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IT would be useful to put together the relevant news items related to the next national elections carried by the media in the last few weeks. On July 8, All Pakistan Conference (APC) held in London issued a declaration demanding, inter alia, resignation of General Musharraf. On July 18, General Musharraf met with a select group of media representatives and informed them that he had no plans to declare emergency in the country and that national elections would be held in time, implying that he would seek his election as president in uniform in order to cope with, as he said, the growing threat of religious extremism.

On July 20, the Guardian (London) published a detailed story on the “The plot to bring back Benazir”, suggesting that negotiations between Ms Bhutto and General Musharraf, initiated by the British, have been going on since June 2004. The Globe and Mail (Toronto) in its issue of July 23 carried a summary of her exclusive interview with its London representative which seems to confirm the earlier story, further suggesting that Miss Bhutto was now planning to return to Pakistan in September.

She has also emphasised that talks between her party and General Musharraf were about insuring “that free and fair elections take place this year, and not about power-sharing…”

Then, on July 22 in an interview with Sunday Times (London), Ms Benazir Bhutto took an altogether different position, suggesting futility of a deal with Gen Musharraf under the new circumstances. She said the logic for a deal with him has been significantly weakened by the Supreme Court judgment in the CJP case. Any deal with the general at this hour, she said, would be unpopular and damaging to her party because he has lost his ‘moral authority’. She expected the newly strengthened courts to topple some of the Gen Musharraf’s rulings and it has become doubtful whether he could serve the country both as president and the COAS in the future.

The picture that emerges from these news items seems to offer some indications about distinct positions about the next elections.

The APC has in its deliberations agreed to demand immediate resignation of General Musharraf, and to follow a plan to appoint a caretaker government and a neutral CEC as a first step towards restoration of democracy through free and fair elections. It is fair to assume that General Musharraf in his meeting with the media representatives was aware of the fact that Miss Bhutto had not taken part in the APC deliberations. He gave no direct response to the APC declaration, but it was clear that from his point of view the military had a direct role to play in combating the growing religious extremism in the country.

He seemed willing to have the military share this responsibility with moderate elements of the society, perhaps establishing a leverage against the APC, and to neutralise the thrust of the declaration.It also became clear from his remarks, as mentioned above, that he would seek re-election as president in uniform. How does the SC judgment delivered since he made his remark change the situation remains an open question. Perhaps, president sans uniform, without diminishing the role of the military in the government.

About the military’s role in combating religious extremism, it is ironic, as many analysts have suggested that during the eight years of General Musharraf’s rule, there has been a steady increase in the jihadi activities in the country. Reports about Jamia Hafsa, for example, indicate that many parents from small villages in northern Punjab wanted to have their daughters get high school education and as no facility was available in the area, the daughters were sent to the Islamabad Lal Masjid complex.

While their parents are not very religious, their daughters in some cases have come out of that system completely devoted to martyrdom. There are no funds available for highs schools, but they are available for F-16s.

The Guardian story suggests that the PPP chief had proposed, in an earlier phase of her negotiations, that the military retain responsibility for foreign affairs and national security for the next five years, while her government would concentrate on the domestic agenda. This is a concession of staggering proportions. Any person with experience in public policy would know that the three areas of domestic, foreign and security affairs directly impinge on each other and there has to be a clear line of final responsibility for all decisions in these areas, resting with the civilian government.

Nevertheless, Miss Bhutto keeps asserting that she is not negotiating with General Musharraf for a share in responsibility, only free and fair elections, which can be paraphrased to mean a clear indication for withdrawal of charges of corruption against her and her husband. It seems that her current plan to return next September would depend on that understanding.

Miss Bhutto claims that charges of corruption against her and her husband were politically motivated. She has the right to make this claim because the decision was made by Mr Nawaz Sharif as PM to pursue the matter. No independent legal counsel (not associated with the executive branch of the government) was involved to decide the case on its merits for further action, contrary to the practice established in mature democracies.

In Pakistan, presidents and prime ministers can pursue such cases on their own authority, and as the Guardian story indicates, General Musharraf had shown an interest in the matter as a bargaining point in his negotiations with her. Obviously the presidents/prime ministers give and they also take it away at their discretion.

A few comments are now in order about the APC, in light of the above observations. Apart from the host of the conference, Mr Nawaz Sharif, the only other major participant in this exercise was the religious party. Mr Nawaz Sharif was prime minister twice, during the 1988-99 period, playing musical chairs with Miss Bhutto who also had served twice Mr Imran Khan has a very narrow base and is not expected to make a significant contribution to the promotion of APC objectives.

The MMA is capable of pursuing a high level of activity in the name of Islam, and as an emissary of Mr Nawaz Sharif while he is still confined to London. The party nevertheless will experience some difficulty with the eloctorate, especially as an aftermath of the Lal Masjid episode.

It seems that Mr Nawaz Sharif cannot carry the main responsibility for promoting APC objectives. According to many observers, he would have to cope with a heavy baggage about his own performance as PM, and his links with the Ziaul Haq era. The Shariat Bill which he had proposed during his tenure in the second term as prime minister, for example, has been regarded as a controversial and retrograde proposal, especially with reference to the powers bestowed on the leader in the name of Islam and about the so-called moral imperative, reminiscent of the Taliban, for promotion of virtue and prevention of what is forbidden.

Whether Benazir Bhutto, then, makes a come back for a third time opportunity, the fundamental issues facing Pakistan would remain unresolved, at least in the short run. Poverty, for example, is rampant and feeds on extremism. Primary and secondary education is not universally available in the country.

The old order of local government which the British had inherited from Mughals, who had fine-tuned it for centuries, and was adapted to the colonial structure was dismantled in one sweep by the Musharraf government in the name of decentralisation. While it has “diffused” and confused the line of responsibility at the local level, it has enhanced the powers of the central government.

And of course other remnants of colonial heritage are flourishing, such as VVIP culture. If you are caught in a traffic jam, you know it is the motorcade carrying the prime minister or some other high ranking politician. Then there are the discretionary powers available to the leaders, the alter ego of the orders-in-council. Judges can be made and unmade, for example. Land grants can be offered as reward for sycophancy.

Does all this appear to be a harbinger of democracy in Pakistan? The question is difficult to answer. Miss Bhutto`s purported understanding cum arrangement with General Musarraf in his proposed pseudo-democracy, however, would definitely delay the return of democracy to Pakistan, however beneficent her motives may be.

The solution is to convince all parties, including General Musharraf, that the best next step would be to formulate a caretaker government, leading up to general elections. This point in the APC declaration is worthy of serious consideration. But it would require widespread public support in order to become viable.

Given the fact that Pakistan never had a chance to pursue democracy in a sustained manner, the new beginning is bound to bring some birth pangs. The answer to this expected confusion is not another military coup “for the sake of saving the country”, but more democracy. History tells us, and many economists are especially aware of this fact, that when people are given a clear opportunity to perceive and participate in an endeavour, they would often make a realistic choice, and with frequency of opportunity they gain considerable maturity.

Some newly developing countries present enviable examples of their democratic trajectories. Of course democracy has its own weaknesses (Such as fascists using it to come to power). But on balance it turns out to be a better choice than other systems.

The fundamental pre-requisites for democracy are not confined to free and fair elections. A healthy and a vibrant political party is an important pre-requisite for an open and a multicultural society. The party is not a fiefdom for the leader. It must hold periodic conventions to elect or re-elect one. It is this mandate which constitutes an important element in the culture of democracy.

Military rulers and feudalistic leaders have found it convenient to let this culture stagnate. For any future prospects, the military with its feudalistic allies will prove to be a serious obstacle in the path to democracy.

It is not only the best organised political party in the country at present, but an economic power as well. It seems, however, that next five years will not be as kind to this establishment as the previous eight years have been.
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