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KARACHI is not new to civil strife and violence. Decades ago, scores died in consecutive hours of shooting at Sohrab Goth while the law enforcement agencies were bystanders. Since then political activists have shed inter-party and intra-party blood in chronic conflict.

No-go areas have been forcibly established and forcibly demolished. Rangers became part of the city landscape. APCs trundled down streets unremarked. Sectarianism turned into mass murder. And yet the May 12 carnage in which less than 50 people died has Karachi and the rest of the country – which hardly blanched at Karachi’s previous wounds – benumbed. Why?

Perhaps because for the first time the dynamics of Karachi’s violence and political conflict have emerged overtly in linkage with power clashes at the centre of the federation.

Up to now the occasioning has been ethnic and sectarian in political conflict manifested in terms of local bodies and provincial grievances.

The present conflict has two protagonists: A COAS-president; and a politically negated civil society seeking a vehicle. For although the parliamentary opposition served to keep the exiled mainstream party leadership relevant, it remained popularly inert.

The military regime has only now encountered its first real threat in the spontaneous clumping of the public around the figure of the Chief Justice.

The Chief Justice scheduled to address the members of the Karachi bar is no rally. But of course his May 5 drive from Islamabad to Lahore was something of a triumph. The route was lined, and not because recruits had been bussed there. It became a procession whose spontaneity evidently unnerved the regime.

If common people waited along the route of his motorcade to the Quaid’s mazar or coalesced with the legal fraternity and political parties planning to greet him a few days later at the Karachi airport it would be another serious public embarrassment.

The PML-Q parallel rally to be addressed by President Musharraf in Islamabad was not deemed enough of a counter-measure.

The Chief Justice’s supporters could be directly challenged in Karachi where the newly announced MQM rally would engage the crowds and be incontrovertibly seen as the preferred mouthpiece for public outcry for an independent judiciary.

Karachi is an MQM stronghold. With a huge population there is no need to inflate local numbers with borrowed guests; but there are also many segments outside the MQM.

The burnt children of Karachi dreaded a fire for they would be in the line of it but the administration rubbished their fears and preparations for the MQM rally proceeded apace. But by the May 12 containers had blocked access to and along selected parts of Sharea Faisal.

On the day itself lawyers around the bar association and court premises lost their freedom of movement. The pilgrims’ path for the MQM rally if not facilitated was at least not barred.

There is no need to dignify mutual allegations of who fired first on whom and whether in self-defence or self-assertion with rebuttals. For Karachi’s inhabitants on the day of May 12 and the day before and the day after things were self-evident. Sindh’s chief minister initially pooh-poohed an inquiry.

There are many reasons to agree with him, not the least of these being that the findings of commissions originated by an administration that has lost public confidence are practically irrelevant. But the more important thing is that absorption in a blame game would serve to distract from the real issue: the president’s political convictions are pushing the country into a crisis.

The regime embodies a mockery of constitutionality. This has meant the intrinsic weakening of an ordered civil society and system at the common routine level. The toxicity of such banal lawlessness exceeds more dramatic violent conflict, which is but a symptom. Karachi is a microcosm where, after the shambles of May 12, administrative functionality itself stands disproved.

Awareness of how little the state guarantees has long been experienced in terms of everyday life. There is contempt for an administration that appears no more than a spectator to its own irresponsibility. Where to take a KESC complaint, a traffic complaint, a plea for water? Can citizens hope for anything from official authorities unless they have a patron? Rising prices and utility services that lack utility have made survival a battle and existence an ordeal. Struggling people face the daily irritant of effortlessly conspicuous consumption, cultural gala and make-believe from a revoltingly over-supplied ruling class and its cronies.

A parliamentarian from the treasury benches might murmur true, but what has this to do with politics and weren’t Nawaz Sharif and Benazir corrupt and power hungry? There may be no rebuttal to that but nor is there a rebuttal to the emergent fact that the regime in its determination to prolong itself is making things ineffably worse.

Like his admirers, his detractors equate the regime and its characteristic status quo with one man: Pervez Musharraf. His power derives from his controlling position in Pakistan’s army. Internationally this means assured continuity to the military conveniences provided to America’s needs in Afghanistan since 2001.

Nationally it means he can be sure no one will refuse to box with shadows (as General Aslam Beg nobly refused Ms Bhutto when she complained of civil insurgency in urban Sindh).

If the general pleases, minions can micromanage airport landings and departures be they of the Shahbaz Sharif or Chief Justice variety. Likewise for things like now you see Section 144 violated now you don’t, inventive use of container transport, etcetera.

But as every military dictator of Pakistan discovers one of the demands of extended political incursion is a civilian face – even if it leers. General Musharraf’s most durable all-purpose extensors are the PML-Q and the MQM.

Through these party organs he has circumvented truer mainstream party politics and gone through the motions of parliamentary government. But sooner or later, as dictators also discover, there is a catalyst. Ignored and left unstructured the overflow of popular political discontent is now running through carefully devised parliamentary army housing schemes.

The Chief Justice is the emblem, but the cause is far beyond the reference. The public acclaim reflects a sentiment that says we do not want to be governed by army interests, we would like to live democratically as a civil polity.

People are doing more than asking for a change of government: they are asking for fidelity to founding principles, whatever the government. Such awareness and its articulation is a qualitative advance.

When Nawaz Sharif dismissed him, General Musharraf held on to his post with the institutional backing of the army. Mr Sharif was sitting so heavy with his heavy mandate that his forced exit was not mourned.

It is a tribute to the institutionalism that characterises Pakistan’s army that every military coup has been made in good faith and in concert with public sentiment. The body of the army has yet not consciously acquiesced in serving to oppress and deny the people.

Thus they believed they were fighting secession in former East Pakistan, and army actions in Balochistan are interpreted in the context of territorial protection.

Action in Fata is understood as necessary containment of Talibanistic Al Qaeda strains. In the context of the sweeping PNA movement though General Zia did not come down against the people. It is belittling the spirit of the national army and totally unjustifiable to suggest this may have been because the chief executive in distress was a civilian prime minister. The Pakistan army does not function as an armed militia in political factoring.

Given this tradition of civil and military interaction, first in his capacity as COAS and then as a fully autonomous executive president, General Musharraf is at once the answer to the problem and the problem itself. A dilemma indeed! The hardy commando has grasped both its horns and is tackling it from both the civil and the military angle.

He obtained a ringing endorsement by the corps commanders and the PML(Q). The latter lacks the grassroots reality that would give it weight but who doubts the reality of khaki? Not Pemra for one.

Though cable operators share the regime’s outrage, what to do about Dr Ayesha Siddiqa’s Military Inc. that sells out in two days despite a scrambled book launch?

Of course, literacy limits the audience, but this time the literate professional middle-classes are being problematic. General Musharraf may have to be increasingly dependent on his military wicket. The prospect is too ugly. Let us use our heads to reason it away.

