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AT the end of the first decade of the 21st century, we must ask what we have achieved as a state and society. The question becomes more pertinent when we look at the increasing economic progress and political stability in most of the region. 
Admittedly, on the face of it, one finds it hard to disagree with the prophets of doom. Armed with gruesome fact sheets, they try and convince us that as compared to the 1990s we have regressed in terms of conflicts, poverty, good governance, institutional harmony and countering the domination of the establishment and external forces. Pakistan no doubt is faced with many crises, but it has also crossed many a bridge. There have been subtle but significant developments that must not be overlooked because of our collective pessimism.

First, a new troika of civil society, the media and judiciary has risen to face the old troika of the prime minister, president and the establishment. Born in the course of the lawyers` movement and achieving its first victory by forcing the PPP government to withdraw the controversial National Reconciliation Ordinance, the new troika has unleashed a powerful movement for good governance and the rule of law.

As a result, a scoop-hungry media now keeps uncovering the shenanigans of powerful bureaucrats, politicians and corporate elements; an overzealous judiciary keeps fighting executive improprieties; and civil society keeps rallying popular support to fight corruption and poor governance. The powerful intelligence agencies` compliance up to a point with the Supreme Court`s orders to come clean on the missing persons case, clearly points to the new troika`s influence. Second, contrary to predictions, the government has not fallen. Indeed, there does appear to be some kind of consensus to preserve democracy. The PPP-government owes its continuation to this consensus, despite its numerous failings.

Third, the electorate has over the years repeatedly thrown up hung parliaments. As a result, mainstream parties have been compelled to form coalitions with varied regional and local parties. Thus, there has occurred a shift of power from the centre to the provinces, giving more voice to provincial and local interests, a development which is conducive to the decentralisation of power. Coalition politics and the decentralisation of power are common to many parliamentary democracies. India, Japan, Italy, Israel and even Britain have coalition governments.

However, most coalition governments, including the ones that have been witnessed in Pakistan, have been large, unwieldy and often corrupt and compromised. Therefore, the recent constitutional reforms here have mandated small governments both at the federal and provincial levels. Moreover, the devolution of a number of subjects and the increase in receipts from the divisible pool have now saddled the provincial governments with an obligation to optimise their performance and deliver the goods to the people.

Fourth, over the last decade, Pakistani society has undergone many structural changes thanks to a number of developments: increasing urbanisation, innovative technologies, diversification of the economy, division of labour and the communication explosion. Therefore, there has been a corresponding increase in the number of forums to protect varied interests: consumers, producers, professionals, corporations, environment, industry, agriculture, etc. Resultantly, the political parties are increasingly losing their monopoly as the sole arbiters of national and local issues. The reformed general sales tax (RGST) is a case in point. The government has so far failed to levy RGST on traders, notwithstanding the fact that it enjoys the support of the redoubtable trio, the US, the IMF and the establishment.

True, the protection of powerful interests may cost the economy much-needed revenue. But the quest for protecting exclusive `rights` has also engendered the calls for discharging corresponding `responsibilities`. Hence, public demand is increasing for levying across-the-board taxation; imposing strict banking regulations to recover loans and thwart undue write-offs; strengthening anti-monopoly laws to prevent/penalise cartelisation; and enforcing strict anti-corruption and accountability laws to plug the annual pilferage of billions in public funds.

Fifth, while long and repressive authoritarian traditions have particularly suppressed the working class`s voice, denying it legal protection and the right to protest, the awareness of and call for judicial recourse and openness has shown the way on how to increase the working class`s bargaining position. This has been in line with labour movements across the developing world where the working classes are increasingly opting out of barricade-and-bonfire politics and joining peaceful democratic struggles. Particularly in India, notwithstanding the Maoist insurgencies, the rule of law movement has helped scores of `untouchables` to move up the socio-political ladder.

Finally, with an addition of more than a billion people to the middle class during the last three decades, a new entrepreneur culture has risen globally. Equipped with newly acquired skills, technologies and financial power, the middle classes are confident of tackling their historical competitors — feudalistic, conservative and autocratic forces. Moreover, the global rights and good governance movement has added to their connectivity and efficacy. WikiLeaks is a recent manifestation of this rising power challenging corporate global domination.

A considerable section of Pakistan`s middle class has also become part of this international culture and is playing the role of social entrepreneurs engaged in the advocacy of political, gender, class, culture, environment and community issues. No wonder, they are facing the wrath of the obscurantist-autocratic duo. n

However, painting a promising picture does not hide the fact that Pakistan as a state and society is still caught in myriad internal and external conflicts, and is being challenged by an array of dogmatic and autocratic forces. These forces must be defeated, or else Pakistan will remain shrouded in uncertainty and violence.
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