Saudi factor in Sharif’s banishment
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THE high drama informing the two-term former Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif’s short-lived return to the Pakistani soil, on September 10, had all the essential ingredients of a Hollywood thriller. In the end it played out to the script that had been polished and fine-tuned in Islamabad’s cloistered halls of power in the preceding few days.

It’s hard to think that Nawaz Sharif didn’t have doubts in his mind about Islamabad as his final destination that fateful day as he winged his way to Pakistan on board flight PK 786. His belief in the numerological blessings of 786 notwithstanding, he must have had premonitions aplenty to take the last-minute decision at London’s Heathrow to leave his younger brother, Shehbaz Sharif, behind so he may watch the family and party ramparts while he, himself, embarked on an uncertain journey. His sixth sense served him better, at least in this instance.

There is good reason to believe that the visit of the head of the Saudi intelligence to Islamabad, a couple of days earlier, must have rung the alarm bells in the Nawaz camp in London. It was, by any standard, an extraordinary visit. It was highly unusual for him to come rushing down to Islamabad and weigh into the ongoing war of nerves between Nawaz and the Pakistani establishment.

Why did he come to Islamabad was no mystery. He came because General Musharraf was running out of cards in his hand and sought help from quarters few Pakistanis had any conception of. The apex court had administered another punch in his face by ruling that Nawaz Sharif had “an inalienable right,” like any other Pakistani, to come and stay in his own country. The court made small work of the much-touted ‘agreement’ as per the official version but according to the Nawaz camp only an ‘understanding.’ Whatever it was, fish or fowl, it was worthless in the context of the constitutional right of a citizen of Pakistan to come back to his mother country at will.

So the Saudi prince said all that General Musharraf wanted him to. In another unusual departure from the norm, he also addressed a press conference. What he said may well have been music to the general’s ears but sounded jarringly arrogant to ordinary Pakistanis. He brushed aside the Supreme Court’s verdict by saying that the ‘agreement’ came before the court’s decision in favour of Nawaz. So, according to his logic, the so-called agreement should take precedent over the court award. Twisted logic as it may sound to many, his words meant exactly that in spirit, too, to him because there’s scant concept of the independence of the judiciary in his system.

The Saudi was entitled to his mindset and his interpretation of law. The question is why were his Pakistani hosts so readily inclined to swallow his reflexive denigration of the rule of law in Pakistan? Did they not need to remind him that in Pakistan the judiciary is on a footing of equality with the state executive? This fact shouldn’t have needed a reminder given the experience of the past six months or so to which every Pakistani is a witness.

Going by the comments of Chaudhry Shujaat Hussain— Musharraf’s most trusted confidant among the politicos—the general was forced to cast the die in favour of Nawaz’ deportation after being persuaded by the moral ‘pressure’ of the Saudi intelligence chief. Bravo. General Musharraf was persuaded by Colin Powell’s one telephone call, in the wake of 9/11, and relented with dispatch to become a front-line soldier in Bush’s ‘war on terror.’ Here, in this case, the Saudi intelligence chief unnerved him to do what he did, otherwise, as Shujaat argued, he was initially swayed by his (Shujaat’s) reasoning that Nawaz should be allowed to prove his mettle at the polls. Interestingly, the Saudi Ambassador in Islamabad is denying that any pressure was applied from his government’s side. So, who’s not telling the truth in this bizarre affair?

The argument that Nawaz should have been allowed a free hand has resonance with most reasonable men. This newspaper said the same thing, editorially, on the heels of his unceremonious and undignified banishment to Jeddah. Heavens wouldn’t have fallen if Nawaz were given the freedom to make a show of his return to active politics. Benazir, upon her return from exile in 1986, was accorded that facility and heavens didn’t tumble over the ‘land of the pure’ as a consequence of that.

General Ziaul Haq had more guile and tact in being flexible than Musharraf’s inert rigidity. He was also, no doubt, a lot more confident of his position. Musharraf has his back to the wall and, with the gut instinct of a trained commando, feels that the best tactic is to attack his adversary with full force. It’s, basically, a question of survival to him.

But didn’t anyone among his legions of advisers and confidants point out to him that his readiness to oblige his Saudi mentors, and send Nawaz to them as a Ramadhan present, carried the seeds of another round of confrontation with the apex court of Pakistan in its womb, something he can ill afford in his embattled position? Or is it that those close to him are deliberately leading him down that path, knowing full well its spillover?

Be it doesn’t answer the question why should the Saudis be so keen to meddle in Pakistan’s domestic affairs and that too so conspicuously, and so contrary to their style? What was the compulsion for them, other than their on-exhibition regard for the verbal and /or written undertaking of Nawaz Sharif given, seven years ago, when he was under terrible mental and physical pressure? Any commitment made under duress is shady in the eyes of law.

That’s where sceptics and cynics come up with a fairly persuasive logic informing the Saudi legwork in support of Musharraf.

It can’t be dismissed as run-of-the-mill or ‘bazaar-logic’ that the Saudis and Saad Hariri, scion of Lebanon’s slain Rafiq Hariri—who was a protégé of the Saudis—flew into action to buttress an American game plan that seemed under threat if Nawaz Sharif was allowed to become an active player on Pakistan’s current political turf. Washington has a lot of assets riding on Musharraf, whose continuity in power, with a new equation in which Benazir Bhutto is perceived as an essential partner, is the key to the longevity of the war on terror, especially in the Afghan theatre. The ‘deal’ is central to the American plan to forge a new political face of Pakistan in which Musharraf’s ‘enlightened moderation’ is wedded to Benazir’s social liberalism. Benazir is agog at the prospect of such a marriage of convenience with Musharraf, in which Washington is the match-maker. There’s no place in such a script for Nawaz, who earned Washington’s ire by refusing to keep Pakistan’s nuclear ambition on hold in 1998. His recent pronouncements, in support of the war on terror are helpful, but not quite. He’s in favour of a national consensus on the war on terror, in which the parliament would be an active player and catalyst. That doesn’t appeal to Washington, which prefers dealing with one or two individuals rather than a 350-strong parliament with a cacophony of voices and opinions.

The Saudis are anxious to wash away the stains of the guilt associated with them in the American minds in the context of 9/11. They have been tilting at all windmills to oblige their allies in Washington. Theirs is, after all, a camaraderie going back more than sixty years. The Saudi moral bearings on Pakistan are reverential and awe-inspiring, especially since the Zia era. The Saudis may not have that much faith in Musharraf as they did in Zia but when the chips were down they couldn’t say no to their American allies.

It’s for Nawaz Sharif to decide if his Saudi mentors are still friends to him or have they shifted gears and turned towards Musharraf’s direction under the dictates of a new ball game envisioned for Pakistan. Is Nawaz being consigned to the comforts of a gilded cage, a world-apart from the rough and tumble of Pakistani politics? Only time would tell.

But the most important and relevant imponderable is the reaction of the Supreme Court which may still have the last word in the episode. General Musharraf may have won this battle at Islamabad Airport—a pyrrhic victory, at best—but is in imminent danger of losing the war. n

The writer is a former ambassador.
