Exile and the ‘kingdom’
By Tanvir Ahmad Khan

“One cannot be happy in exile or in oblivion. One cannot always be a stranger. I want to return to my homeland, make all my loved ones happy. I see no further than this.” –– From Albert Camus

IT happened a long time ago but I still remember the pain of having to learn Anglo-Saxon, a language dead for centuries. I also remember gratefully that this dead language enabled me to read some ancient poems that spoke of the unbearable pain of exile, of separation from the tribe, of banishment for real or imagined transgressions and of the longing of the eternal wanderer to come home.

This was also when I discovered the six stories that make up Albert Camus’ Exile and Kingdom. In them the exile was not as physical as in the old Anglo-Saxon tale of the wanderer. It was about alienation in a seemingly absurd world and about overcoming that sense of the absurd by making an existential choice to act. For the exile, homecoming is such a decision. So the yearning of our two former prime ministers to come home may be more than just power play. They may be responding to a deep human impulse to return to the tribe. Human beings are lonely creatures. Very often they find meaning in their lives only when they are acclaimed by others.

In making exile alien to our Constitution and the right of return a sacred prerogative, the writers of the Constitution had gone beyond legalism and embodied in it human experience of thousands of years. On August 23, the Supreme Court ruled that these fundamental rights could not be compromised.

For many long years the entire machinery of the state has been geared to vilifying the two former prime ministers. It did create a problem of reputation for them but a vast majority of Pakistanis has lost faith in the state’s case and wants to make the final judgment about them in a fair and free election. It is time that political leaders submit their case to the majesty of the will of the people and be judged by it.

There are even weightier reasons for invoking the power of the people in a free and fair election. Deep fissures have appeared in the Pakistani federation. Not since 1970 has it been so vulnerable to the consequences of an extended period of arbitrary rule. The need of the hour is a healing touch.

Unfortunately, Pakistan has a long history of pre-determining the outcome of elections. So whatever residual wisdom the nation is left with should focus on a fair and free election as the only practicable way out of the current crisis. Restoration of authentic representative institutions may still bring contentious issues within the ambit of democratic mediation and accommodation and pave the way for national reconciliation.

National reconciliation warrants an inclusive approach to the country’s divided polity and a level playing field for the elections. If democracy is an antidote to the poison of centrifugal tensions in the federating provinces as well as to the deadlier venom of extremism, voices of dissent must be carefully listened to and not silenced by force.

Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif responded to the fast changing political situation in Pakistan with different strategies for their re-entry. Nawaz Sharif interpreted the Charter of Democracy signed by both leaders as a call to the ramparts for a final battle with General Musharraf. Benazir Bhutto, on the other hand, entered into complex negotiations with him to work out a power-sharing arrangement. Nawaz Sharif was portrayed as planning a return only to intensify the confrontation between the political class and Musharraf while Ms Bhutto was seen to be engaged in finding a pragmatic way out.

This perception led to a denial of a level playing field to Nawaz Sharif. His deportation has, however, raised some fundamental issues. He had journeyed to Islamabad after an unambiguous verdict by the Supreme Court that he was free to return.

In sending him into exile once again, the Musharraf regime may have deliberately resumed its battle with the higher judiciary which has to adjudicate diverse challenges to Musharraf’s right to another presidential term. Prospects of a democratic solution of the current crisis could fade if that battle turns ugly.

What awaits Benazir Bhutto when she returns to Pakistan on Oct 18 is the focus of national attention now. Arguably, this should have a different outcome. There has been much comment within Pakistan and abroad that Nawaz Sharif has been removed from the scene to facilitate an understanding with Ms Bhutto and to set the stage for a tranquil election. But how valid is this assumption?

The Nawaz Sharif episode may portend a restoration of the absolute power of the Musharraf regime. It may also be an implicit warning to Benazir Bhutto that she should not keep raising the price of her cooperation. Her bargaining power may have actually diminished, as some government circles claim, and she may now be offered only the shadow and not the substance of political power.

Her struggle is for the empowerment of parliament and the repeal of the constitutional provision that enables the president to dismiss elected governments and assemblies, but the support she enjoys from the international community for a sovereign parliament may not be decisive.

Similarly, the present effort to turn the Pakistan People’s Party into a junior coalition partner of the army, the Pakistan Muslim League (Q) and perhaps even the MQM, which is showing its muscle again in Karachi’s battles of turf, confronts her with difficult choices.

Benazir Bhutto knows only too well that a great deal of water has flowed down the Indus since April 6, 1999. Also the halcyon days of 1988 may have gone for ever.

A day before Ms Bhutto announced her decision to return on October 18 a number of soldiers died in an audacious suicide attack on a mess of Pakistan’s elite Special Services Group. Several soldiers lost their lives in pitched battles in South Waziristan. There was a cold-blooded murder of some members of the student wing of Jamaat-i-Islami near the Karachi University. The paramount need to arrest this slide into anarchy and insurgency will test Ms Bhutto’s political skills to the utmost.

She would find a blighted political landscape littered with fragments of parties systematically battered by a regime that tried to replace the entire political class with a new one of its creation. When it failed to do so, it cobbled together a King’s party that has a pathological distrust of Benazir Bhutto.

In the last six months or so, she has mostly been talking to people in western democracies, not to the people of Pakistan. She returns to face many cynical questions including her alleged willingness to give a new lease of life to the military’s dominance in national politics.

Back home she will also have to expand the linear theme of a contest between moderates and extremists into a far more comprehensive policy framework that addresses the underlying socio-economic causes of this polarisation. She has to provide what Sherry Rehman calls a new social contract. She needs to win back the confidence of the embittered provinces of Balochistan and the NWFP.

She has to find an answer to a near universal perception in Pakistan that Musharraf’s subordination of Pakistan’s foreign policy to the agenda of Washington’s neo-conservative empire-builders has greatly added to violence in the Pakistani society. She will have to take a clear position on Musharraf’s legacy in the international field if she wants to be acclaimed as a true national leader, finally come home to restore the lost sovereignty of the nation.

