Tussle between nationalists and democrats
By Imdad Soomro
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Sindh’s nationalist and democratic parties seem to have been moving in different directions ever since General Zia came into power (1977-1988). It is ironic that the issue of democracy in Pakistan has not been a matter that nationalist groups in Sindh appear to be bothered about. During the Zia rule, nationalists in Sindh did not fight against martial law. It was like rubbing salt over wounds when the famous nationalist G.M. Syed said that Ziaul Haq was a “sharifun nafs” man, at a time when the Movement for the Restoration of Democracy (MRD) was at its peak.

“Zia came to G.M. Syed to inquire about his health,” says a former worker of the Jeay Sindh Tehrik. “Syed was impressed by the dictator’s gesture.”

The Bhutto-Syed rivalry in Sindh’s political arena divided political workers. The camp led by Syed demanded freedom for Sindh and the one led by Bhutto advocated socialist democracy. “Bhutto won because of his socialist programme. He addressed the haries and won their support,” says Jam Saqi.

Jam, who was in Landhi Jail during the MRD movement, has many interesting stories of Syed to tell, particularly after the former was shifted to the Jinnah Hospital for treatment. “I was told that Zia wanted to see me ... and even Syed tried to arrange a meeting, but I refused,” he says.

Saqi adds that Zia and Syed had tired to exploit each other. According to him, Zia tried to exploit Syed’s rivalry with Bhutto and Syed wanted to use Zia’s anti-Bhutto drive to his advantage. Who succeeded, only history will be able to tell.

“When two factions of political student wings belonging to the PPP and the Jeay Sindh were fighting on university campuses, it was Syed who because of my efforts ordered his student leaders to stop the fight,” Jam Saqi writes in his book. Saqi is these days writing a book complying with ‘instructions’ from Benazir Bhutto and based on MRD experiences. During the MRD movement, thousands of political workers were put in jail, some were beaten up by the police, and in such a chaotic situation G. M. Syed called the MRD a ‘movement of coffin-choors’. This stunned the whole youth cadre who was fighting against the Zia regime. But Syed’s followers say he was taunting feudals belonging to the PPP.

G.M. Syed received severe criticism for uttering these words and never denied saying them. “When Bhutto was hanged and his son Shahnawaz Bhutto died in mysterious circumstances in France, Syed offered no condolences,” says one of his critics. On the other hand, when Syed passed away, Benazir Bhutto went to Sann to offer her condolences. When Bhutto came to the door of G.M. Syed in order to discuss the 1973 Constitution, the latter accepted it.

Experts say G.M. Syed always thought he couldn’t make his dream of Sindh’s freedom come true as long as Bhutto was on the political horizon. “The basic difference between nationalists and democratic forces was that the former were of the view that Bhutto was strengthening federalism. Nationalists have always remained away from the electoral process. Democracy is not their cup of tea,” says Zulfikar Halepoto, a renowned columnist.

Water expert and secretary of the Greater Thal Canal and Kalabagh Dam Action Committee, Abrar Qazi, says: “We’ve never been against democracy. But whoever gets votes would be responsible for all the mess, not the nationalists.”

It is ironic that as far as the action committee goes, nationalists including Mumtaz Bhutto, are together with the PPP on the sole water issue; but they have different views on Gen Musharraf’s uniform.

“We have not witnessed a single demonstration or procession carried out by the nationalists against the general’s uniform,” says a political analyst.

Fiery speeches were heard against Gen Musharraf during the general’s campaign for the Kalabagh Dam, but nothing on his uniform happened. “This indicates that democracy is not an issue that concerns nationalist parties,” says Javed Qazi, an economist.

The Awami Tehrik, a nationalist-cum-democratic political group, however, took part in the MRD. Back then, its leaders, Fazul Raho and Rasool Bux Palejo, were sent to jail and its workers took part in the struggle for democracy. “Because of being away from the electoral process, the Awami Tehrik has reduced its scope,” says a critic. Mr Palejo during the MRD movement was in Kot Lakhpat Jail. After the military takeover of October 1999, Palejo met President Gen Pervez Musharraf and after the meeting he was reportedly heard saying, “The general is a good man.” In his fiery speeches, Rasool Bux Palejo often criticises Musharraf, especially with reference to the general’s policy on the Kalabagh Dam. But processions were ever carried out against Musharraf’s dual office.

The newly established Sindh Qoumi Itehaad — a coalition of nationalist parties — doesn’t have uniform’s agenda. Sindh National Front Chairman Mumtaz Bhutto has initiated this alliance whose agenda is to lead a struggle against dam-building, but the point it misses out on is the return of civilian rule. Even they are expressing second thoughts on the Charter of Democracy introduced by the ARD in London.

In this regard, the first ever breakthrough was seen in 1998 when all nationalist parties and the PPP gathered at the Kamo-Shaheed Sindh-Punjab border against the Kalabagh Dam. Benazir Bhutto was there too.

This has been the situation since Gen Zia’s martial law. Prior to that, the nationalists were credited with the struggle against the One Unit movement. “Sindhi nationalists were impressed by Shaikh Mujeeb’s six-point agenda. And Shaikh Mujeeb had left a great impression on them,” says Abrar Qazi.

G. M. Syed, Qazi Faiz Muhammed and Shaikh Ayaz were in the Awami League. And for this they had to pay a heavy price. Shaikh Ayaz and others were imprisoned. And then Bhutto arrived on the political horizon and things started to change. It is said, Shaikh Ayaz had warned Syed about his reliance on Zia in verse, saying, Sobah ja Saeen mattan akhyoon naang joon maak phurra bhaeen(Beware my lord of dawn, the eyes of a snake can’t be dew drops).

In the ‘70s, Bhutto and Syed were the two icons of Sindhi youth. Larkana and Sann were moving in different directions. The youth was divided into two camps. The left-inclined Awami Tehrik had produced a bookish cadre. “Politically, those were the days of enthusiasm,” a leftist recalls.

“Because of no electoral background, nationalists have confined themselves. They don’t talk of hari-reforms and that’s why they seem to be away from the masses,” says Jam Saqi.

But Gen Musharraf has turned the arch rivals into friends. Some months back at the invitation of Dr Qadir Magsi, chairman Sindh Taraqqi Pasand Party (STPP), ARD chairman Makhdoom Ameen Fahim came to the Sindh Taraqqi Pasand House. It was a big political sitting. A journalist who was there asked the ARD chairman if it was a rehearsal for Dr Magsi’s ‘Thatta ticket’. Makhdoom and Magsi smiled. “If the PP promises us of true democracy and our ‘national rights’ are saved, we have no issues with the PP ... and I will not hesitate to sacrifice my life for democracy,” Dr Magsi said. 

