Once bitten, twice shy

ROEDAD KHAN
Long ago, Karl Marx, famously borrowing from Hegel, said: “Everything happens twice in history, the first time as tragedy, the second as farce”. In our case, history has a habit of repeating itself again and again ad nauseum and is nothing more than a series of endless repetitions, each more debased than its predecessor. The petition addressed to President Musharraf by some intellectuals, retired generals and parliamentarians is the latest such exercise. Why don’t we learn from history? But as Hegel said long ago: “Man learns nothing from history except that he learns nothing from history”. Einstein once said, “To keep trying the same thing over and over with the expectation of a different result is the definition of insanity”. 
Not long ago, on Tuesday, December 30, 2003, to be exact, elected representatives of the people of Pakistan had to make a fateful choice: they could either collaborate with General Musharraf, thereby losing all their credibility or insist that the Generals call it a day, restore parliamentary democracy and go back to the barracks. Regrettably, the opposition sacrificed principle for expediency, opted for collaboration with General Musharraf and joined hands with the government party to subvert the constitution. The parliament passed an extraordinary constitutional amendment bill, which added a new clause (8) to article 41 of the constitution, providing for a “one-time vote of confidence for a further affirmation of Musharraf’s presidency”! 
Two days later, on January 1, 2004 in an unprecedented move made in a carefully orchestrated process, General Musharraf obtained a “vote of confidence” from the parliament and four provincial assemblies and was “elected” as President by the Chief Election Commissioner. How could the parliamentarians enter upon the path of collaboration with a military dictator? How could members of the National Assembly, sworn to preserve, protect and defend the constitution, participate in this charade? How could they perpetrate this fraud which has made a mockery of the entire constitutional process? How can a dubious “vote of confidence” be a substitute for election of the President of Pakistan, as provided for in the constitution? How can it confer legitimacy? More disgusted than dejected, I still can’t fathom this ugly turn in our political history. 
Subsequent events have amply demonstrated that the entire nation was taken for a ride. “Power”, Churchill once said, “Is heady wine”. Nobody wants to surrender it. In violation of the solemn commitment he had made on National television, General Musharraf told a stunned, baffled nation that he had decided not to give up his post as Army Chief and doff his uniform. He had crossed his personal Rubicon. The die was cast. With that fateful decision, he lost credibility. The lesson of history is that if you have credibility, nothing else matters. If you have no credibility, nothing else matters. Without credibility, no ruler can govern because nobody believes such a ruler. No wonder, Pakistan is in such a terrible mess today.
In the backdrop of a dismal record of broken promises, the letter addressed to President Musharraf and others by the group of 18 for a dialogue makes no sense. Is history going to repeat itself? Are we about to witness another “process of meaningless dialogue”, another charade, another absurd pretence, to hoodwink the people? Are efforts afoot to perpetrate another fraud on the people of Pakistan in the name of ending military rule? Long ago, Trotsky wrote, “No Devil cuts off his claws voluntarily”. A person who possesses supreme power seldom gives it away peacefully and voluntarily. Elections in Pakistan, even under the best of circumstances, have generally been a profanity. Therefore, anybody who thinks free, fair, impartial elections will be held in this country in 2007 and total power transferred to the elected representatives of the people, should go home, take a nap, wake up refreshed and think again.
It is impossible not to feel and express outright contempt for the present dubious programme of transition to “civilian rule”. The process of self-entrenchment is blatant enough. We have come to a critical fork in the road. The time is now near at hand which must determine whether Pakistan is to be ruled by the Constitution or the whim and caprice of one single, solitary person in uniform. Do we wish to remain citizens of a Republic, or do we prefer a General in uniform to assure us that things were never as good as they are today? 
The country has been rotted by years of army rule. The people can no longer see the face of Pakistan through the veil that has been thrown over it. Jinnah’s Pakistan has become a “garrison state”. At a time when leadership is desperately needed to cope with matters of vital importance, Pakistan is led by those who seem oblivious to the realities of their awesome responsibilities. Naturally, people are filled with anger and angst. If you believe in democracy and rule of law and sovereignty of the people, you would not be anything other than angry, living in the current day and age. Of course, some people are happy under the present system. The rich are getting richer. For the rest, life is nasty, brutish and short. It is like an open prison. You get complacent because of the comfort. They give you just enough to make you happy. 
There comes a time when people get tired. We say today to those who have ruled us so long without our consent: that freedom from army rule is not negotiable; that their interest and the interest of Pakistan do not coincide, that we are tired of military rule, tired of tyranny, tired of being humiliated, tired of being deprived of our right to elect our rulers. We say to them: enough! Enough! We can’t take it anymore. We are at the last quarter of an hour. The cup of endurance is about to run over. We have no alternative but to stand up and fight. If we succeed, and God willing we shall, we may get a new Pakistan – free, open, democratic, proud. A dynamic, developed, and steady country, standing on its own feet, in control of its destiny, genuinely respected by its neighbours and the democratic world. A country with a future. Another country.
Today military rule is discredited, unwanted and mistrusted. The nation is breaking down; it has become ungovernable and would remain so as long as Musharraf remains in power, with or without uniform. Therefore, the civil society must seize the initiative. One thing is clear: there can be no free, fair and impartial elections under the present dispensation. The combined opposition should have one aim, one single irrevocable purpose only: end of military rule before free, fair, impartial elections can be held, a neutral interim government and restoration of the un-amended 1973 Constitution. Let them make a solemn commitment never to parley, never to negotiate with military adventurers, and never to allow anything to cause the slightest divergence of aim or slackening of effort in their ranks.
This is no time for sterile, meaningless dialogues. Today, we need people who will stand up and say: Enough! Enough! This is not acceptable in the 21st century. But, “where are the men to be found who will dare to speak up”, as Voltaire said. The creative intellectuals have been driven to ramshackle ivory towers or bought off. The legal profession has lost its integrity and has nothing left of its former power but its rhetoric. Retired civil servants have adopted the ‘genre of silence’. Show me an educated man with a silver spoon in Pakistan today, and I will show you a man without a spine.
At a time like this, General Musharraf should, set an example of sacrifice because there is nothing which can contribute more to galvanize this traumatized nation than that he should sacrifice the power he took seven years ago! What, Mr President, is your political future weighed in the balance against the fortunes of our country. Who are you or I or anybody else compared with the interest of the nation? Why not make this long traumatized country normal again. One thing is for sure: We cannot go on being led as we are. This situation can and will be changed. So who will pull Pakistan back from the brink? We must make sure that the answer comes before it is too late.
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