet their basic needs but also to make their living comfortable, even save and invest. This happens when agricultural production and incomes increase and commerce and industry expand, creating more jobs. These developments will not take place if law and order has broken down, uncertainty and insecurity prevail, or if governments are unstable and their policies infirm. But they are not likely to be directly affected by the degree to which public officials are accountable and judges are independent. If there is any relationship between these two areas of development, it is probably remote and peripheral.

It is amazing that the fight against militancy and restoration of law and order do not appear on top of Mr Sharif’s agenda. It is possible that he neglected to mention them in a fit of absent-mindedness. In any case, these are the two most pressing and urgent tasks to be accomplished if a state of utter chaos and impotence is to be avoided. Resorting to the use of indiscriminate and naked physical force against persons and property, kidnapping, arson and murder, and by waging war against the state of Pakistan, the militants are striving to strike terror in the hearts of the people and to bring the normal routines of life to a halt. They are out to destroy our state and society, our institutions and culture. They must be stopped.

Beyond the havoc the ideologically motivated militants are wreaking, there is the breakdown of law and order that conventional criminals cause. Criminals of all varieties — thieves, robbers, kidnappers for ransom, rapists, murderers and the perpetrators of white-collar crime — now abound. They too spread fear and insecurity among the people. Their operation works like a vicious circle: the more the law is violated the more the law-breakers increase.

There are problems that cannot be made to go away in a hurry regardless of who is at the helm. Food and fuel prices have risen dramatically in Pakistan, America, and many other places. No government in Islamabad can bring them back to where they were a year ago. There isn’t much that the government, this or any other, can do to pull the economy out of stagflation (recession and inflation at the same time). This is a state in which American and numerous other economies are currently placed. I hear that they are going to stay that way for another six months to a year, and that there is nothing the governments concerned can do to help them out.

But abatement of crime and the restoration of law and order, being the first and foremost duty of any government, should be within the capacity of the present administration. It is a matter of assigning these missions the priority they merit and allocating the requisite resources to pursue them. If Mr Gilani’s government does not have the will or the know-how to tackle these tasks it should vacate the seat of power. Eradication of militancy is admittedly a complicated and difficult undertaking. But it is not impossible; it requires a firm resolve and adequate material resources to succeed, which the present government has not been willing to assign it.
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