Lessons from Sept 10
By Masud Mufti

SOME political and media wizards are visibly dismayed by the public default in preventing the second exile of Mian Nawaz Sharif on Sept 10. They feel that, incensed by the pervasively bad governance by an arrogant and high-handed Gen Musharraf, the people should have braved the security restrictions to swarm Islamabad airport.

These expectations arose from the post-March response of the people in support of the Chief Justice of Pakistan I share their feelings, but differ with this verdict. The people have, once again, behaved as rightly as they should have. Their mental and emotional antennas (carved out of sheer sincerity) can instantly differentiate between the diverse wave-lengths of a non-functional Chief Justice martyred by an anti-people system and a two-time ex-prime minister who was, and continues to be, a part of that system.

Justice Iftikhar Chaudhry cut his umbilical cord with the system on March 9 with his own hands and irreversibly rebelled against it with a new call for the rule of law. The judiciary thus became an outsider and hence an instant darling of the people. Nawaz Sharif is merely challenging General Musharraf with his old rhetoric without disowning the system.

The new rise in his popularity brought about by this challenge gets badly eclipsed by this association. In the public perception he remains, like Benazir Bhutto, a deal-prone wrestler in the arena of the system which thrives by destroying the rule of law.

With General Musharraf as its current chairperson, our governing system was carved out by the unholy mullah-military-wadera alliance. It has a track record for first creating, grooming and installing custom-made prime ministers, and then hanging, assassinating or sending them on repeated exiles. It has the distinction of unquestioningly exalting all civil or military delinquent cronies, regardless of their legal, financial, moral or even patriotic shortcomings.

It prospered and matured by a devious use of force, guile, deceit, disinformation and falsehood, and devoted itself to exploiting the evil side of Pakistani human resource. It has the strange peculiarity of breaking its own country to stay in power. Due to overflowing confidence, it has now run its course and is about to collapse under the heavy weight of its own cumulative misdeeds, arousing fears that it may take down the country with it.

More than 100 political parties have remained an integral part of this system in keeping the people of Pakistan out of the loop of governance. These parties always strengthened the anti-democratic forces in the country and have never allowed democracy to enter their own ranks. They have been fully dictatorial within and without.

Other negative features of political parties, including the PML-N, are (a) the nominations of office-bearers, (b) freely dished out patronage within the party, and (c) freedom to loot and plunder when in power. The people have remained helpless victims of these “principles” for more than half a century and, in utter disgust, have ceased to participate in political activity. Active voting in elections (including rigging as birthright) remains depressively low, around 20 to 30 per cent of registered votes.

Our political culture thus revolves round avarice and self-interest, instead of commitment to issues and principles, and the membership of parties has shrunk to beneficiaries, opportunists and hangers-on, who are not willing to suffer for a cause. That is why these parties have failed to start any significant movement during the last eight years in spite of many winning chances.

All these factors were operative in the performance of the PML-N on Sept 10. The day was full of lessons for those who are willing to learn.

The first was the most glaring, that, in spite of its crumbling edifice, the system is obstinately bent on staying in power by the ruthless use of all means, fair or foul. The rulers have exactly the same mindset today as they had in 1971, and the nation should be mentally prepared to get much bigger shocks than the theatrical episode of Sept 10. The day marks the escalation of a long and open war between the dug-in system and the disorganised civil society on the issue of good governance.

The second lesson was painful — that more than 100 political parties would not be able to mobilise the nation for this “war of good governance”. Their heart is not in this war because of their own preference for power at the cost of the rule of law during the last 60 years. The people know this, and will not be enthusiastic in responding to their call due to their low credibility, non-democratic personality cults, closed door double dealings with the system and dubious links with the military dictator.

The third was a lesson of hope — that the vacuum of political leadership will force civil society to create an alternate leadership. Benazir Bhutto, the leader of one major party, is openly or secretly crossing over to the other side under an announced or unannounced deal. Nawaz Sharif, the leader of the other major party, is located and gagged at a safe distance in Saudi Arabia.

It may be a blessing in disguise for the bewildered people to look to the post-March initiative of the lawyers’ community for providing an entirely new alternate leadership. Luckily, there is no single towering personality in this fraternity to dominate the scene. The galaxy of recently discovered stars are, therefore, bound to develop collective leadership, thus paving the way for new democratic traditions.

The fourth lesson was significant for being in line with the eternal laws of nature, which never lets things be static in this world. New ground realities are being constantly born in reaction to the old. This lesson is meant for the 100-plus political parties, but there is scanty data to believe that these opportunist leopards will change their spots. Their support for the post-March peoples’ movement was, at best, only secondary and imitative.

What is the nature of this change? So far, it is in the warming-up stage. Since March 9, civil society has been shedding its 60-year old inertia and sliding into a state of flux. The system’s repression will give further momentum to its self-discovery and enhance the muscle power of the people. Matters will then snowball under inexorable nature, and the change will go on, taking its own time in proportion to our participation.

The fifth most important lesson for Mian Nawaz Sharif, and for all political parties, is to realise that the nation’s current state of flux is the last chance for them. If they do not change with it, they will go down with the currently crumbling system.

They should now let the people and democracy enter the closed castles of their political parties and operate with open votes instead of crafty nominations. They should understand the basic truth that undemocratic dictatorial parties cannot bring democracy. They should learn to be with the people, and their cause, and the nation will reciprocate with as spontaneous a welcome for Mian Nawaz Sharif as it persistently extended to Justice Iftikhar Chaudhry.If the political parties do not learn from these lessons, our fast changing common man will himself elect new leaders from among his own ranks.
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