Civil society and common reality —Chaudhry Fawad Hussain
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All national newspapers and TV channels tell us that the primary issues confronting Pakistani politics are the restoration of judiciary and revival of full fledged democracy. But I have not been confronted by this debate even once in this rural constituency

It is now almost two weeks that I have been away from Lahore, busy in election campaigning for my uncle in the remote villages of Jhelum District, a scenic and historical territory of northern Punjab.

I am astounded by the different issues taxing the minds of the minority elite urban and the majority rural population. 

All national newspapers and TV channels tell us that the primary issues confronting Pakistani politics are the restoration of judiciary and revival of full fledged democracy. But I have not been confronted by this debate even once in this rural constituency. The primary issues among the voters whom I have met are prices of essential commodities, clean water, jobs, better roads, health facilities, education and, of course, local clan and tribe concerns and divisions. When I talked to the candidates in rural Punjab I found their issues to be the same. 

But when I see the stalwarts of the campaign against President Pervez Musharraf, the most interesting fact is that they come from the elites of society. They are corporate lawyers, human rights activists, writers who cater to the intellectual needs of the elite, rich students of elitist institutions such as LUMS or even the Punjab University.

This too is very interesting because President Musharraf himself belongs to this very class. He prefers to speak in English when he is talking extempore, he likes to play with dogs, his children are foreign educated and so on; by any standard he represents the elite of society and not the commoner. The West sympathises with slogans of freedom, democracy, rule of law etc. for the very reason that the West has a good and historic understanding of these issues. This is the reason that the processions outside Pakistan are more animated and dedicated than the processions within Pakistan. 

The media has coined a new term: “Civil Society”. This is meant to represent this elitist interest group. One internet site refers to the term in the following words “...perhaps the simplest way to see civil society is as a ‘third sector’, distinct from government and business. In this view, civil society refers essentially to the so-called ‘intermediary institutions’ such as professional associations, religious groups, labour unions, citizen advocacy organisations that give voice to various sectors of society and enrich public participation in democracies.” 

Such a group is very important in a vibrant society. The bigger the group, the more progressive society will be. However, while this group may be a catalyst of change, it lacks the ability to bring change on its own steam. In essence, the strength of political parties and political movements are the masses and commoners, and not elite groups. When I say “catalyst of change”, I am acknowledging the importance of this group.

For the regime the real danger is that the opposing voice of the civil society means that there is a division within the elite. A division within can be dangerous for any regime and the present regime is no exception to this rule. Till now there are no apparent signs of division within the army ranks and President Musharraf has shown how much control and confidence he enjoys over the ranks. 

However, the influence of this group on the streets can be gauged from the fact that despite all efforts the government has failed to keep them behind bars for any long period of time. Most of them have had to be released in the wake of international pressure and more importantly because many of the arrested have close relationships with people in the government. 

This is quite contrary to what happened to the protesters of the MRD movement in 1983-84, when scores of people were brutally killed, whipped publicly and had to suffer long incarcerations. The difference is they were commoners and had little or no personal influence or say at the top.

Now look at the political parties’ attitude towards this movement. Until now only two mainstream political parties, PMLN and Jamaat-e-Islami, had toed the line of civil society. Despite their best efforts, however, they have failed to bring the masses out on the roads. The reason is that they were relying on elite issues to bring the masses out in protest — issues like democracy and the independence of the judiciary — and this is what’s not going to happen. 

Realising this, the PMLN has changed its line. They have abandoned the boycott decision and are all set to take part in the elections. Nawaz Sharif is being severely criticised for reversing his earlier decision of boycott; however, if we analyse the political realities, Nawaz Sharif had little choice. The boycott would have rendered his otherwise mainstream political party into a pressure group like civil society. And if we sneak a quick look at the people who have joined PMLN after the decision to take part in elections, we realise that if he had stuck to his decision of boycott many of his candidates would have left the party because the political realities of their constituencies are forcing them to contest the election. 

The “Five E “manifesto of the PPP says it all, the core issue is the economy, then employment, education, energy, environment and so on. The restoration of the judiciary and greater democracy are issues of the elite. The moot point of the PMLQ campaign is also its contribution to the economy. 

The point I want to emphasis is that the philosophy of political parties and political leadership is closer to the masses and political leaders like Nawaz Sharif, Benazir Bhutto, Ch Pervaiz Elahi and Maulana Fazal-ur-Rehman know the political realities on the ground more than the political activists of the elite. 

Countries have to look up to their politicians, good or bad, because they are the ones who have to lead the country and not the establishment or pressure groups. Positive change can only come if civil society acts as a subsidiary of the political forces rather than its vanguard. Civil society groups lack the ability to become a dominating political force on their own but they can help enormously by pressurising the political parties and resultant political system to reform and improve and bring about the desired results for the masses. 
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