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The impeachment move came only days after a comment by Pervez Musharraf hit the coalition hard. The president put down the lack of progress on many crucial issues to the divisions inherent in the PPP-PMLN alliance and the tone suggested that he was just warming up to the subject.

There may be many reasons why the coalition opted to go for an impeachment now: approval of America and the army establishment in Pakistan, President Musharraf creating hurdles in the way of the PPP, the sense of security that Asif Ali Zardari may be having after being cleared in so many cases under the National Reconciliation Ordinance, etc. For those who had been trying to impress on everyone just how fundamentally important the life of the current ruling alliance was, the strong presidential reference to the manufacturing fault in the coalition was enough to cause an abrupt reaction. The chasm may never be narrowed; the partnership can be prolonged if the biggest threat to it was removed.

The shift in the PPP strategy does look abrupt since, up until then, Asif Ali Zardari had been seen dodging questions as to when he planned to send the president home. When an impeachment was finally agreed upon, it was followed by a long and spirited chorus that said that the clever Mr Zardari had left it for far too late. The contention was that by delaying the step for months after the verdict of February 18, the PPP co-chairman had allowed General Musharraf to claw back to a relatively secure position. The view is open to argument.

Let’s see where Pervez Musharraf stood on February 18, 2008. His action in the north-west and his friendship with the Americans was earning him flak from a large number of Pakistanis as was his fight with the ‘deposed’ chief justice. The leadership of the army was calling for negotiations with the militants along with use of force where it was absolutely necessary. He had just been witness to his own party, the PMLQ, being beaten quite embarrassingly by the PPP and PMLN.

The president’s long-standing associates in the PMLQ had no hope of taking the centre; they were wiped out in Sindh and drastically contained in the Frontier. At best, they could harbour hopes of making it to coalitions in power in Punjab and Balochistan. They did try, but failed in the face of a counter surge which had all the qualities of culminating in a strong anti-Musharraf movement.

A clash was imminent from the day Asif Zardari spurned the PMLQ and chose to stay with the ‘democratic’ forces — the PMLN as also the Awami National Party. The president never liked the arrangement and his disapproval was reflected in his declared bias for the setup in Sindh, where the PPP had chosen to join hands with a presidential favourite, the Muttaheda Qaumi Movement.

What has changed in the four-month period for a certain brand of detractors to criticise the impeachment move now? Not much. In fact the matters have worsened. The Frontier is still in flames and despite attempts by the coalition (read the PPP) to adopt it as ‘our own war’, the general opinion still holds President Musharraf responsible. The army is still calling for the same dialogue-cum-force strategy, in a mild defiance of the American policies that, in the eyes of a large number of Pakistanis, have come to be personified by the president. What is most significant, the talk going around suggests that the Americans have given their assent to impeachment — which, if true, would mean that the president is weaker today than he was on February 18.
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This is not all. Even if we were to believe against convention that the impeachment is our internal matter, politicians in the Musharraf camp have been weakened considerably in the time since the election. Many of those who had won on PMLQ tickets in Punjab have since created forward blocs of their own and are, by their own declarations, today closer to the coalition (read PMLN). A whole bunch of them in Balochistan is part of the government in Quetta after they rejected calls from party leadership and preferred switching sides over siding with an increasingly unpopular dictator.

For Asif Ali Zardari who had come too far on his chosen path, there was no other choice but impeachment. The PPP co-chairman had given Punjab to the PMLN while he could have availed the golden opportunity to end the long power drought for his party in the biggest and decisive province. He had put his seal on the Murree Declaration of May, 2008, whereby he committed himself to restoring the judges. On his insistence certain PMLN members had been drafted into the federal government even when everybody agreed that their presence in the cabinet was bound to lead to certain measures that the PPP would find impossible to explain due to its links with the most downtrodden.

This is not to say that the PPP did not push for its agenda; it did push for certain changes aimed at pleasing its supporters such as the agriculturists. But by and large, the party allowed itself to be influenced by, and indeed held hostage to, Nawaz Sharif and his party. This is besides the anti-Musharraf sentiment that was quite clearly brewing within the PPP. The truth is that many of the PPP lawmakers, not to forget its voters, were frustrated by the circumstances in which the party had come to be regarded as an extension of the Musharraf regime.

The change — of faces, priorities and content — was amiss even when the party had managed to come to power. Already in Punjab where the pro-judges, anti-Musharraf campaigns are at their strongest, rumours were rife that many of the strong PPP men were thinking of ways to make their entry into the PMLN before the next election. Whether Mr Zardari would be able to prevent these possible desertions or not was hard to tell. What can be said now with some confidence is that Mr Zardari’s impeachment drive is as much a move to dislodge the president as it is an act to salvage his own party.

