Impeachment or resignation?
By Kunwar Idris

MR Nawaz Sharif’s unbending stand on the impeachment of President Musharraf is wholly understandable, though to his detractors it is to avenge the pain and insult he suffered at his hands.

The public weal or national security, both in jeopardy at the moment, is not the real consideration.

It is much less understandable, in fact surprising for some, that a long-dithering Asif Zardari should not only join him but also take a lead role in that direction. After all, everybody knows that Mr Zardari owes his return to the country and entry in politics to an authoritarian Musharraf’s unusual, perhaps illegal, National Reconciliation Ordinance.

A constitutional president would have gone to parliament or to the courts to withdraw the cases registered against him and others who coincidentally benefited from it.

What utterly defies comprehension, however, is the earnestness with which the sponsors of impeachment and almost every other friend or foe of Musharraf are now persuading, cajoling or threatening him to resign to escape impeachment.

Ishaq Dar (he has a vested interest in Musharraf’s early exit) should not be arguing for his resignation only to save the nation time and money. A parliament that has cost a lot of both for five months without working should now be made to earn its keep by working for a period which is expected to be much shorter. In any case, such mean considerations should not stand in the way of a high objective.

In the reasoning and rhetoric generated by the impeachment move it seems that the stock of an authoritarian Musharraf has gone up, if only a bit. That of the democratic legislators, never so high, can be seen diving.

Why some leading politicians would rather see Musharraf resign than face impeachment ceases to be an enigma if you imagine, as this writer does, that one day they see it descending on them — individually and as a class. Coups by the army have been, in fact, a kind of impeachment for them.

Accountability is not a hazard of Pakistani politics nor do its practitioners want it to be. But the danger for them is looming already. While preparing to brave the charges, Musharraf has let it be known that he would be bringing up his own pile against his tormentors. Musharraf must be held to account by the legislators for his conduct especially now that Asif Zardari has publicly accused him of misappropriating American money — more than he spent on fighting terror.

The agony and harm that the failing war on terror has caused demands that the money he pocketed be recovered to repair the damage done by the war rather than his taking it along to live in peace and opulence in Massachusetts, US.

Mr Zardari must surely have based his charge on the official record to which he now has easy and full access. Proved, Musharraf’s travails would go much beyond his removal from office. At the same time, the people must know what he has to say against his accusers.

Irrespective of its outcome, Musharraf’s accountability in parliament offers an opportunity to make the holder of every public office accountable likewise. The people, the press and the intelligentsia, the enraged lawyers in particular, must not let this opportunity pass. The scheming minds in politics do not want to hold Musharraf accountable so that, in turn, they too are not ever held accountable.

The constitution provides for the accountability only of the president and that too through a process which exposes the members of parliament to the same kind of temptations for which they are called upon to impeach the head of state. Switching loyalty is already said to carry a reward of Rs25m — the amount an honest legislator wouldn’t make in a lifetime of politics.

Musharraf is the first and, perhaps, the last president being impeached. The impeachment of a president in a parliamentary form of government, to which we are soon going to revert, is irrelevant. The president, as constitutional head, always goes by the advice of the prime minister. Imagine, Chaudhry Fazal Elahi being held accountable for what Z.A. Bhutto did or Rafiq Tarar for what Nawaz Sharif did.

Therefore, when the constitution comes up for amendments for its parliamentary character to be restored, it must provide for the accountability of the prime minister and all others who exercise high authority in the federation and provinces.

The fate of accountability, however, must not hinge on parliament alone. The people, in a broad sense, should also be associated with it so that it doesn’t remain a game of numbers with consequent horse-trading or harassment. Financial corruption, philandering and the abuse of power in many other forms cut across party lines. It cannot be left to parliamentarians alone to take cognisance of this and adjudicate as well.

The existing laws and tools having proved wholly inadequate, consideration must be given to a new strategy to check misconduct in all walks of life — be it politics, the bureaucracy or business.

Reacting to a suggestion for the open accountability of public servants, a former inspector-general of police, Mian Mohammad Amin, recalls a dramatic moment from the early days of Islam when in a public assembly a Bedouin stood up to question Hazrat Umar.How, he asked the caliph, was he able to carve out a long tunic (Umar was a tall man) for himself from a piece of cloth that he along with every returning fighter from the battlefield had received in equal measure from the booty when it was not enough even for the questioner’s shorter shirt? Hazrat Umar had to summon his son to testify that he had given his piece to the father to make his garment longer.

The world may have become more complex today and officials less accessible and much less tolerant but dealing with maladministration as an in-house clandestine activity has only been aggravating matters. A way has to be found to bring it on to the public stage where the Bedouins of today can question the propriety of the conduct of public officials without risking jail or banishment.

President Musharraf’s impeachment provides an occasion for a national catharsis to make accountability a part of public life. But the intention all around seems to be to draw a curtain on the past and let business proceed as usual. That the country is falling apart both morally and physically is hardly a concern.

