Secure quartet, insecure people 
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Prime Minister Yousuf Raza Gilani. — Photo by AP 


National 

WB, ADB to conduct damage, need assessment 




BODY COUNT 

Pakistan bomb death toll hits 102, worst this year 



The national anthem music and recitation from the Holy Quran followed by a solemn ‘My dear countrymen’ on radio and television have often preceded the announcement of martial law — and previously, war with India. 

Since neither event was even remotely in sight on July 22, this writer’s best guess was that Prime Minister Yousuf Raza Gilani was going to announce mid-term elections. 

That hope was not fulfilled. This time round the fanfare, and the tension accompanying it, was only to inform everybody what the prime minister himself later described as an ‘administrative decision’. 

Why did a three-year extension to Gen Ashfaq Kayani as army chief have to be announced by the prime minister a full 125 days ahead of the expiry of his present tenure, is a point for his poor countrymen and the cleverer politicians and pundits to ponder. 

A mean thought that arose was that if Gen Kayani were to stay on till elections in 2013, he should not feel persuaded to stage a coup. Another thought, meaner still, was that if the court were ever to call upon the chief of army staff to enforce a Supreme Court order which the Gilani administration wouldn’t do, he would do no more than pass it on to the interior ministry, just as Gen Jehangir Karamat had done when a ‘heavy-mandated’ prime minister (Nawaz Sharif) chose to confront a defiant chief justice (Sajjad Ali Shah). 

The prime minister’s motive and wild conjectures regarding others aside, a ‘secure quartet’ would surely enable parliament, hence also the government, to blunder through the remaining 30 months of a five-year term as it has till now. But once again, as in the past, the ruling party’s decision only underlines the primacy of individuals over institutions and conveys a message that executive fiats and not the rule of law will continue to determine the course of the nation’s destiny. 

This point is being driven home all the time by Dr Babar Awan who, though the country’s minister for law and justice, speaks and acts only to defend his own interest and party’s propositions — foremost being that elections will not be held ahead of schedule even if half the parliamentarians were to be disqualified for possessing forged degrees.

The victim of Babar Awan’s verdict is not democracy alone. It is morality as well. To him and to the Oxonian education minister, a legislator’s fake degree is just a political ploy and not a moral problem. Every device is being used to delay or defeat the verification process because, they contend, graduation is no longer a condition and should never have been. It hardly seems to bother the two ministers that whether it is a condition or not, many legislators have been guilty of the criminal offence of moral turpitude which must not go unpunished — just as it wouldn’t for any other citizen. Besides awarding the prescribed punishment, the trial courts might feel persuaded to order, in addition, recovery of the allowances drawn by the convicted legislators and all other expenses the state had incurred on them. 

But the issue of fake degrees is just one that has eroded the moral authority of parliament. A series of events before the February 2008 elections raised many other questions about the representative character both of the federal and provincial legislators and the parties to which they belong. 

The polls were preceded by a pact between Benazir Bhutto and Pervez Musharraf that led to the National Reconciliation Ordinance (issued on Oct 5, 2007) empowering the president to withdraw all cases registered before January 1986 and up to Musharraf’s coup which a review board recommended were false or intended to victimise. The following day Musharraf was elected president for a full five-year term under the constitution. 

Less than three months after the NRO was issued, Benazir Bhutto was assassinated; then in August 2008 circumstances compelled Gen Musharraf to resign and more recently — in December 2009 — the NRO itself was struck down by the Supreme Court. Thus all the political, legal or moral foundations on which the present system rested crumbled one by one and the people who were to manage it — Benazir Bhutto and Gen Musharraf — had passed into history. 

The system suffered yet another setback when Nawaz Sharif’s Muslim League quit the coalition government in May 2008 marking the demise of the Charter of Democracy that he and Benazir Bhutto had signed two years earlier in London. The political developments and judicial decisions before and after the elections have thus robbed parliament and the provincial assemblies of their representative character and credibility. The governments at the centre and in the provinces remain divided and dysfunctional as society descends rapidly into economic and social chaos. 

Political pacts or court judgments, bloated cabinets, rampant recruitments and the extended tenures of incumbents may sustain the government for a while but the flagging institutions of state can only gain legitimacy and vigour through a fresh vote by the people. Thus, one felt cheated when the hullabaloo of July 22 was only for the extension of service for a general, howsoever professional and indispensable he might be, and not for an appeal to the electorate. 

The country is held hostage to a variety of power-mongers and terrorists in an unaccountable system while poverty, violence, bigotry and corruption spread faster than ever before. Only the people can break this gridlock if the major parties were to go back to them. 

Tailpiece:

The prime minister’s public proclamation is a measure of the army’s growing importance elevating the force to the status of an organ of the state. Mr N.H. Jafri (poet Ada Jafri’s late husband) once wrote that when he was a junior officer in Rawalpindi’s directorate of military accounts, Gen Sir Douglas Gracey once walked into his office complaining of a cut in his travel allowance bill. For the decay and decline since then the politicians and bureaucrats have only themselves to blame.
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