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The judiciary and the lawyers got the ball rolling almost a year ago for the changed and promising scenario that we have today. They have at considerable cost to themselves continued their struggle for almost a year now, supported by the media and other elements of civil society

In a stunning rebuke to tall claims of popular support made by the incumbent government, the people of Pakistan voted overwhelmingly Monday in favour of political parties identified with the opposition. There seems to have been some rigging but certainly not on the scale imagined.

The election, among other things, was a referendum on President Musharraf and the message delivered by the electorate on February 18, 2008 was loud and clear: his party, the PMLQ, could secure only 39 seats from among the 268 on which elections were held. 

The PPP retained its character of being a uniquely national party winning the highest number of seats in the National Assembly with strong to significant representation in all the provinces. 

The PMLN emerged as the strongest party in the Punjab while the PMLQ managed a significant presence only in Balochistan primarily because of an effective boycott of the elections by the nationalist parties. Perhaps the most dramatic upset came in the NWFP that saw the JUIF being completely upstaged by the ANP.

A surprising aspect of the elections was the voter turnout of 45.6 percent. This would be considered a good turnout even under normal circumstances. But, as we know, the events leading up to the elections were far from normal. 

The tragic assassination of Benazir Bhutto in December was followed by other acts of violence including recent attacks on PPP offices, the devastating bombings of ANP public meetings in which scores of people were killed and then there was the killing of a PMLN candidate on the very eve of the elections. Given the situation, fear was a very real factor to be taken into consideration and it would have been no great surprise if the turnout had been considerably lower.

It is reassuring that the two parties securing the highest number of seats in the National Assembly have opted to form a coalition at the centre as well as in Punjab. If, as reported, there was US pressure on the PPP to join with the PMLQ, it has done well to ignore the message. A PPP-led coalition at the centre and a PMLN-led one in Punjab would certainly be in line with the people’s verdict.

It is also an arrangement that will help preclude the possibility of a strong party in Punjab constantly working to undermine the government at the centre, in a repeat of the 1988-90 machinations. It would also help to contain possible friction between the two if the PMLN were to be given representation in a PPP government at the centre and equally in a PMLN-led government in Punjab, the PPP should be represented. The political parties can offer each other support in the province and the centre without the supporting party being represented in the cabinet but that may not work too well in our context.

The country is faced with huge challenges. Among these being the scourge of extremism, rising poverty, rampant inflation in food prices, a water and energy crisis, a disastrous situation in the health and education sectors and not least the virtual breakdown of a federal consensus on the sharing of power and resources. Even the most formidable and efficient government would have its hands full trying to tackle this nightmare list. Certainly, a house divided against itself would virtually guarantee failure.

An ANP led government in the NWFP would be in a position to start addressing the issue of militancy more effectively by focusing also on the battle for hearts and minds, invoking the rich legacy of Baacha Khan. In Sindh, even though the PPP has the numbers to form the government on its own, a more broad-based one with the MQM’s participation may mean greater stability. In Balochistan, the PMLQ has benefited from the boycott of the nationalist parties and should now be allowed to put together a coalition there.

To come back to the key issue of the two leading parties cooperating with each other: can they?

At a joint news conference Nawaz Sharif and Asif Zardari declared on Thursday their intent to form the governments at the centre and in the provinces while working out the modalities for dealing with problems on which they do not have the same position. Among these are the central and linked issues of the restoration of the judiciary and the exit or removal of President Musharraf.

The PPP has spoken of the independence of the judiciary without committing itself on the point of restoration. It has also had a more nuanced position on working with President Musharraf. On the other hand, the PMLN has unequivocally declared its commitment regarding the restoration of the judges while also declining to work with Musharraf.

There is little doubt over the tremendous support across Pakistan for the judges for their unprecedented conduct in taking on the executive and risking their jobs and freedom in the process. Equally there is widespread support for the valiant lawyers-led movement for their restoration. It is imperative that the completely unacceptable step of the sacking of the majority of the judges of the superior courts by executive fiat should be reversed. The only real question is how is this to be brought about and when.

Let us remind ourselves that the judiciary and the lawyers got the ball rolling almost a year ago for the changed and promising scenario that we have today. They have at considerable cost to themselves continued their struggle for almost a year now, supported by the media and other elements of civil society.

Having in considerable measure, if indirectly, contributed to the gains made by the mainstream political parties in these elections, it would be unfortunate if the legal fraternity now came to see these political forces as antagonists rather than allies. Or for the critical, and now bipartisan, issue of the restoration of the judiciary to become the cause for a split within.

The other way to do proceed would be to ensure a gradual weakening of the president who significantly is no longer the chief of army staff. And, so far at least, the new COAS has, appropriately, emphasised professionalism and a narrow, if critical, role for the army. The election results should also help the US to recognise the virtually complete lack of popular backing for President Musharraf and encourage it to desist from continuing to support someone who cannot be a part of the solution, either for Pakistan or the US.

The question to be decided then is this: would it better to seek immediately the objective of ensuring the restoration of the judiciary and the exit of the president or to move to do so when he is weaker and the parliament stronger?
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