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Darn this language called English, which has manifestly confused the noblest of men from the Sufi city of Multan. Prime Minister Yusuf Raza Gilani, who feels more honoured to bow his head before a stumped bunch of judges than before their verdict, was raised on the belief that the country’s destiny lay in the hands of men with conviction. Himself a scion of a religious family, which pursued political gains with an equally religious fervour, Gilani took the conviction mantra to heart and now proudly claims to have achieved that cherished distinction. Ah, but for one little caveat. Somebody forgot to tell our honourable PM that all that talk wasn’t really about a ‘legal’ conviction. But what the heck, the prime minister can always ask his brilliant Balochistan chief minister to rationalise the absurdity of it all. Expect Nawab Raisani to blabber, “Conviction to conviction hoti hai, chahay ikhlaqi ho yaa qanooni” (A conviction is a conviction, whether moral or legal). 

 

To be fair to the man, the PM’s mother tongue is Seraiki and therefore he must not be sacrificed at the altar of the language of the British, who incidentally his ancestors had served with the greatest of servitude. But if the opposition keeps yelping at his heels, refuses to back off, and continues pestering him to go moral on a legal issue and resign, then he could always find comfort in the company of his close aides and similar ‘men of conviction’. For instance, the interior minister, convicted but then pardoned by the president; IT minister Pervez Ashraf, near indicted by the supreme court in the multibillion RPP ripoff; former law minister Babar Awan awaiting conviction for contempt of court; former religious affairs minister Qazmi, biding time behind bars on unholy corruption charges; innocent commerce minister Makhdoom Ameen Faheem, who should have been convicted for spending the Rs40 million he says he doesn’t know who deposited in his account. And the list of men of conviction reads on.

 

And talking of language, another equally interesting twist of words was pointed out to me, ironically by none other than a makhdoom parliamentarian. As we all know, ‘Khadim’ means a person who serves but how many of us have ever pondered over the meaning of makhdoom, a term invariably associated with religious leaders – who incidentally always claim to be serving the masses in the name of Allah. 

 

The word means, “Khidmat lainay wala” (he who makes others serve him). Literally it would mean a lord or master. So when our ruling elite attach a prefix like this to their names, assuming servitude of others towards them as their divine right, and yet at the same time profess practicing populist democracy based on principles of human equity, then lord have mercy both on democracy and its believers. But the good thing is that at least now the prime minister’s famous utterance becomes fathomable. During the course of the contempt case hearing, while pondering over his fate, the sufi prime minister had said that belonging to a religious lineage of makhdooms (an accident of birth actually) was a greater honour than being the chosen leader of 180 million people. So here’s to these men of populist conviction. Carry on our dear Makhdooms Gilanis, Qureshis, Shahabuddins, and of course all the lesser ones too. 

 

But it isn’t the individuals alone that are taking the masses for a ride. Enter the political parties with their daft political moves. The latest being the spate of Punjab assembly resolutions seeking the creation of a South Punjab province as well as the revival of the Bahawalpur Province comprising the geographical boundaries of the erstwhile state of Bahawalpur. On paper, it all makes sense because Punjab in its existing form is larger than the remaining three federating units put together and thus causes a lopsided power equation of the federation. But is the latest proposal to carve three provinces out of the present day Punjab anything more than a countermove by the PML-N to the PPP’s populist Seraiki province rhetoric? Not really.

 

It’s a brilliant stroke to stymie the PPP rallying cry for a Seraiki province in an election year. Not only has the PML-N move actually stopped forward movement on the Seraiki province issue but has also divided the Southern Punjab political activists and leadership into two camps: those favouring revival of Bahawalpur state as a province and the rest of the Wasaib belt.

 

Furthermore, the unanimous adoption of the resolutions with the effective participation of the PPP has actually pushed the PPP in a tight corner. Instead of harping on its popular Seraiki province demand, the PPP now stands committed to the furtherance of these resolutions, which owing to time constraints imposed by the impending elections will not reach any fruitful conclusion. Even if the concept of new provinces is okayed without much delay by the National Assembly and the Senate, with a two-thirds majority in each (easier said than done), the process is fraught with a million technical and procedural impediments. There is the extremely complex and thorny issue of demarcating boundaries; revisiting the water distribution accord which is another explosive issue in a water deficient country and reconstituting the NFC are but a few of the many more cumbersome issues. 

 

The PML-N scored another subtle but immensely important tactical win when it lured the PPP’s Punjab parliamentary leader Raja Riaz into agreeing to its demand of forming a national commission to examine the creation of new provinces. Going by the fate of the several commissions tasked with far more narrowly focused and circumspect tasks, it isn’t difficult to guess what, if ever, such a commission would deliver. The formation of the commission alone is likely to take months if not another year or two. And as we know, the elections are but a max nine months away. Recreating a country that is already having a tough time retaining its existing complexion is nothing less than an impossible endeavor – at least for the current ruling lot, both at the centre and in the provinces.

 

While the political leadership plays these petty power games, the country meanwhile is quietly going down the drain. The prime minister is away in London on a meaningless junket while the country is gripped by violence and unrest. Relations with the US are at an all-time low and a new bill with a real bite has been tabled in the congress and is likely to be passed without much ado. The lonely American in Islamabad and probably Pakistan’s sole remaining friend, Ambassador Munter, too has thrown in the towel. His likely replacement from Kabul is known to harbor a serious pro-Kabul and anti-Islamabad bias. Islamabad botched the opportunity of getting a US apology over Salala in February, which would have gone a long way in resolving the stalemate: an expected outcome when diplomacy, the art of private negotiations, is delegated to parliamentarians saddled with taking public stances based on populist considerations. 

 

Finally, the economy is a mess of the government’s own making. It is only a matter of months before Pakistan is forced to go back to the IMF. Next stop WB, ADB. It is summer in Pakistan but we are already looking at a winter of immense discontent.
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