In a state of delusion and denial
By A. Rahim Yousefzai

“WE have hit rock bottom,” were the prophetic words spoken by Gen Pervez Musharraf on the day of the coup on Oct 12, 1999. The self-declared chief executive had toppled a legitimately elected prime minister of Pakistan and his government.

The chief executive’s ship went on to sail into the presidency where it was duly “legitimised” through a referendum held in a “free, fair and transparent” manner. Can Gen Musharraf measure how far the “bottom” has deepened and widened since?

It is of no use delving into the accursed history of this poor country where army rule is more the norm than the exception, where nothing seems to be working and where matters are regressing. Does Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz, a former banker, know that the Pakistan’s downtrodden people are paying eight rupees for a piece of bread for which they paid two rupees before his economic policies were fully implemented?

Pakistan today has become one of the most violent countries in the world. Only an insider knows how much is spent on the security of the president and the prime minister and what elaborate and foolproof arrangements have to be put in place for them. Among the most disturbing developments is the proliferation of FM radio stations in the NWFP spitting venom against any and everything. Yet, the government is behaving like it did on May 12 in Karachi.

The ugly and tragic scenes of May 12 will continue to haunt us for a long time. Pakistanis have always looked up to the army for protection in cases of political victimisation and grave injustices. But when a serving army chief is, allegedly, identified with a political group involved in killing its opponents, who do the citizens turn to? Rather than go into mourning at the national level at the loss of innocent lives, the beating of drums heralds the arrival of the emperor. How callous can one be? Are we beasts or butchers or both? There were more than 40 dead bodies but the hired crowds danced in front of the parliament building in Islamabad.

Meanwhile, in true Goebblesian fashion, Information Minister Muhammad Ali Durrani, his deputy Tariq Azeem and Law Minister Wasi Zafar, who are always in denial, have been cheeky enough to deny the gory game or hold its perpetrators responsible. All this had been captured live on television and beamed across the world. However, the fear of God might soon see them taking the lead in abandoning the sinking ship.

Irrespective of the polemics of the Chief Justice’s rights and wrongs, the legal fraternity has stood up in a contest between the “the blacks and the khakis.” Their resolutions and revolution is a watershed in our chequered history. The genie has come out of the bottle and trying to put him back in will only mean breaking the bottle and sustaining wounds in the bargain. Our sleuths are only peacetime warriors and one should remember that the lawyers have the following of the masses who cannot disappear by blacking out TV channels.

In the prevailing chaos, the worst affected institution is the army. Why must the army, as an institution, be dragged into the dirty world of politics — because the chief of the army wears two hats? It simply does not make sense to criticise him as a civilian but not as an army general. The flawed and failed policies and priorities of the president are putting everything at risk. Incompetence coupled with inefficiency combined with arrogance and myopia is a toxic mix. The country’s social fabric has been torn apart. All systems are heading towards a grinding halt. The gulf between the haves and the have-nots has further widened.

General Musharraf wants an extension of five years in his tenure from a dead, rubber-stamp parliament, but for approval of his performance he runs to the corps commanders who have too much at stake to speak their minds while the ISPR chief says everything’s okay. Dr Ayesha Siddiqa’s ‘Military Inc: Inside Pakistan’s Military Economy’ is a must-read for all officers. Be brave and courageous. Show maturity and magnanimity. Don’t enforce your failing and failures. A fine strategist must have an exit strategy.

The group of parasites who are misguiding the general for their own survival will anyway outlive him. A time comes in the life of each soldier and general where he must shed his uniform honourably and in Musharraf’s case it is already past that time. The immediate reinstatement of the Chief Justice and free and fair elections under an independent election commission can give us faint hope of survival.

General Musharraf should refrain from making the blunder of having himself reelected by the present moribund assemblies. Now is the time for him to avoid reading several intelligence reports and to just read the newspapers to feel the pulse of the nation.One should remind him of what is prominently displayed at the frontier force regimental training centre in Abbottabad: “Sweat saves blood, Blood saves life, Brain saves both.”
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