Question of uniform beyond 2007
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PRESIDENT Pervez Musharraf in his six years of experiments with democracy and governance has evolved a few pet notions which he repeats tiresomely. The self-congratulatory and most repeated among these are that: he has empowered the people at the grassroots; he must remain in uniform to deal effectively with the multiple crises besetting the country; he can, and will, fight on many fronts at the same time; and then the fourth, and more fatalistic, the writ of the government must prevail in all circumstances.

The president’s thinking on all these counts is either flawed or camouflages other aims and ambitions which those in politics and bureaucracy who are hurt by his actions allege but which he denies. He is always upbeat but the people at large find it difficult not to be pessimistic.

The devolution plan has empowered nazims, not people. And they with rare exceptions, come from the same rich and resourceful clans or families as the ministers and the parliamentarians. Some from among them have stepped down to become nazims confirming what all of us have come to witness by now that all politics is local and about patronage. The stranglehold of the landed and business elites on the politics and resources of the country at all levels is thus now complete.

Another interesting paradox of the power-to-the-people plan is that political interference in administration has increased enormously and no one now knows where the responsibility for law and order rests. In Balochistan it has fallen directly on the military and paramilitary forces because the nazims are the nominees of those very tribal chieftains, or sardars, whom the government accuses of creating disorder.

Musharraf’s long term plan to control and lead both the civil and military establishments and his day-to-day irrepressible urge to fight elements hostile to him or his schemes all at once have weakened rather than strengthened the writ of his government. For its writ to prevail the government has to have a defined and durable political base and a neutral administrative machinery to enforce it.

At present both these ingredients are missing. The governing coalition is loose and capricious in character and its future plans and direction, at best, remain uncertain. And the administration, at least in the field, has to work under the direction of the ministers and nazims who are all aligned with one party or the other in the coalition or, in the case of the nazims, with the opposition.

The utterances of the leaders of the governing coalition — frequent but often contradictory — serve only to add to this confusion and uncertainty. In a recent interview to a foreign TV channel, the president restated his known position that it was too early in the day for him to decide whether he would keep his army rank beyond 2007 — the year of the elections. His extended reply, however, clearly implied that he would be a candidate for the presidency for yet another term which, if elected, would take him to the end of 2012. He thinks wearing the uniform is no impediment to democracy and his senior ally George W. Bush wholeheartedly agrees because Musharraf gives a sense of security to America which a civilian head of government would not.

Sheikh Rashid, who claims to speak for the president as much as for the government (though many ministers, time and again, insist he doesn’t speak for them) entertains no doubt that Musharraf will be reelected in 2007 wearing a uniform.

Chaudhry Shujaat, being the current major-domo of the hotchpotch passing for a coalition and intending so to remain for seven more years hopes that Musharraf will be elected by this very parliament in its extended term in 2008 when the President’s present term expires. Shujaat’s ingenious plan, or wishful thinking, should please not only the president but also the ministers and members of the National Assembly.

With this lure of one more year in office, some members from the opposition too might cross over to the government side and give it the two-thirds majority it needs to amend the Constitution which it must if Musharraf is to retain the army command alongside his presidency beyond 2008.

In the horsetrading that must precede the general elections (the recent Senate polls are an example where even in the Islamist NWFP the bid for a seat is said to have gone as high as 15 million rupees) coupled with the polls that must be rigged, the hope for the remnants of the opposition to survive lies more in mounting a street agitation rather than an election campaign.

The current protest against the European blasphemers turning into rage against the government points to such a strategy by the opposition that finds itself politically outwitted. Having lost in political manoeuvring, the opposition might win the battle on the streets. Ironically, the provincial governments of Punjab and Sindh can already be seen making it possible.

Chaudhry Pervaiz Elahi, the Punjab chief minister, claimed boastfully that he had put an end to the “politics of administration” in his province. He has promised government jobs to his active party workers. Chief minister Arbab Rahim of Sindh has cancelled the recruitment examinations conducted by the Public Service Commission to make all appointments himself.

Policemen, magistrates, doctors and other employees thus appointed may rig the ballot (for they would be all polling officers) but they would balk at confronting the violent crowds on the streets. More serious, however, would be the demoralizing effect the arbitrary appointment would have on regular employees whose prestige and prospects are bound to suffer a setback by political inductions.

The arson and looting in Lahore and Peshawar recently has shown that the provincial governments are unable, or unwilling, to face even stray mobsters. To deal with large and armed hordes with hoodlums among them on the lookout for booty, the troops must be called out. And then it is the commanders and not the chief ministers, or the agitating leaders, who decide who goes out and who comes in. More likely the commanders would stay on as they did in 1967 and again in 1977. The politicians, whether in power or out of it, should sit round a table to avert such an eventuality while there is still time.

That said an appeal must be made to our Supreme Court to intervene to stop arbitrary appointments in public service by the chief ministers in utter disregard of law and propriety. It would do far more lasting damage than kite-flying or marriage feasts.

