Hope versus experience —William B Milam 
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While the PPP, the PMLN, and the smaller parties of the coalition seem tied up in the questions of constitutional changes and the restoration of judges, energy and food prices continue to drive more of their adherents into poverty, and energy and food shortages continue to disrupt their lives

“A second marriage,” said Dr Johnson famously, “is the triumph of hope over experience.” But the celebrated (honorary) Doctor, on this occasion at least, sought a witty and catchy generalisation at the expense of an accurate one. For some men and women, it is the happy experience of a first marriage that they want to replicate in a second one; others venture more cautiously into a second marriage but believe, in the end, that the experience gained the first time around offsets the risk involved in trying again.

In other words, despite the good doctor’s oft-quoted aphorism, hope and experience are not enemies when it comes to second marriages.

Now I know that politics and marriage are not the same thing, although one could argue that both involve considerable risk to the reputation and fortune of those who try them. And both are similar in another respect — it is often tempting to follow a failure, or a sad loss, with a second try at the same thing.

So while my hopes were dashed at first by the seeming collapse of the PPP/PMLN grand coalition, they are — only mildly, I admit — rekindled by what seems to me an attempt to compromise over the issue that, I guess, drove the two sides to their recent separation. A second marriage to the same spouse is not unknown in this paradoxical world, and perhaps the PPP and the PMLN can come together again, at least in spirit, to address the problems that either party would not be able to deal with if in power on its own.

I know immediately that my continued hope for this match, weak as it is, must appear naïve beyond belief coming from a certified cynic such as I profess to be most of the time. When it comes to politics and politicians almost anywhere (including those with military uniforms), my normal rule of thumb is to base all judgements on the axiom that experience — especially when it is based on past practices in politics — is the deadly enemy of hope, usually killing it in its cradle.

It is easy, therefore, to expect the worst. But that expectation is a self-fulfilling prophecy in two ways. First, to expect the worst is usually to get it. If political leaders are allowed by their parties and their civilian opponents to get away with identifying themselves as the state, and with eschewing the concept that the state is the servant of the people, not of themselves, they will see little reason to change the self-aggrandising behaviour that has brought them down in the past.

Second, there is a group of erstwhile political actors just waiting for this civilian government, or the next, to demonstrate the venality and fecklessness other civilian governments have shown in the past. They are, to remember that apt description of Ayaz Amir back in the summer of 1999, “the Bonapartist stallions in the barn”, just waiting for the civilians to prove to the public once again that they cannot govern this difficult and dangerous country of Pakistan. Already I hear Pakistani friends talk of the inevitable return of the military.

It seems to me that the civilian parties that were elected in opposition to Musharraf on February 18 must stay together. Only by building trust and confidence among themselves, by learning to compromise and find broadly acceptable policies that would effectively handle the many grinding problems that face the great majority of the public, can these parties begin to govern in a way that will convince Pakistanis that democracy can serve their interests.

Only by addressing the serious deterioration in the already-meagre living standards of most Pakistanis, will this coalition government and its silent partner be serving the public’s immediate interests. These difficult and very complicated economic issues require a broad democratic front that can lead public opinion on the economic retrenchment that cannot be avoided.

While the PPP, the PMLN, and the smaller parties of the coalition seem tied up in the questions of constitutional changes and the restoration of judges, energy and food prices continue to drive more of their adherents into poverty, and energy and food shortages continue to disrupt their lives. As things get worse, the retrenchment will get more difficult.

Of course, it is important to restore the constitution and judicial independence (I prefer this term to “restoring the judges”). But this is a political issue that will require a political solution. In other words, it will take judicious (no pun intended) compromise among many various interests to resolve it in a way that all the parties of the coalition can live with. That will take time, and we may not see a resolution before the end of July or August.

And even then, it may not bring the coalition back together. It is clear to me that this issue is testing the leaders of the PPP and PMLN to their limits, and will need very careful deliberation and a willingness to compromise. How it is resolved will make or break the coalition.

It seems unlikely, however, that the average Pakistani, paying significantly more for his food, and for his energy when he can get it, living for hours in black- or brown-outs, undergoing ever more privation, will wait patiently while the country’s elite works out its quarrel over how to restore the judges and when (and which). There is likely to be a significant erosion of trust in civilian politicians who are perceived as not responsive to their immediate concerns.

We realise that some of the political leaders who are most forceful in wanting the judges restored are aiming it at President Musharraf — to get rid of him. Are there others who are trying to dilute it so that the President will be able to stay in office in case the coalition breaks up and he and his party can be the fallback in a different coalition? I hope not; but I wonder if that thought excites those Bonapartist stallions in the barn?

So hope is a dangerous commodity when experience tells us that, whatever is going on with these murky political issues on which there seem a multitude of hidden agendas, things seem unlikely to work out the way we envisioned just a couple of months ago, when dreams of the grand coalition of post-World War II Austria danced in our heads.

Perhaps the best way to end this is with the good Dr Johnson’s thoughts about hope itself, words that are probably more accurate and certainly more foreboding than his aphorism about second marriages.

“Hope,” he said, “is itself a species of happiness, and, perhaps, the chief happiness which this world affords; but, like all pleasures immoderately enjoyed, the excess of hope must be expiated by pain; and expectations improperly indulged must end in disappointment.”
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