Whither Pakistan?
By Iqbal Akhund

THIS is a question we have been asking for more than 60 years. There were times when we seemed to have the answer: Zulfikar Ali Bhutto taking over from Yahya Khan, Benazir called to power in 1988, even Musharraf’s coup because it put an end to Nawaz Sharif’s majoritarian autocracy.

But each time the surge of hope ended in disappointment. So, under the euphoria we feel today, there still runs an undercurrent of doubt and scepticism.

Even as the judges who stood up to the general-president’s fiat are acclaimed and rightly so, as pioneers of judicial independence, we also know that, right from the start, the Supreme Court, was always available to declare (as it did again on Nov 3) that it was alright for the military ruler to suspend, abrogate, amend the Constitution at will. And while speaking of the parliament’s supremacy, can one forget that the National Assembly had adopted almost overnight the (proposed) Fifteenth Amendment which, had it not been stopped in the Senate, would surely have nullified the Constitution as effectively as any PCO?

So what is there to prevent it happening all over again? The plain answer, sadly, is: nothing. The safeguards are all there in the Constitution, up to the ultimate penalty for high treason but they crumble before ‘ground realities’, i.e. the power of the gun and not the complicity, out of fear, ambition, greed of the establishment as a whole.

An Englishman asked to explain the system that had enabled democracy to survive and thrive in Britain, replied, “It’s not the system, it’s the people.” Are we then to understand that Pakistanis are genetically deficient, not fit for democracy, not capable of running their affairs? So said our British rulers about India, and have implied our military rulers. But military rule has never gone unchallenged and was every time brought to an end by the people’s urge for democracy.

The military ruler’s own sense of illegitimacy has led him to seek approval in some sort of judicial sanction and in proclaiming that he comes to achieve some higher purpose — ‘a democracy suited to our genius’, Islam, moderate enlightenment or whatever.

It is instructive to see how and why the various episodes of military rule came about. It was a civilian governor general who induced Ayub Khan to come in. Yahya Khan too did not stage a coup but was asked to take over by Ayub. Ziaul Haq had prepared his coup but in a sense Bhutto had himself opened the door to Zia by consulting him and his corps commanders throughout the 1977 crisis, keeping them informed of his negotiations with the opposition, having them take an oath of fealty. Indeed, he introduced the military Trojan horse into politics even earlier by setting up a political wing within the ISI. As for Musharraf, he had not quite planned his advent but had greatness thrust upon him.

The military as such does not have an ideology so one cannot tell what a military ruler will do when he takes over. It all depends on the opinions of the COAS and his set of corps commanders. Ayub was a secularist, albeit unavowed, Zia was Islamist (or Islamo-opportunist), Musharraf , another closet secularist, talked about enlightened Islam and grassroots democracy.

He promised clean and honest administration, reform of institutions, social and economic development. And at first he sounded as if he really meant to do what he promised.

To be fair, Musharraf did get some good things done — he brought the economy back from the brink , liberated the media, brought more women into the legislature and administration, set a more realistic direction for foreign policy. Above all, he held reasonably free general elections. But he left a lot undone e.g. madressah reform, shying away from taking on anything that threatened his own position. Power took primacy over promises, leading him into the same ‘dirty politics’ that he had come to clean up. In the last 12 months in attempting to shore up his position, he managed to demolish it altogether.

But now the country is again on the democratic path and everyone is saying and doing the right thing — including the army chief. Coalitions have taken over at the centre and the provinces. Cynics doubt that former rivals and potential contenders for power can sink their differences or hold back their ambitions for long. This may well be so but the relevant fact is that they have done so at this stage, bringing about a smooth transition. On the long view, however, one wonders whether such a broad-based coalition makes for an effective government and can carry out a coherent programme. Can a government that includes Maulana Fazlur Rahman take action to reform madressahs or change the blasphemy law?

Politicians sometimes have to play to different galleries but in the situation in which the country finds itself today, some clarity of aim and purpose is essential. To hear responsible persons describe action against the purveyors of suicide bombers as action ‘against our own people’ only confuses the issue. Then there is the question of governance, the way government does its job.

Not a week goes by without reports of projects delayed for years, costs exceeded by millions, newly completed ones breaking down, expensive machinery rusting away unused, urgently required equipment held up in customs by some bureaucratic small print. It is a story of administrative muddle, indifference and incompetence that does not change whatever the form of government. In holding back Pakistan, poor governance has played as important a role as corruption. It was good therefore to hear Asif Zardari mention the importance of governance over that of government.

One last word: the new information minister is a sophisticated, PR-savvy lady. One hopes that she can persuade her colleagues to give up the tired old refrain, ‘the previous government did everything wrong, we are going to put everything right’. This is not so and people don’t believe it but will accept the truth, however unpleasant, about the country’s situation and prospects.

