Ayub all over again?
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THE five-year-old boy sat on the wall along Bundar Road in Karachi unable to hold back tears as the funeral passed by. It was September 11, 1948 and the founder of Pakistan, Mohammad Ali Jinnah, had died leaving the newly-born nation leaderless.

The memories of that day and the Quaid-i-Azam’s (‘Great Leader’ in Urdu) vision and founding principles stayed with him as he rose through the ranks of the military, and eventually, almost 50 years later, took on the reigns of the country in a coup, exiling the democratically elected prime minister.

Throughout his tenure, as Pakistan’s Chief Executive, General Musharraf has invoked Mohammed Ali Jinnah. The general’s ideology, actions and personal style echo that of Pakistan’s founder.

Writing in the Washington Post on June 1, 2004, the general proposed ‘enlightened moderation’ as a strategy to rehabilitate the world’s Muslims from the taint of fundamentalism. The column appealed to both Muslims and non-Muslims to deal with the ‘political injustice, denial and deprivation’ of the Muslims.

Musharraf’s rhetoric seemed an ideological parallel to a Jinnah seeking emancipation of Indian Muslims in the first half of the 20th century — only Musharraf had set a loftier target — the world’s Muslims. Musharraf wrote in the Post column, “The suffering of the innocents, particularly my brethren in faith — the Muslims — at the hands of militants, extremists and terrorists has made it all the more urgent to bring order to this troubled scene.”

Musharraf’s affiliation with Jinnah was most visible when on August 20, 2002, he revived the Pakistan Muslim League (PML), the party of Jinnah that had forced the imperial hand to create a separate nation for the Muslims.

Musharraf seemed to be turning back the clock to 1947 when the Muslim League was the dominant political voice in Pakistan. In his vision, in 2002, like Jinnah’s in 1947, the resurrected Muslim League would serve as an instrument in nation building.

He went a step further in associating the PML with Jinnah, as he writes in his biography, “PML, identified with Quaid-i-Azam by adding the Q” as in PML-Q.

In style, Musharraf often provides a reflection of Jinnah and comes across as perhaps the most openly moderate, westernised leader Pakistan has had.

In ideology, action and style Musharraf has seemed closest to the nation’s founder. His devotion to Jinnah seems genuine and a personal one, going back to that day when from the street across from his house he saw Jinnah’s funeral pass by. Musharraf even beautified Jinnah’s mausoleum in Karachi, exhibiting the most symbolic of ties with the founder.

To observers, there were times during Musharraf’s tenure over the last eight years when it seemed that finally Pakistan had found a leader who was modernising the country, enforcing policies that get rid of corruption and through his moderate stance would cement Jinnah’s dream of a tolerant state that lives in peace with its neighbours.

However, lately, the image of this charismatic, well-spoken leader in Savile Row suits who is comfortable in the company of tribal chiefs and western leaders alike has taken a beating.

The challenge has come from the most unlikely of sources — the judiciary. To Musharraf’s chagrin, the judiciary is turning out to be stronger and more assertive than it ever has in the past 60 years. The chief justice, who Musharraf attempted to depose, seems to be taking an activist stance in interpreting Pakistan’s Constitution.
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To add to the general’s angst, Nawaz Sharif, the exiled prime minister, returned to Pakistan on Sept 10 and was immediately deported to Saudi Arabia.

Benazir Bhutto has, after years of criticising Musharraf as a wily dictator, talked about an imminent reconciliation with the general where the two may share power. Earlier in August, she sat down for coffee with Robert Novak, the syndicated columnist at Manhattan’s Pierre Hotel. Novak wrote, “When I met Bhutto for coffee, she was much softer in criticism of Musharraf now that she is negotiating with him.”

The coming weeks will be full of drama as a weakened Musharraf contemplates how he will hold on to power and the emboldened Sharif and Bhutto make provocative moves.

Musharraf could take one of two paths. Take the high road by facilitating democracy, give up his uniform and work with the political class to have fair elections and a legitimate government. In spite of his waning popularity, the Pakistani people will accept him in a diminished capacity, but he would have an opportunity to walk further down the path of the founder of Pakistan. In the noisy squabble of civilian politics, Musharraf may even come across as an unbiased arbiter — the stable, chastened leader, a step above partisan politics.

Musharraf, if he takes this fork on the road, has an unprecedented opportunity to pave the way for a peaceful, democratic and moderate Pakistan. His stature of having come from the military and become a civilian leader would be a source of strength both in the street and in the barracks, especially once he appoints one of his confidantes as the army chief. For the Pakistanis, this seems the best option of all — an un-corrupt ex-military leader as president, a free and popularly elected government furthering democracy — all operating under the watchful eyes of a judiciary that does not seem to be sitting idle anymore.

If Musharraf decides to cling to power and restrict democratic institutions, he would divert to another path – the one taken by General Ayub Khan who on October 1958 dissolved parliament and declared martial law. Ayub went on to rule Pakistan for a decade and under pressure from the masses resigned in March of 1969.

Ayub, instead of facilitating a democratic, political process installed General Yahya Khan, the then chief of army.

Musharraf has an uncanny resemblance to Ayub as well. Ayub was a moderate, had introduced a stunted democratic system in 1962, led economic development and built a close alliance with the US. Ayub’s rule conjoined the army with the state that till today seems difficult to separate. In drawing parallels, Brookings scholar Stephen Cohen says “Ayub’s pattern was copied by Musharraf who came to power in a coup and then sought to bring about a political, cultural and social revolution.”

So, hiding behind the rhetoric of the Quad-i-Azam, is Musharraf really an Ayub in the making?
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