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GENERAL Musharraf has been re-elected president. The electoral college was depleted, but not significantly, despite the best efforts of the All Parties Democratic Movement. It is not certain which way the Supreme Court decision will go as it rules on the candidature of the president.

If the decision goes in favour of Gen Musharraf, our legal pundits will continue to debate whether such a decision would represent a resurrection of the doctrine of necessity which one of our Supreme Court judges proclaimed ‘buried’ in the course of the court’s earlier deliberations. For the moment, however, there is a measure of uncertainty on this count. But this is not the only uncertainty.

If the president loses the case, he may not want to shed his uniform. Can we expect another turnabout as the argument put forth by the stalwarts of the PML-Q — a party now threatened with political extinction — that a president without his second skin is a liability and not an asset for his erstwhile supporters? Will this argument be bought in the face of domestic and, more importantly, international opposition?

The Reconciliation Ordinance has been promulgated. The media has expressed moral indignation at the perceived blanket amnesty to those who have looted the country. But little attention has been paid to the counter claim that after 11 years of extensive and expensive investigation, the prosecuting authorities have failed to provide evidence leading to a conviction in any of the many cases filed against former prime ministers and other politicians.

A catchy but badly rhyming jingle on one major private TV channel seeks to remind the nation in rough translation that ‘history forgets the nation that forgets its past’. But the images in the accompanying skit focus on the 1986-1999 period making no mention of the many millionaires created by dubious deals in the 1977-1988 era. Even the 1999-2007 era has been forgotten, as have been the cases of those politicians who having made their peace with the present regime were forgiven their past trespasses.

It is not realised that a selective recall of history is even more destructive for a nation’s moral fibre than ‘forgetting’ history. More likely this is realised but a complete recall of our chequered history is not part of the agenda.

That such an ordinance cannot be reconciled with the Constitution is the main plaint in the petitions that have been filed in the high court and Supreme Court. How will the courts handle this hot potato, which, perhaps even more so than the president’s eligibility case, has the potential for exacerbating the present political uncertainty?

How strongly will this ordinance be defended by a government whose prime minister and the leader of the ruling party have dubbed it as a ruse to divide the opposition and secure a credible re-election of the president at the same time? How sincere is the denunciation by the president’s spokesman of such ideas? Does such denunciation mean that the president is also shedding his political alliance that provided a façade of democracy for his authoritarian rule along with his uniform?

In this period of intense political manoeuvring, a leader of a religious party has proved once again that no Pakistani politician is more adept than himself in keeping a foot in both camps. He justifies this on the grounds of pragmatism. Others are less kind.

What is important, however, is that he has done favours for which he will expect substantial rewards from both elements in the reconciliation process. His personal demands can probably be met but what of those of his far more radical lieutenants? For them, the deployment of the maulana’s political skills must yield much more than mere personal benefits. Will he be able to seek and secure in the forthcoming general elections the same measure of support that he got in 2002?

An outside observer can provide no definitive answers to these questions. More importantly, neither can those who are more intimately involved. And therein lies the rub.

This is a time when the situation along our western border and in the settled districts bordering on the tribal agencies is fast deteriorating. No plausible explanation has been offered for the surrender by 250 or 300 soldiers. The president suggested recently that they surrendered because they mistakenly assumed that this was how they had to implement orders to avoid confrontation. There have been reports that at least nine of them have been beheaded and the threat of further such beheadings hangs heavy.

Sunday brought news, if official accounts are to be trusted, of a successful assault on the militants, but Monday brought the grim news that an additional 50 soldiers had gone missing. On Tuesday morning, one read the heartbreaking news that while many of them had been located, 25 had been killed.

This is a time when music video shops in Peshawar’s suburbs are being bombed out of existence in the same fashion as has been done in Bannu, Kohat and other cities in the Frontier. This is a time when Swat is virtually under the control of Maulvi Fazlullah and his cohorts who boast of setting up check points and arresting all lawbreakers — more likely their opponents.

We are dealing with outlaws who make no secret of their loyalty to the Afghan Taliban leader Mullah Omar and who want to make the tribal agencies and more part of Mullah Omar’s fiefdom.

This is a time when the Lal Masjid has been opened again and in the very first sermon delivered the maulana has held out the implicit threat of suicide bombers being deployed once more.Now is the time when those at the helm should be concentrating their experience and skills on the threat the country faces from extremism. Their efforts should focus on drawing up viable projects for spending the Rs18bn that are available for the development of the tribal areas and for providing skills and gainful employment to the disaffected youth whose idleness makes them ideal recruits for the extremists.

This is what they should be strategising about. But no, this is not about to happen. Even if all goes well in the courts, if commitments are honoured, if old alliances are re-worked all we can look forward to is attention being focused on the formation of a caretaker government that can be trusted not to rock the boat.

The attempt will be to manipulate the election rules to keep alive the prospects of the same stalwarts who were allowed to contest the 2002 polls despite being clearly disqualified. This will enhance the public disillusionment with the electoral process.

As hapless chattering members of civil society, all we can do is entertain the forlorn hope that an energetically waged election campaign will revive the magic of the rallies that reinstated the Chief Justice or threw up charismatic leaders in the political era of yore.

