Quest for reconciliation
By Anwar Syed

GENERAL Pervez Musharraf has of late been calling for reconciliation between the various political forces in the country. His minister for information, Mohammad Ali Durrani, says that instead of adopting confrontational postures political leaders should talk things over and resolve issues.

Other observers say that the nation is polarised, Musharraf is isolated, his government is tottering, the country faces a crisis, and that we need a national consensus on what to do. On closer examination these assessments will turn out to be insubstantial.

In the ordinary sense of the term a crisis is a happening that has appeared unexpectedly, poses an imminent threat to some vital national interest, and will work a disaster if immediate measures to avert it are not taken. The United States was faced with a crisis in 1963 when the Soviet Union placed nuclear warheads and missiles in Cuba (barely 90 miles away from America’s east coast), and President Kennedy ordered a naval blockade of Cuba and search and seizure of incoming Soviet naval craft, all of which threatened a nuclear war and global devastation.

Pakistan went through a crisis each time it had to fight a war with India. Some observers believe that it now faces a crisis in that there are revolts in Balochistan and Waziristan, the writ of the state is not honoured, the Taliban go around coercing or killing citizens, and suicide bombings are taking place almost every day of the week.

This is all true, but none of it is new. Wilful politicians, bureaucrats, feudal lords, corporations, taxpayers, and taxi drivers — not to speak of professional thieves and robbers — have been ignoring or violating the law of the land (same as the writ of the state) for as long as one can remember. In other words, this is the normal state of affairs in this country. And that which is normal cannot be called a crisis.

Commentators have also been speaking of a political crisis. If the elections are cancelled or blatantly rigged, or if all of the opposition members of parliament resign their seats, or if martial law is imposed and the courts repudiate it, a crisis may develop. But none of these possibilities has yet materialised, and we do not, therefore, have a crisis at this time.

It may be true that certain events — suspension of the Chief Justice and the lawyers’ movement on his behalf, the carnage in Karachi on May 12, the Lal Masjid episode, the Supreme Court’s reinstatement of the Chief Justice and its more recent verdict that the Sharifs cannot be stopped from returning home — have embarrassed, perhaps weakened, the present government.

But many governments in the world have dramatic failures from time to time, suffer embarrassment, and fall in public esteem. Some of them survive the trauma and keep going while others quit and make way for successors.

The present situation in Pakistan does not add up to a crisis for the country. It may be regarded as a personal crisis for General Musharraf, that is, if he treats it as such. But he is cool and calm, taking it in stride and telling his supporters not to lose nerve, because it will all pass and there is nothing to worry about.

It is conceivable that when he files his papers for election to the post of president, the courts will rule that he is not eligible to contest. That too will create a crisis for him personally but not for the country, for many Pakistanis will be pleased with the court’s verdict.

It will become a national crisis if he then imposes martial law, the Supreme Court declares his action to be unlawful and therefore null and void, and he in return sends its judges home or to jail. The likelihood is that none of this will happen.

I am not sure what is meant when it is said that the general is isolated. President George Bush is still supportive of him, even if he is not delivering all that is expected of him. The Bush administration wants Musharraf to remain at the helm in Pakistan.

This appears to be true of several other foreign governments, including those of Saudi Arabia, China, and India. They are satisfied with the way he has done business with him. There are no signs that his own corps commanders are dissatisfied with his steering of the ship of state, so to speak.

There may be some rumblings of apprehension within the ruling party (PML-Q) and even a few defections from it, but most of its members, and the groups allied with it, are likely to stay in the general’s camp. He is no more isolated from MMA, PPP, PML-N, ANP, and the smaller groups in APDM than he was two or three years ago. In the event that he and Ms Benazir Bhutto find ways of working together, he will be less isolated than he was before.

Once again, this is in no way an unusual situation. All governments, especially those in democracies, have some supporters and some opponents. Members of the ruling party may have tea and chat with those of the opposition in the cafeteria, but the two sides promptly separate from each other once they get to the floor of the House. The ruling party stays in power as long as it outnumbers its opponents. That is the case in Pakistan as well.

Let us suppose that efforts are nevertheless mounted to bring about a reconciliation, and ask who would be involved and what their terms are likely to be. Benazir Bhutto wants the court cases against her to be withdrawn, a constitutional amendment that will enable her to become prime minister for a third time, the general’s resignation from the army, and a power-sharing arrangement in which he allows the prime minister authority over all matters other than defence and foreign affairs.

As I discussed in my article in this newspaper on August 26, it is not in General Musharraf’s power to get the desired amendment passed.

Next, we cannot be sure that Ms Bhutto can offer him anything worth having in return. It is then possible that he will not have the incentive to meet her demands, other than that for the withdrawal of court cases against her.

In a television interview on August 27, Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz seemed to be saying that even the withdrawal of cases was problematic, because the law would have to take its course.

Mr Nawaz Sharif says he will sit down with General Musharraf in a conference of all political leaders only if he declares that he will not, now or ever, be a candidate for political office.

In other words, he is demanding the general’s unconditional surrender. Almost the same holds for Qazi Hussain Ahmad and his Jamaat-i-Islami. Maulana Fazlur Rahman is said to be soft on Musharraf, but what he wants and what he can offer are both shrouded in mystery. In the general’s reckoning, reconciliation with ANP and the nationalist groups in Sindh and Balochistan is not even worth the effort.

Negotiations to ensure that the coming elections will be free and fair, and that the election commission is independent, will be of no avail. For one thing, several opposition leaders have repeatedly said that elections cannot be fair if the general is still in office. A meeting of minds cannot then be expected.

Second, the government will probably take the position that the existing law is adequate to ensure free and fair elections. Third, consensus on any additional arrangements that might be deemed desirable will be virtually impossible to reach.
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