Amongst the dreamers
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THE days of frost and fog are coming to an end. With the tidings of spring our short season of hope is about to begin. A surge in political ambitions is giving the impression of society’s awakening. One is, however, reminded of Ghalib’s warning that those who have woken up in a dream are still dreaming, because most of the dreamers out on the political stage seem to be entertaining hopes without reason.

The most prominent band of hopefuls is to be found in the establishment. It is apparently brimming with confidence in its ability to first win a fresh term in the presidency for General Pervez Musharraf and then filling the assemblies with his loyal supporters.

This confidence is sustained by a heady feeling of success bred by a string of victories over the past seven years. The rise of the new regime was painless and so was its anointing by the judicial patriarchs. There was no challenge worth writing about to a drastic mauling of the Constitution, including withdrawal of the right to directly participate in governance from a majority of traditionally eligible people.

The election of 2002 caused the establishment some annoyance but it did not fail in finding enough defectors from the opposition needed by it to become the majority party in the National Assembly. If the Seventeenth Amendment necessitated climbing down a step and a half, the position on the top of the pedestal was quickly regained and the retention/giving up of the uniform turned into a non-issue. Eventually, nobody in the opposition did even as much as squirm at the transformation of the constitutionally mandated parliamentary system headed by an effective prime minister into a presidential system commanded by an all powerful head of state.

Encouraged by this track record, the establishment’s drum-beaters are claiming victory before the battle has been joined. They see no obstacles in their path. The commanders of electoral forces, however, appear to be less sanguine. For instance, a cell in Punjab, headed by persons who have held the reins of administration in recent years, is busy planning for ‘positive results’.

Those who have had access to this quiet centre have been vastly impressed by the quality of its research into the past elections and the scientific basis of its projections for the coming general election. The policy, it is said, is to avoid the methods of manipulating elections used in the past and which are known to the people, especially the meddlesome poll watchers, and concentrate on winning over to the official side candidates who can get elected on their own or with a little help from the official machinery within the permissible limits.

Unfortunately for the establishment, its experts are falling into the common error of planning for tomorrow’s battles with yesterday’s weapons. The uncertainties about voters’ behaviour can never be lightly dismissed. Their conduct in the previous election can be a guide to their choices now only if all the variables affecting their lives have remained unchanged. This is not the case in Pakistan.

The reality on the ground is that many factors have obliged the electorate to rethink its options. Some of these factors are: a spurt in inflation, growing unemployment, increased impoverishment of the under-privileged, lawlessness and disorder, shortage of electricity and water, lack of security of life, spiralling costs of education, healthcare and housing, curbs on trade unions and political parties, landless tenants’ hunger for land, erosion of faith in the judiciary, and the alienation of large sections of society from the state, especially in Balochistan, the tribal belt and Sindh.

These concerns of the people cannot be taken care of with the help of arbitrary declarations by official spokespersons or photographs of crowds gathered with the promise of a free meal. Anyone in the establishment who can read the signs of discontent among the masses should be able to rule out the government party’s runaway success in the general election.

Another hopeful party clinging to the hope of benefiting from Pakistan’s general election comprises international leaders responsible for the fight against terrorists. Choosing to put all of their bets on the present set of rulers they have declared transition to democratic governance to be Pakistan’s internal matter, a generous concession though out of sync with their policies in Iraq, Palestine and Somalia, to give only a few recent examples.

This party too has opted for illusion in preference to reality. It seems to have realised correctly that Pakistan’s contribution to the war on terrorism and pseudo-religious militancy will be inversely proportional to the rise of the religio-political groups in the country’s political structure. But it is unable to realise that the present regime is improving religio-political parties’, especially the militants’, electoral prospects by hamstringing the other political parties, by trying to solve political issues through use of brute force (Balochistan), and by costly misadventures (such as inexplicable assaults on mosques and madressahs and undignified retreats).

The longer the regime is sustained by its promotions, domestic as well as external, the better will the religio-political parties’ electoral prospects become.

The religio-political parties are not without dreamers of their own. To a considerable extent, they share the establishment’s illusions. They think the factors that helped them raise their share of the total votes cast in the 2002 election, including the establishment’s support to them, overt as well as covert, are still operative.

They also seem to believe that the people are alive only to the failures of the federal authority, that their poor performance as custodians of provincial administrations has not disappointed their followers, and that their retreat on the issue of resigning from parliament has been forgotten. These assumptions are unlikely to be proved right around election time and these parties may find the reality to be much different from their dreams.

Large groups of dreamers are also found in what are described as the leading mainstream parties. Their dreams centre on two contrasting strategies.

One group takes the view that there is no point in taking part in an election the results of which have already been determined. Therefore, it is argued, the best course open to democratic parties is to boycott the polls. The illusory part of their thinking is the hope that they can make their boycott of polls effective by persuading a majority of voters to stay at home on the polling day.

The other group contends that firstly the people cannot be persuaded to boycott the election and, secondly, by staying out of reckoning the democratic parties will leave the field open to freebooters, as had happened in 1985. Besides, elections offer a matchless opportunity to engage the masses in a political dialogue, to sensitise them to their political entitlements and responsibilities.

They also believe they can rely on their vote banks to help them acquit themselves creditably. The dreamlike nature of this group’s reasoning lies in the blurring out of the cardinal reality that by joining a predetermined election under a partisan authority they will be conferring legitimacy on an innately illegitimate arrangement.

They also do not seem to realise that political parties can have a dialogue with the masses, can educate and mobilise them, without putting up candidates in a sham election. Nor can they read the writing on the wall that parties that today seek a compromise with the regime will sign their own death warrants and that future belongs to those who will stay firm in resistance to authoritarianism regardless of the setbacks they may face at the moment or the sacrifices they may have to offer.

Where do the people figure in the presence of political hopefuls? Nowhere, so long as they remain content with reconstructing their shattered dreams and do not exert themselves to check the drift towards worse forms of anarchy than the present one and in which they will suffer more than the oppressors they wish to cast aside.

