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AN atmosphere of imminent confrontation between Zardari government and the judiciary was built up by some government functionaries last week as Law Minister Babar Awan was to make his court appearance on May 25. Well, nothing happened. There were no fireworks in the apex court where the minister didn’t play to the gallery and behaved. His good behaviour got the government a two-week respite from the court. 

The respite may also give us a break to look at what — and a lot — has been going on elsewhere in the world, particularly not too far from us to the east, in Thailand, to be precise. 

Looking east has never been particularly appealing to our ruling class and the intelligentsia alike; our orientation has traditionally been western; our inspirations, of more than one kind, have come preponderantly from the West. 

For nearly two months the world was agog witnessing the spectacle of a massive civilian sit-in by thousands of ‘Red-Shirts’ in the heart of Bangkok, which paralysed the capital and kept Thailand’s booming economy at a standstill. It wasn’t the first time that a big segment of the Thai civil society weighed in on the side of the protestors. But it was the intensity of the protest that caused the ripples world-wide, given the belief in the pacifist nature of Thailand’s Buddhist culture. 

Thailand is a monarchy in which the king is held in deep reverence. It has been ruled in the past almost 65 years that King Bhumibol Adulyadej has occupied the throne by a powerful mix of elite conservatives and the military. That fact has an echo of our own country. Like Pakistan, in Thailand too the army has often seized the reins of power itself; and at other times pulled the strings from behind the curtain but leaving no doubt who the puppeteers were. 

The incumbent Prime Minister, Abhisit Vejjajiva, is a suave, sophisticated and very highly educated man — Eaton and Oxford University — but owes his position to the army generals who have arrayed themselves against the people and engineered the downfall of the populist Thaksin Shinawat, the people’s prime minister, in September 2006. Shinawat has since been in self-exile in Britain. 

The long, dramatic and eventually bloody confrontation between the red- shirts and the Thai ruling elite was pegged entirely on the demand that the present parliament, owing its election to military patronage, is unrepresentative and must be dissolved to make room for fresh elections. 

Thaksin Shinawat wasn’t there in that prolonged confrontation between the government and the protestors — that ended with 88 people killed and nearly 800 injured — but his shadow loomed large over the entire manifestation of the people’s power. 

Shinawat is a politician of the people. He’s the closest thing to what the late Zulfi Bhutto was to the Pakistani people in his prime. But that’s where the similarity ends, for Shinawat isn’t a feudal like Bhutto, or elitist like Prime Minister Vijjajiva. He’s a self-made man who was a policeman, to begin with, but prospered in business and built a huge empire in telecom industry. He’s akin, there, with Pakistan’s Nawaz Sharif, a largely self-made tycoon. 

Shinawat was prime minister from 2001 to 2006 and in that period he endeared himself to the people, not the urban elite of Bangkok but masses inhabiting Thailand’s rich and fertile rural areas. No wonder the red-shirts laying down their lives for him descended down on Bangkok from Chiang Mai, in the north, to Pattaya, down south from Bangkok. 

At the core of the conflict in Thailand is class struggle which has increasingly come into a sharper focus with the rise of a charismatic political leader like Shinawat. The traditional ruling elite’s primary grouse against Shinawat is that his style of leadership is only accentuating the political divide between the urban and rural population. The resulting polarisation, they point out, is intensifying unrest in the country and unhinging a traditional society from its moorings. 

But Shinawat has only lent a voice, and an increasingly powerful one at that, to a people who have long been restive and resentful of the privilege of ruling and lording callously exercised by an elite which has only tradition and custom to show for its prerogative. The elitist culture has also come under strain, and challenged, under the force of economic development unleashed in Thailand’s rural hinterland. The economic miracle of the past quarter century — Thailand is one of the ‘Asian Tigers’ — has made the Thai farmer richer, besides endowing him with education and political awareness that comes in tow right behind it. 

Shinawat has cleverly channelised the people’s power and harnessed it in his interest, as politicians do all over the world. Zulfi Bhutto has been the most eminent example of that in our own context. 

The Thai ruling elite also faults him for unleashing a silent movement of de-mystification of the country’s revered monarchy. There has yet been no articulated demand from the Red-Shirts or their sympathisers to water down the role of the monarchy, or the aura of deification associated with it. However, observers of the Thai scene couldn’t help observe, in this latest stand-off between the traditionalists ensconced in the power elite and the people that King Bhumibol didn’t deem it necessary, at all, to intervene in it and defuse an overly-heated situation. He had played the referee on more than one occasion in the past but stayed totally silent this time. That, many an observers think, only indicates that the king wasn’t quite sure the protesters would bow down to him as he’s used to. 

Not even the most sanguine of Thai watchers thinks that this is the end of the debate; or that there would be no more confrontations, unless the demands of the protesters were met. 

Class confrontation is a phenomenon not unknown to Pakistan. The power barons holding 17 million Pakistanis to ransom under the present dispensation have been rapidly accentuating the phenomenon under their watch. Bad governance is adding to the people’s miseries and heightening their sense of deprivation. The nauseating shortages of power, natural gas and water — the very basic necessities of life — and oft-repeated shortages of staples, like wheat flour and sugar — are inducing a sense of general insecurity among the people. On top of it, the insouciance of the ruling elite about these mundane matters is, inadvertently, compelling the people to conclude that the rulers give two hoots about their welfare and lives.Mr Zardari is,in his style, micro-managing the administration and even the legislature. And then his own nonchalance and that of his loyalists, in so far as deference to the verdict of the judiciary is concerned, adds to the aura of regality that one is compelled to associate with our ruling elite. Episodes like instant presidential pardon for a convicted Rehman Malik could only convince the people of Pakistan that the law of the land means different things to them and the rulers, and that the latter are, clearly, above it. 

Confrontation with the ruling order in Pakistan has, so far, been sporadic and largely unorganised. Demonstrations against shortages have been confined to major cities and have been of short durations. Another factor going in favour of the rulers is that, unlike the Thai peasantry, the Pakistani farmer hasn’t attained that kind of educational level and awareness that motivates an organised campaign and charts out a categorical course for it. 

But that should be scant comfort to anyone prone to concluding that the Bangkok model can’t be replicated in Pakistan. The success of the lawyers’ movement is ample evidence that a properly motivated people can be energised, at any given time, into becoming an unstoppable force and harbingers of change that no amount of state power can resist. 

The NRO isn’t going to go away any time soon, neither the ‘Red Shirts’ of Thailand. The immutable dialect of change is dictating its own terms, at its own pace. Rulers everywhere must learn to bow to the ineluctable force of history. The King of Siam apparently has. It’s about time other rulers did the same, especially those with regal pretensions.

