It is partly economics
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REMEMBER the slogan ‘it is the economy, stupid’ coined by James Carville who helped Bill Clinton win the White House in 1992? Carville persuaded his candidate to look at the issues the United States faced at that time from the perspective of economics.

Could we apply the same principle to understand the dynamics that is behind the current confrontation between President Pervez Musharraf and his opposition? How much economics can we use to explain this battle between the regime and its opponents?

After recently returning to Washington following a brief stay in Pakistan, my American friends have frequently asked me to explain to them what was happening in my country. “If the people are as unhappy with the decisions taken by President Musharraf on Nov 3, why aren’t they marching in the streets of Pakistan?” I was repeatedly asked. “Why have the masses chosen to watch the confrontation between the government and the opposition from the sidelines? Isn’t there a tradition in Pakistani politics that the street becomes actively involved whenever there is great unhappiness with those who govern?”

These are legitimate questions and they need answers. There are two groups of people whose behaviour needs some explanation. I will contend that economics provides only partial answers and that too for the behaviour of only one of these two groups.

The two groups I have in mind are the professional classes and the poor in the urban areas. The poor were actively involved in the agitations that brought the demise of the regimes of Ayub Khan (in 1969) and Zulfikar Ali Bhutto (in 1977). They were inspired mostly by economic concerns but they were motivated by politicians they trusted. This time around, they have been largely absent from the political scene. It is suggested that the reason for that is economics; the poor are so poor that they can’t afford to miss a day’s wage in order to vent their political feelings.

The problem with that explanation is that the poor were even poorer in 1969 and 1977 and yet that did not prevent them from marching in the streets of Lahore and other major cities.

The reason why they entered the fray then was that those who led them to the street promised real changes. In 1969 it was mostly Zulfikar Ali Bhutto who galvanised the poor and had them come out in the street to agitate against the government of Ayub Khan. The government had come under fire not for harming the economy — the GDP during the period of Ayub Khan increased at the rates unprecedented in Pakistan’s history — but because of the perception that the benefits from growth were captured by the rich.

Mahbubul Haq’s finding that “22 families” were the main beneficiaries of Ayub Khan’s growth model proved to be the match that ignited politics in the country.

Bhutto added his own slogan — “roti, kapra, and makan” — to that of the 22 families. The 22 families finding was about the past; roti, kapra and makan, was a promise about the future.

The 1977 agitation saw a reversal in the roles played by the main political contender, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto. He was now not the agitator but the one who was the target of the agitation. This time the issue was trust. Six years of rule by Bhutto convinced many people that what they had been promised was not delivered; that the leaders were more interested in preserving their power rather than helping the poor. The religious parties and the mosque were active in that particular agitation. They were trusted more than the Bhutto regime.

This time around the leaders of the two largest parties can’t lead because they were discredited by their times in office. Also, while Zulfikar Ali Bhutto went to the people with a well articulated programme of action, nothing similar has been attempted this time around.

None of the parties that claim to represent large segments of the population have come out with programmes of social and economic reforms that could galvanise support for them.

This time there is nothing equivalent to “roti, kapra, and makan”. People are being asked to place their trust in the leaders who have already been tried. Why should they believe that this time the leaders will behave differently if they were to be placed in positions of power?

Then there are the professional classes who are spearheading the movement against the regime. Lawyers, journalists, teachers, and now students are risking all to have their voices heard.

They are the members of the new middle class that was energised by the policies pursued by the government they are now opposing. The economy’s rapid growth during the Musharraf period — it is about 50 per cent larger compared to the time when the general staged his first coup d’etat — has increased the number of people who belong to this economic class.

The regime’s policy to liberalise the press and the electronic media gave this growing class a voice which they began to raise to demand one thing the regime was less willing to grant — the right to participate openly and without checks in the country’s political life. There is considerable irony in the fact that the regime’s economic and media policies adopted over the last eight years have given power to the groups that are now opposing it.

If politics explains the absence of the poor from the streets and if economics is partly the reason for the presence there of the professional classes, what are the options available to the two sides? How can the regime and its opponents settle the dispute that is grievously damaging Pakistan?

If a new political leader arrives on the scene, it is not inconceivable that he (or she) may be able to get the masses out.

Such a person will have to be a new presence, not tarnished by the previous deeds in office. But there is no Zulfikar Ali Bhutto waiting in the wings to assume the people’s leadership.

It would, therefore, take time before the people can be convincingly and effectively led on to the political street. The regime would find it very difficult to overcome the pressure that would be exerted on it if the masses and the professional classes were to come together to fight it, to coalesce to achieve a common goal.

The other way out for the regime is to reach out meaningfully to the professional classes it is fighting at this time. It is these groups whose support the regimes needs in order to achieve its professed economic and social agenda.

If the aim is to modernise Pakistan — to get it to grow in a sustainable way in the economic field; to educate and train a large number of people to work in the modern sectors of the economy; to develop art, culture and literature so that obscurantism can be effectively challenged; to get accepted without misgivings into the global economic and social systems — the regime must reach out to the people whose number its policies increased and to whom it once gave a powerful voice.

