Issues in 2007 election
By Anwar Syed

LAST Sunday we discussed Islamisation, the present government’s enlistment in the war against terrorism and the related drive against the Taliban, relations with India, domestic terrorism, and provincial autonomy as issues that will figure prominently in the election next year. Let us now turn to a few other issues.

All contenders will claim to cherish democracy not only as an ideal but as an imperative of political stability and national integrity. The opposition parties will demand its “restoration.” The ruling party, PML-Q, will claim that democracy is functioning well in this country: elections have been held, assemblies are in place, they debate and pass legislation, the press is free, organs of civil society are free to do their work, and governments remain open to scrutiny and criticism.

The opposition parties will reject these claims. They will allege that under the present regime elections were blatantly rigged, parliament was ignored on issues of high policy, presidential ordinances often replaced ordinary legislation, rules of business were set aside, and measures rushed through, to avoid debate; ministers did not appear to answer questions, and many of the ruling party’s own members deserted the House, forcing adjournment for lack of quorum.

They will further allege that the president usurped the prime minister’s powers and functions, decided policy issues in consultation with the generals, making it a military regime and the civilian apparatus a mere facade. Above all, he has seized the authority to dissolve the National Assembly and, thus, dismiss the prime minister if he has begun to have a mind of his own. This state of affairs, they will say, is not real democracy.

It seems to me that the case on each side is contaminated with a certain amount of exaggeration. The first thing a neutral observer may point out is that, except for the president’s authority to dissolve the National Assembly and his army connections, the way democracy is functioning now is the way it has functioned in the past. All elections, except one, were rigged, more or less; presidential ordinances abounded then as much as now; rules of business were evaded and even constitutional amendments passed within the space of a few hours (in some instances within minutes). Attendance in the House was thin, and the prime minister’s presence on the floor was infrequent enough to make news when it did happen. Democracy has had a faltering passage in this country because its attendant values, attitudes, and operational modes are not yet planted in our political culture deeply enough. We are still in the process of cultivating them. We still have some distance to go in overcoming the inclination to arbitrariness. We must give ourselves time to learn to be at home with the ways of democracy. I am for rejecting, firmly and unreservedly, the nonsense that democracy does not suit our “genius.”

We may now ask how the government’s and the opposition’s reasoning, described above, will be received by the voters. I think we have reached the point in political awareness where the people will object to public officials coming in to force them to vote one way or another or to break and stuff the ballot boxes. But in the absence of a truly charismatic leader and momentous issues, they will still answer the calls of caste, clan, and tribal connections, which is the case in many other democracies also. They will want their representatives to bring provincial and federal funds for schools, roads, clinics and hospitals, jobs, and various other amenities to their areas. I am not sure how it works in European democracies, but I do know that all of this forms part of the voter’s expectation in America.

The well educated voters may deplore resort to presidential ordinances, evasion of the rules of business in parliament, absence of ministers from the floor to answer questions, and things of that order, I doubt that the ordinary voter will be concerned about them. But we can be certain that he/she will be concerned with electoral rigging by government agencies and officials. Rigging by the present regime will be an issue more than that done by its predecessors.

The next major issue in the election is likely to be that of the military’s involvement in governance. All political parties, with the partial exception of the PML-Q, will condemn it, call it a negation of democracy, and indeed equate it with lawlessness. A European statesman once said that war was too important a business to be left to the generals. That used to be the rule not only in democracies but also in monarchies, and later even in party dictatorships. Generals were included in the Soviet and Chinese politbureaus, but they did not settle the issues of war and peace or determine domestic policy. The military’s role in Pakistani governance and politics is not the norm even in the developing countries. Most of them have now changed course to civilian regimes.

The PML-Q will once again have a difficult time with this issue. It has been put together by a man who was, and still is, the army chief. It was enabled by the military intelligence agencies, and the bureaucracy under his direction, to do as well as it did in the elections of 2002. Thus, it owes not only its organisational existence but its status as the ruling party to General Musharraf. So, what can it say about the desirability of keeping the military out of the country’s governance and politics?

Nothing really, but it will nevertheless claim that the generals are minding their own business, and that they are not dictating policy choices to its government. But this kind of assertion will have no takers. Consider in this connection General Musharraf’s own oft-repeated claim that his “uniform” is what enables him to do all of the “right” things he is doing, including his fight against extremism, terrorism, and anti-state movements.

A country’s armed forces are meant to defend its borders, fight foreign foes, and once in a while quell domestic rebellions. It is hard to say how well the military establishment in Pakistan is situated to do these jobs. It has not fought a full-scale war for more than 35 years, and one should thank God for that, considering that it did not win any of the wars that it did fight.

Its record in quelling domestic insurrections is not much better. Yet, Pakistan is said to be one of the most heavily militarised polities in the world. Higher ranking officers, serving and retired, in great numbers have taken decision-making positions, the command posts, in all kinds of government agencies, public corporations, and even academia. Their presence in these places does not make for better administration. Nor is the fear unjustified that this “civilianisation” of the country’s military establishment may be detracting from its efficacy as a fighting force.

The military’s involvement in Pakistan’s governance and politics has proceeded like a vicious circle. It did not begin as a result of its greed for ruling authority. It was initially called in to fill a vacuum that the politicians’ own incompetence had created. Strangely enough, they did not have much of a commitment to the craft of politics as properly understood, that is, as competitive pursuit of power for advancing the public good. They regarded personal interest as the main end of political power. That being the case, they did not merit respect from other organs of the state.

The higher bureaucrats (Ghulam Mohammad and then Iskander Mirza) were the ones who first invited the generals to seize the government. The latter learned to relish power once they tasted it. They sought to ensure their longevity by discrediting, corrupting, and further debilitating the country’s political system. The weaker the politicians became the more dependent upon the generals they got to be. Even if the generals wanted now and then to take a vacation from overt governance, the politicians sought their intervention to settle their conflicts with their own rivals. As they say, it takes two to tango. The generals would not be able to seduce the politicians if they were not to hold themselves open to seduction. Ms Benazir Bhutto and Mr Nawaz Sharif have recently declared their resolve never again to seek the military’s assistance with their pursuits. Other opposition politicians have declared the same resolve. But it remains to be seen whether, and to what extent, they will adhere to this new stance.

There can be little doubt that this issue will figure prominently in the election debates next year, but it is not entirely clear how the people at large will react to it. We can be sure that the great majority of the politically aware persons will want the military to stay out of politics. But there will be some even in this group who will not be all that emphatic in their disapproval. Comparing General Musharraf’s performance with that of the political regimes that preceded him (those of Nawaz Sharif and Benazir Bhutto), they may feel that he has not done a bad job.

The issue may not have that much salience among the rural voters. The creation of a National Security Council, political role of the intelligence agencies, officers heading government departments and public corporations, appointment of generals as university vice-chancellors will not excite or disturb the ordinary peasant and small landowner in villages.

The ruling party will remind us that the country’s economic growth rate has risen. That may be true, but it will not win many votes. Folks will be a lot more concerned with spreading poverty, rising prices, shrinking job markets, failures in education and health care, and numerous other shortages. The opposition will doubtless denounce the ruling party for its failure to provide these amenities. This is not to say that any of them will do significantly better in this regard if any of them comes to power. But their performance may become an issue in some other election, not in 2007.
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