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IS there light at the end of the tunnel for the non-Muslim minorities of this country? Or have their efforts and sacrifices for the re-establishment of yet another experiment in democracy in Pakistan proved futile?

After the swearing-in of the new coalition cabinet, that hope seems to have waned a trifle — and not without reason.

It is disappointing to note that out of a total of 24 ministries not a single one has been offered to a non-Muslim. In his inaugural speech, Prime Minister Yusuf Raza Gilani was quick to expound, perhaps for the sake of political correctness, the need for protecting the rights of the minorities. He reaffirmed his unwavering belief in Jinnah’s Pakistan. But when put to the test of distributing federal portfolios, it sounded all but hollow.

Besides being heavily patriarchal, for only two women, Ms Sherry Rehman and Ms Tehmina Daultana, were considered appropriate for filling a federal post, the decision of the government not to include a single member of the minority as part of its federal cabinet did not really help. It added to the feeling of marginalisation felt by the 10 members of the National Assembly selected on reserved seats.

An estimated three million Christians and nearly the same number of Hindus and Sikhs form part of the 170-million population of Pakistan. In the Feb 18 polls, 12 politicians from the minority communities stood for election to the National Assembly and six to the provincial assemblies. None of them were able to win. This in itself is a record as no non-Muslim contested on a general seat in the previous 2002 general elections.

In the past, attempts have been made to placate and appease the minorities by giving them the portfolio of the ministry for minorities, thus causing a deep sense of alienation in them. This time round that formality has apparently been overlooked.

Seen as a party with liberal and progressive moorings, the Pakistan People’s Party won for itself the support of the religious minorities through Benazir Bhutto’s desire to transform Pakistan into a modern democratic state. Equality and protection of minority rights were on top of her agenda, prompting leaders of the religious minorities to ally themselves with the PPP in the hope of seeing social justice, equality and absolute religious freedom.

Following the non-inclusion of religious minorities in the ‘first phase’ of distributing federal cabinet portfolios, the controversial electoral system established by the dictatorial regime of Ziaul Haq for reserving seats for minorities in the national and provincial assemblies has once again come under criticism.

The 10 reserved seats for the minorities are allocated through the same complex system of proportional representation as is seen in the 60 seats reserved for women. But while women are allowed to vote freely, non-Muslims are given the allowance of voting only for candidates belonging to their religion.

After the declaration of the general election results, nominations are sent to the Election Commission and parties are allocated reserved seats in proportion to their strength in the national and provincial assemblies, according to the rules set forth by the Constitution. This discriminatory policy was momentarily suspended in 1999 only to be re-established in 2001 by President Pervez Musharraf. This undemocratic and blatantly biased approach towards the non-recognition of diversity was acknowledged by the federal caretaker law minister, Mr Afzal Haider, who advised amendments to the Constitution for bringing the minorities to the same level as the religious majority.

The minorities provided unflinching support to Ms Benazir Bhutto’s party in the Movement for the Restoration of Democracy. They also made their presence felt when they came out in huge numbers to support the Karwaan-i-Jamhooriat upon her arrival in Karachi on Oct 17, 2007, with many losing their lives when the procession was attacked.

They cheered and responded to the PPP chairperson’s call with 100 per cent voter turnout, honouring her memory by casting their ballot. An estimated 100,000 votes were cast by non-Muslims in Lahore alone. And it would not be inaccurate to assume that the non-Muslims had a decisive vote in many constituencies.

Overlooking the minorities, which needless to say include women, will force people to recognise the great leap made by the government of Pervez Musharraf who gave the highest representation, if only in numbers, to women at the local, provincial and federal levels of governance.

The PPP made history by appointing a woman speaker for the first time in Pakistan; it is now time for it to implement its progressive and liberal policies by giving due representation to the minorities in the federal cabinet as well as the Senate — the highest legislative institution in the country where non-Muslims do not have a single seat.

