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Pakistan’s experience suggests that the initial success of a military regime in consolidation of its power or an absence of a credible challenge does not mean that it can perform better than the civilian government in solving basic socio-economic problems. Invariably lacking appreciation of participatory management and because of the strong urge to stay in power — the military government is unable to address acute socio-economic problems

The stepped-up activity over the changes in the Hudood Laws and the no-confidence motion against the prime minister shows that the traditional deficiencies in politics are persisting. Seven years of the military-dominated rule led by General Pervez Musharraf have not improved the political situation. If anything, the political forces are more divided and suffer from low self-confidence. This is partly due to the president’s policy of not empowering the political institutions and processes established in 2002 and partly due to his effective use of the state apparatus, including the intelligence agencies. to destabilise political adversaries. 

Similarities between politics now and in the pre-Musharraf era are growing. General Musharraf pronounced on assuming power, that his government would bring coherence and decency to politics, check corruption and mismanagement and ensure law and order. That has not happened. The resurgence of the old style politics raises an important issue. How can a military or military-dominated government claim to be a better alternative to a civilian political government if it cannot cleanse politics and introduce decorum in political discourse? 

Pakistan’s experience suggests that the initial success of a military regime in consolidation of its power or an absence of a credible challenge does not mean that it can perform better than the civilian government in solving basic socio-economic problems. Invariably lacking appreciation of participatory management and because of the strong urge to stay in power — the military government is unable to address acute socio-economic problems. An extended military or military-dominated government cannot, therefore, build new political architecture. Instead it behaves like the civilian government it had ousted. 

During the days of civilian governance, the two mainstream parties, i.e. the PPP and the PML-N, were often accused of being too dependent on their respective leaders. They were also accused of corruption, mismanagement, and the use of state machinery and patronage in a highly partisan manner. 

Unfortunately the present ruling party, the PML, is no different. It is heavily dependent on President Musharraf, who is not even its member. Musharraf’s clout as the president and the army chief enables him to sustain the party’s internal coherence and primacy in the political process. During July-August 2006 alone, President Musharraf has had eight formal meetings with the PML leaders to help solve its organisational problems. He also played a key role in resolving the MQM-PML dispute in Sindh (July 28-August 2). Further, his intervention dissuaded Zafarullah Khan Jamali from contesting the post of PML president or secretary general.

The ongoing controversies about the government’s alleged corruption and non-transparency in business deals, mismanagement and poor governance resemble the stories of the pre-Musharraf phase. The no-confidence motion against the prime minister makes at least 22 major charges pertaining to the sale of the Pakistan Steel Mill with reference to the Supreme Court judgment, the sale of other public sector enterprises, stock exchange crashes in 2001, 2005 and 2006, the disposal of railway land and the purchase of railway engines, manipulation of sugar and cement prices, oil company issues, mismanagement of economic affairs, law and order problems, centre-province relations and non-implementation of some constitutional provisions.

Another resemblance with the past is that the opposition is very adamant in confronting the government. It has demanded stern action against those responsible for the steel mill deal struck down by the Supreme Court. As in the past, the government has flatly rejected the opposition charges and maintained that the Supreme Court judgment has no negative implications for the government. The charges, it says, are baseless and meant to undermine the good work done by the government.

The tempo of the current confrontation between the government and the opposition is not very different from a similar confrontation during the governments led by Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif. Both faced charges of corruption and mismanagement resulting in polemical exchanges between the government and the opposition. Both faced accountability only after they were ousted from power. 

Two political tracks are noticeable in the current situation. The intra-government track covers factionalism in the ruling coalition and how General Musharraf’s support and its effective control of power enable the PML to keep these challenges under check, once the party faces a serious challenge from the opposition.

The second track relates to the problems internal to the opposition. The MMA and the ARD have agreed to work together on the no-confidence motion. They also plan to launch a joint public protest against the government. However, the two alliances, especially the PPPP and the MMA, diverge on the proposed changes in the Hudood Laws. The latter is totally opposed to the changes while the PPPP supports them. 

The government introduced the bill to amend the Hudood Laws in the National Assembly at a time when the ARD and the MMA had decided to work together in opposition to the Musharraf government. The move had the intended effect of straining the ARD-MMA relations. The MMA is also perturbed by Benazir Bhutto’s recent statement linking the Islamic parties to extremism. The PPP stand on these issues is well known and reflects its liberal character. However, the MMA feels extremely uncomfortable with such liberalism. If they cannot evolve some understanding on these issues, it may become difficult for them to actively cooperate with each other for launching a movement against the Musharraf government. The MMA also faces internal problems due to the divergent political styles of Qazi Hussain Ahmad and Maulana Fazl ur Rahman — leaders of its two major components. These differences can affect the MMA’s capacity to launch a protest movement.

Another feature of the current politics is the adversarial relationship between the MQM and the MMA. They engage in polemical exchanges and in Karachi resort to protest marches against each other. The MQM and the government have vehemently criticised the MMA members for tearing the Hudood Laws amendment draft, arguing that this represented a severe lack of reverence for the words of Allah, the Quran, Hadith and Islamic Republic of Pakistan. The MQM even wants a case against the MMA. This is part of the government effort to force MMA to tone down its opposition towards government policy. However, if the MQM has its way against the MMA, it will establish a dangerous precedent, i.e. if you discard a paper containing the word “Allah” or “the Quran” or “Hadith” or “Islamic Republic of Pakistan”, you will be liable for prosecution. This will give new and expanded meaning to the blasphemy law.

Politics is no less polarised and uncertain today than it was before General Musharraf came to power. The government and the opposition are engaged in bitter exchanges besides suffering from internal cleavages. The opposition has framed serious corruption charges against the prime minister and his associates. This sounds familiar to those aware of the history of Pakistan politics. However, there is one major difference. When the governments of Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif were accused of corruption and mismanagement, they lacked the blessings of the military and the intelligence agencies. That made their removal from power relatively easy.
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