Will he or won’t he go?
By Anwar Syed

COMMENTATORS have discussed the opposition politicians’ campaign to force General Musharraf’s exit from his office and its possible outcomes. They have been considering whether this campaign will succeed and, if it does, what would success mean and entail.

Let us begin with the possibility that the opposition will not achieve its goal. For one thing, it is not united. The larger component within the MMA, the JUI, led by Maulana Fazlur Rahman, does not want to say how far it will go in opposing Musharraf. While a bargain between the general and the maulana is not beyond the realm of possibility, a “deal” between him and Ms Benazir Bhutto has been talk of the town for quite some time. She has been telling American officials to urge him to take her in as a partner in ruling Pakistan. He may not be sure whether her terms are right and the deal would work for him.

In any case, her eagerness to be in his camp weakens very considerably the opposition’s drive. It seems to me that she will jump on to the opposition’s “bandwagon” (or truck) only if and when it becomes clear for all to see that the general’s campaign for a second term is lost.

Until a few weeks ago, the opposition appeared to be rather listless. But since the government’s clumsy handling of the Chief Justice (March 9 and after), its rallies have been attracting large crowds. But it is to be noted that these rallies have been scheduled in conjunction with Justice Chaudhry’s travel plans.

It may then be that the crowds gather to greet the Chief Justice and not so much to applaud Qazi Hussain Ahmad and his associates. They may be shouting anti-Musharraf slogans because they think he has insulted the judiciary. These rallies may not fare as well if the government is wise enough to withdraw the presidential reference against the Chief Justice and, as a result, he returns to his office and functions in the Supreme Court.

The lawyers say they will still carry on their campaign for General Musharraf’s ouster and the restoration of democracy. But it is not unlikely that in the event of Justice Chaudhry’s reinstatement both they and the opposition parties will lose some of their present momentum.

What happens if the opposition’s movement loses steam as the next election approaches? The present assemblies will be asked to elect a president. If General Musharraf has made a deal with the PML-Q to the effect that he will let it rig the election, the party leaders will most probably get him elected.

What will follow? Some observers, including this writer, have been of the view that he and the government he puts together after the election will not be effective. Apathy and disaffection, which have already produced chaos (meaning lawlessness and defiance of the government’s writ) will become more widespread and intense. Musharraf may be aware of this likely outcome, but he may still follow the above course of action, thinking that the “storm” will pass, and that any alternative to his rule will make things worse.

Let us now consider the possibility that he looks for ways of retaining his office without having to rely on the PML-Q and an election rigged to its advantage, It is in this context that the matter of an understanding or a deal with the PPP, and possibly with the JUI, becomes relevant. The real difficulty here does not relate to the court cases pending against Ms Bhutto and her husband. No protest of any consequence will develop if these cases are shelved or withdrawn.

The far more serious question for the general relates to the dimensions of the PPP’s success in the forthcoming election. No one can be sure that it will win a majority of seats in the National Assembly so as to be able to form the next government, or even a large enough plurality to form and lead a coalition government.

The general will have to deal with the political forces that emerge from the election. If the PPP does well enough to form an internally cohesive government or a coalition in which its partners are firmly allied with it, Ms Bhutto will be in a position to ask the president to remain within the bounds the Constitution has prescribed for him and leave the greater part of governance to the prime minister and her/his cabinet. If he accepts this condition, he will no longer be the country’s actual ruler and all his exertions in this regard would have been in vain.

On the other hand, if the PPP’s electoral performance has been modest, the coalition it forms is tenuous and its allies susceptible to seduction from outside, Ms Bhutto can hope to do no more than fill Chaudhry Shujaat Hussain’s shoes (with her daintier feet). She will be free of the harassment she has endured in the past, and she will have an official residence, a fleet of cars, and other perquisites, but she will not have much of ruling authority. Nor can she expect to maintain her present political standing with the organs of civil society and the people at large. This bargain may not be worth the paper it is written on.

The general’s supporters, such as the editor of a Lahore newspaper (June 16, 2007), contend that his continuance in office for a second term is an imperative of the national interest. It would be good if he gave up his army post, held fair and free elections, and did not make questionable deals with PML-Q or any other party.

But in their reckoning his continuance in power would be good for Pakistan even if he did not do any of these things. They think that any combination of politicians that gets to replace him will mess up the country’s affairs. It will not restrain the extremists or maintain law and order, and it will disrupt the economic growth achieved under the present government.

They believe that the restoration of democracy is not as vital a national interest as the continuance of General Musharraf’s progressive policies, and that democracy can wait until the time for its return is more propitious, that is, until political parties in the country have become more capable of operating a democratic political system.

Spokesmen of the United States government support this line of reasoning, but they cannot endorse it quite as unabashedly. They vacillate between opposites. They do not approve of military rule but they must work with General Musharraf, because they think he is their best available agent for suppressing Muslim extremists and militants in the area.

They would feel better if he gave up his army post, but they would let him decide whether and when to do it. They want elections in Pakistan to be free and fair, and they want the general to be elected by the new assemblies for a second term, but if the present assemblies do elect him, and if thereafter the election is rigged to an extent, they will still work with him.

They do not support the case of the general’s supporters. The assertion is not valid that the present regime is doing well, and that the politicians, if they take power, will destroy its accomplishments. That it has failed to control the extremists is evident from the fact that the Taliban have installed themselves as rulers not only in places in our tribal regions but also in parts of settled districts of NWFP, namely, Tank, Bannu, and Dera Ismail Khan, not to speak of neighbourhoods in Islamabad, the nation’s capital.

The state of law and order is poor throughout the country. There is blatant violation of the law at all levels. Far too many people ignore or oppose the government’s writ. The insurrection in Balochistan, which has been going on for more than two years, shows no sign of abating. Nor does the government have anything to show for itself in Waziristan. It is hard to see how a government made up of elected politicians could make these situations any worse. They may in fact bring about some improvement.

It is also being said that the winners in the next election will be too fragmented and divided to work together as a team, that we will in effect have no real government, and that chaos will result. Let there be chaos, one may say, for out of chaos order will eventually emerge as it has in other places and times. But consider also that we have chaos right now: the present government is ineffective in that hardly anyone pays attention to its directives.

Second, it is quite likely that considerations of self-preservation will motivate the incoming politicians to join hands to forge a government that works. Recall that Mohammad Khan Junejo put together a reasonably stable and effective government following a “partyless” election, in which everyone had contested, at least formally, as an independent candidate.

Equally disingenuous is the suggestion that the restoration of democracy should wait until political institutions in the country have become mature and competent. This is a counsel of despair, meaning that we need not ever have democracy.

It cannot be over-emphasised that democracy becomes embedded in a political culture only if the people concerned have had the opportunity to practise it for an extended period of time, a period of trial and error, during which they learn from experienced. But the military in this country does not let the people have this learning experience.

Moreover, every time it seizes the government, it goes out of its way to debilitate political parties, legislatures, and organs of civil society, if it has not outlawed politics altogether. A way must be found to send the military back to the barracks and keep it there if political institutions in Pakistan are ever to gain maturity and develop adequacy.
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