Two issues to determine the coalition’s fate
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YUSUF Raza Gilani is a very lucky politician. He comes to power as Pakistan’s 15th elected prime minister at a time when the people’s hankering for democracy and democratic governance, after the long and tortuous night of dictatorship, is at its peak.

Going by this yard-stick, Gilani should have a honeymoon longer than the people of Pakistan who — given their easily combustible nature — are accustomed to according their new rulers. But Gilani, a seasoned and pedigreed politician, and not a gatecrasher like Shaukat Aziz, must know that people’s largess at the honeymoon comes with a long list of expectations. Dictatorial rule of the past 8 years-plus not only suffocated their political aspirations but, in the end, oppressed them with a crushing economic burden.

The legacy of Aziz is one of a wheeler-dealer who worked for the interests of his overseas mentors and sold the Pakistani people’s family silver dirt cheap to these robber barons. That he deserted the camp before it could be pay-back time for him speaks volumes of how he and his cronies plundered Pakistan’s national assets.

However, repairing the economy and easing the pressure of inflation on the common man is not only a tall order but also one with a long gestation period. He and his team in the cabinet will not have easy answers and handy solutions to scoop out of their bag of tricks to satisfy a harried people. And they must also be prepared to take a lot of flak from the people on this account, if their damage control is not seen by the people as being up to their expectations.

Gilani is going to be tested in the first 30 days of assuming his office. Two issues will decide and seal Gilani and his coalition’s fate: one is the status of the high judiciary sent packing by an irate and miffed dictator in an act of unprecedented hubris; the other is how to tame that unrepentant autocrat and cut him down to size. Outwardly these two issues may appear unrelated to each other but intrinsically they are the two faces of the same coin. These are the two left-overs of a regime that tormented 160 million Pakistanis over so long but still refuses to fade out.

Gilani earned a lot of early gratitude of the people, especially the restive, well-informed, educated middle class, by proclaiming the end of the judges’ captivity in the first burst of fresh air exhaled out of his mouth as prime minister. That’s what the people expected of him, and he didn’t disappoint them. But restoring the judges back to the positions they occupied before November 3 may not be such a piece of cake. Musharraf is not only unrepentant about what he did to the judges and the pristine concept of reverence for free judiciary, but he refuses to recant what was, without doubt, judicial murder.

Gilani is honour-bound, under the terms of the Murree agreement between Zardari and Nawaz Sharif to restore the deposed high judiciary within 30 days and will have to find a way to accomplish the task within the deadline. There’s potential for conflict with Musharraf on both counts, not because Gilani would want to stir it up but because of Musharraf still refusing to bow to the popular mandate against him.

Musharraf, perhaps romantically, is still counting on the support of his American mentors to bail him out of his bind and keep him on as their principal ‘indispensable ally’ in the war against terror. Which brings into focus the frantic mission to Islamabad of the two Praetorian guards of Bush, Negroponte and Boucher. Were they dispatched, with obscene alacrity, to Islamabad — synchronising their arrival with the swearing-in of Gilani as PM — to assure him of the shifting of American patronage from Musharraf to him? Or were the two dealmakers of the lame duck, but still purblind, Bush administration rushed to assure the beleaguered ‘frontline soldier’ that his licence from Washington was still valid?

If his mentors gave him a pat on the back then Musharraf would be immeasurably more intransigent and uncompromising than without it. As it is, some of the Cold War relics, such as Henry Kissinger and Arnaud de Bochgrave (of Newsweek fame) are desperately cautioning Washington not to abandon their reliable protégé. Negroponte, a prince of darkness who honed his skills of skullduggery in Latin America, insurrecting hired guns to ward off the forces of national emancipation in that continent, is on record peddling a soft corner for Musharraf. The Bush administration’s obsession with war on terror may still have room for the likes of Musharraf and reservations about the more sensible option of talks with the militants hawked by Nawaz Sharif.

But even in the event of his mentors distancing themselves from him, there’s nothing in Musharraf’s uninspiring track record, of broken promises and un-kept pledges, to suggest that he would quit without a fight or be flexible in any meaningful sense in his parleys with the new democratic dispensation. His animus against Justice Iftikhar Chaudhry (whom he continues to badmouth as ‘scum of the earth’) in particular, and other independent judges in general, is too hard-boiled to be softened by reasoning or cold logic. He still thinks his personal vendetta against the deposed CJ was justified.

If Gilani were to go soft with Musharraf on the judges’ business, or try to soft-pedal on the hotly desired expurgation of that bothersome Article 58 (2-B), he would run into thick fog with his major coalition partner, Nawaz Sharif, whose unfinished business with Musharraf has acquired a new urgency since the general elections of February 18.

Sharif knows he now has the upper hand in the tussle with the dictator who toppled him from power in 1999; he would hate to soften his grip before administering the proverbial coup de grace to his old nemesis. Gilani simply cannot afford to antagonise Sharif at this stage for he is determined to see the back of the autocrat.

However, much would be dictated by how the man who has greased the planks for Gilani’s rise to this pinnacle plays his cards from behind the scene.

Pakistan’s new kingmaker, Asif Ali Zardari, has played his hand with great dexterity and finesse, up to this point. But the aces are still up his sleeve and he doesn’t seem to be in any rush to play them all any time soon, or force his opponent to show his hand any sooner.

The dumping of the affable Makhdoom Amin Fahim, on suspicion of being too cosy with Musharraf, suggests that Zardari too would like to take on Musharraf but not with the kind of urgency and sharpened focus espoused by Nawaz Sharif.

Zardari may have worked out an understanding and agreement with PML-N to share political power but he has also been playing some cards close to his chest. For instance, his initiative to try ushering MQM into the PPP-PML-N camp, in the election of prime minister, poses more questions than it obviously answers.

Granted that the quest for a grand consensus among all major political parties is a welcome move, and one badly needed in the interest of stanching wounds cruelly inflicted by the ancien regime of Musharraf. But who doesn’t know that MQM has been in bed with Musharraf unabashedly for so long and filled in as B-team to the GHQ?

Bringing MQM on board may be an astute move to earn the goodwill of urban Sindh, MQM’s proven stronghold. But there’s more capital invested in this gambit by a man who’s proving to be an unexpectedly adept player on the political chessboard of Pakistan.

Keeping MQM on its side could lend easy access to MQM’s guardians-in-uniform. That’s something crucially needed in the sensitive transition from military to civilian rule and the desired supremacy of the parliament in governance of the country. Furthermore, MQM has impeccable credentials of a moderate and secular party so much in vogue with Washington. One can’t rule out an American input, even if not too up front, to smoothen the way in bringing PPP and MQM closer to each other.

PPP hobnobbing with MQM could sow doubts in the mind of Nawaz Sharif, and these would be quite legitimate doubts. Why should Zardari curry favour with a party that has been recipient of generous spoils under Musharraf, especially when seeking MQM’s support is not a compulsion for the grand coalition with its obvious numerical strength in the National Assembly. By the same token, why should PPP be so munificent as to award MQM with the office of Sindh’s Governor when it has a clear majority in Sindh to go it alone?

Zardari wielding the national consensus card may not be enough to put Nawaz Sharif’s doubts to rest and could pose prickly challenges for Gilani. In the worst-case scenario, PML-N could opt to pull out of the coalition. In that event, wouldn’t MQM provide some little insurance to PPP to fall back upon and keep itself afloat in choppy waters?

But Gilani’s ascension to the coveted high office of PM doesn’t answer the obvious, million dollar, question: is he in for real, or is he just the bogey man to keep the PM’s seat warm until Zardari may have crossed all the hurdles in his way to snatch the ultimate trophy? The judicial decks have almost all been cleared for him and he is now free to take a shot at a by-election seat to the NA. Gilani, in that case, could be ‘kicked upward,’ to borrow an old Chinese metaphor, to the largely ceremonial office of President, once it has been retrieved from Musharraf’s hands, and made toothless.

In the arcane hide-and-seek of the Pakistani politics, one hasn’t seen much yet.
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