Quest for a new synthesis
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“(I) have lived most of my life in these eternally restless times of fear and hope, and I have hoped that some time these fears and hopes might cease. But now I must see that they will go on for ever; indeed in moments of depression, I think they will grow worse” 

— Hegel in a letter, 1819

HEGEL wrote about his fears and hopes against a background of years of turmoil in Europe as the French revolution passed through its various stages and other European nations struggled to contain its momentous impact. Greeted initially as the final emancipation of the human spirit, the revolution had delivered seismic shocks to the established order with its reign of terror and its militaristic export of revolutionary ideas.

Seldom before had Europe seen such intense battles of competing ideas; it produced an extraordinary concentration of European statesmanship committed to reconciling antagonisms of mind and soul that over two decades had caused rivers of blood to flow. Hegel, the philosopher that Prussia trusted most, never allowed his moments of depression to interfere with his optimistic quest for a new synthesis.

So deep has been the influence of that Hegelian search for synthesis that even events like the Karachi carnage of May 12 raise hopes that the arbiters of Pakistan’s destiny today would henceforth be shocked into adopting a path of national reconciliation.

After all, Karachi was a tragic dramatisation of the consequences of clinging to an outmoded concept of absolute power, a refusal to accept that time transforms human situations and that the business of government rests on adjusting to change. Pakistan had changed even before its Chief Justice refused to crumble before pressure; his refusal was only a catalytic agent of a movement that made that change explicit.

During the last eight years of direct or indirect military rule Pakistan’s network of civil society activists has grown larger and more articulate. In some cases, the military rule itself has encouraged this process as, in its judgement, it helps it to project a human face in a world which has since long ceased to admire saviour soldiers.

Civil society, the Pakistani regime had hoped, could become a substitute for democratic power-sharing. Indeed, President Musharraf has claimed on more than one occasion, that his rule was more democratic because people were free to express dissident opinions.

The heart rending tragedy of Karachi happened partly because the insensitive coterie that takes decisions in murky conclaves did not know that Pakistan had simply outgrown the era of civil or military dictatorships. It had simply not grasped the fact that its instrumental use of an explosion of information technology in the country was also creating a culture of scepticism and disbelief.

Primarily, this misreading comes from the echo chamber syndrome in which dictatorial regimes only hear their own voice and see only their own image. In the present case, it bears repetition that President Musharraf has been particularly unlucky in his civilian propagandists, formal and informal, who continue to reassure him that the steel frame of control is getting only temporarily “unhinged” because of some “administrative” mishandling.

Worse still are the apologists who try to shift the focus from President Musharraf’s plans for extending absolute rule in disregard of the spirit of the national Constitution as the underlying cause of political unrest; they continue to argue that the present situation has arisen only because some political parties are tagging on to the lawyers’ movement for an honourable reinstatement of the Chief Justice.The fact of the matter is that most political parties know that an overwhelming majority instinctively fears anarchy and throws its weight behind them because they are organised on a national basis. This majority understands the need for change and renewal and feels frustrated that President Musharraf has not played a positive role in steering that change voluntarily.

It is a measure of their disillusionment that the people of Pakistan have so strongly supported a Chief Justice who in popular imagination was removed as a possible obstacle to the implementation of yet another project of disenfranchising them.

Black Saturday has shaken the nation to its core not only because close to 50 lives were lost in Karachi but also because the people saw in it a deliberate resurrection of the ghosts of past social tensions. Rightly or wrongly, from one end of the country to the other, there was a widely shared perception that the government was trying to cling to arbitrary power by creating conditions of civil war.

The same perception has also sullied President Musharraf’s international image. Commentaries all over the world stress the point that a perfectly manageable problem related to a speech in Karachi by the Chief Justice was deliberately transformed into a full blown crisis in the hope of terrorising the people into an another uneasy acquiescence in a pre-determined outcome of forthcoming elections.

The leading question that gets echoed in international commentaries is as to how and why General Pervez Musharraf, who leads a large army and well-equipped paramilitary forces, permitted events to take the form they did.

Invariably this question is posed to provide the answer as well: Musharraf has become hugely unpopular and cannot risk separation of the office of the president from that of the army chief — a contingency that the civilised world cannot countenance at all — and that a free election will produce assemblies at the federal and provincial level that would just refuse to elect him as president while he continues as the army chief.

This has led to a new consensus of international opinion that Musharraf would lose whatever legitimacy he had accumulated during the last eight years and that this would mean chronic instability in a country that has a prime strategic location and that also happens to be a nuclear weapon power.

For the first time since 2001, opinion-makers in the West have lost faith in his indispensable role in the region and argued that it was no longer in the West’s interest to back him. The lone voice of support comes from the Bush administration and that too on the grounds that Musharraf would be backed only because he is fighting American wars in the region. Reference to the interest of the people of Pakistan is conspicuous by its absence from such ill-considered statements.

Pakistan has weathered greater crises in the past and its people have shown great resilience in coping with the consequences of sudden changes of government. The extreme anxiety witnessed at the moment comes from the feeling that a steady evolutionary political process towards participatory democracy is being ruptured by a government that was morally bound to take it to a logical conclusion, namely the full restoration of democratic institutions.

The nation is baffled that its president is threatening it with extra-constitutional measures to retain absolute power. There is a pervasive fear that a small coterie that is averse to the risk of a free election is simply succumbing to internal panic. Black Saturday is recognised within the country and abroad as evidence of that panic; it was beyond doubt one of the most retrogressive political moments in Pakistan’s political history. It has caused a serious disturbance of rhythm in national politics.

Musharraf was engaged in some serious negotiations with the People’s Party with a view to creating a new coalition of what are generally described as progressive and modernistic forces that would save Pakistan from the fog of religious obscurantism and extremism.

Benazir Bhutto had sustained the talks despite misgivings expressed by other opposition parties and shared by a fair number of her own followers. The carnage in Karachi has forced her to put limits on the political accommodation that she can offer. She does not seem inclined to support a general agitation even now as she is all too aware of its national and international implications. But the chances of working out a formula for a political bargain, if not reconciliation, have receded further.

What the Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM), a party that was working overtime to shed its image as a violence-prone parochial organisation, has done to itself is simply incomprehensible. The headway it was making at the national level as a party of educated city dwellers has been greatly reversed by the judgment that this was only a thin veneer that came off as soon as it was given the opportunity to show its muscle.The danger is that as its leadership finds it more difficult to establish its credentials in the rest of the country, the MQM would run the risk of returning to fortress Karachi and its politics will regress into turf battles.

Given the demographic diversity of this mega city of 14 million people, nothing could be more reckless than to create ethnic and linguistic strife in it. At the end of the day, no government can live with this scenario and would have to arrest the drift into sheer lawlessness.

The international community professes to being concerned about the security of Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal and its continued adherence to the broad objectives of nuclear non-proliferation. Pakistan can justifiably claim to have a highly reliable command and control arrangement for its nuclear power. But international confidence will come only when Pakistan is seen to be managing its political transitions peacefully and democratically.

Internal harmony will also elude Pakistan without effective democratic institutions. Arguably, President Musharraf can still opt for a place in history by recognising the imperative of change. In this column, I once posed the question if he can ever re-invent himself. He faces this challenge today with added intensity. Can Musharraf re-invent himself?

The writer is a former foreign secretary.
