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SOME observers would have us believe that having identified the contours of a civilised political system, got someone to put it on paper in fairly decent prose, called it a “charter” and signed it, Ms Benazir Bhutto and Mr Nawaz Sharif have buried the “hatchet” that they wielded to make life miserable for each other, when they alternated as prime minister (1988-99). This is good to hear, but one may wonder how long the “hatchet” will stay buried.

That will depend on what they intend to do. I propose to explore a few possible scenarios, which may or may not materialise. But the exercise may help us think about the future course of events a bit more realistically.

Ms Bhutto and Mr Sharif have announced certain shared objectives: they want a free and fair election next year, and they wish to play leading roles in it. They contend, however, that it will not be fair if General Pervez Musharraf and his political allies have anything to do with it, which they will, if they remain in control. They would, therefore like to see the general and his team dismissed well ahead of the election (if not right now).

Let us, for the purposes of this discussion, forgo consideration of whether these two politicians will be able to return to Pakistan and participate in the forthcoming election. Let us proceed on the assumption that they will. How can they secure the present regime’s departure? They have wisely ruled out the option of recruiting another general to do the job. Nor is it feasible to solicit the support of external powers for this venture. The only other possible course of action is to mobilise the “people’s power” to a level that is commanding enough to force this government’s exit.

Three related questions deserve to be considered. First, what will Ms Bhutto and Mr Sharif say not only about the failings of the present regime but about the package of goods they will bring to the people if they come to power? Second, when will they return to Pakistan to begin this campaign? Third, what will happen if the aroused people do force the general to quit?

We shall address the third question first. The precedents are not encouraging. A mass movement forced Ayub Khan out but, instead of yielding to his political opponents, he turned the government over to General Yahya Khan, the army chief. The movement that compelled Zulfikar Ali Bhutto to bend to its instigators (PNA) opened the way for Ziaul Haq’s military dictatorship.

Mass movements in Pakistan, launched to oust a government, succeed only if they can paralyse it. When that stage arrives, a vacuum of power has come into being, which the rioters on the streets and their managers are not qualified to fill. An organised power centre in good operational health, and external to the movement, will step in to halt the prevailing disarray and restore governing authority. Thus, even if Ms Bhutto and Mr Sharif can mobilise people’s power on the requisite scale, it is by no means assured that a peaceful and orderly transition to genuine democracy will follow.

The promise to restore democracy will not suffice to bring and keep large masses of people on the streets. Ms Bhutto and Mr Sharif will have to spell out their prescription for resolving the issues confronting the country. The issues are intractable, and some of them are explosive. Let me identify a few of them: (1) alliance with the United States in the “war on terror”; (2) fight against domestic extremism; (3) provincial autonomy, regionalism, sub-nationalism, revolts in Balochistan and the northwestern tribal area; (4) resource sharing between the federating units; (5) combating the feudal mindset; (6) unemployment, rising prices, spreading poverty, widening gap between the rich and the poor; (7) inadequacies in the health and education sectors; (8) chronic shortages of basic necessities such as water and power; (9) pervasive corruption in government and politics; (10) general breakdown of law and order; (11) settlement of disputes with India.

Each of these issues is daunting enough to bewilder even the more ingenious among us. How, for instance, will a government keep prices down and employment up even as it accepts globalisation and a free market economy? Ms Bhutto and Mr Sharif will have to tell us how they propose to meet such issues, and this they will have to do not only if they are to launch an effective anti-government movement, but also if they are to make a decent showing in the next election.

There are no indications that they plan to board a flight to Pakistan within the next few months. Assuming that they will be allowed back, they should arrive fairly early next year if they intend to launch a pre-election anti-government movement. But if that is not their intention, and if they will limit themselves to getting organised for the election, they should be expected back early next summer.

It should be noted that we have been speaking of an anti-government movement largely as a theoretical possibility. Such a movement will necessarily be a rebellion. Considering that rebellions are already going on in Balochistan and Waziristan, an additional countrywide rebellion could bring down the state, not just the government of the day. It is, therefore, most unlikely that Ms Bhutto and Mr Sharif will be allowed to organise it.

But, then, if the present regime remains in place, will it let the elections be free and fair? Two considerations may be relevant here. Opposition parties, the electronic and print media, and organs of civil society in the country are united in demanding fair elections. The Commonwealth and, to a lesser extent, governments in Western Europe, want the same.

Much more important is the fact that the US House of Representatives has most regretfully observed (June 11, 2006) that the government of Pakistan is not doing enough to restore democracy and respect for human rights. As a gesture of its disapproval, it has voted to cut US military and economic aid to this country by substantial amounts.

President Bush may refer to General Musharraf as his “friend,” but this “friendship” will come under severe strain if congressional sentiment towards the general becomes even more adverse, which it surely will if the next election is widely seen as rigged. One may then hazard the guess that while some electoral malpractice will occur, it may not assume the proportions it did in 2002.

The PPP and PML-N might form an alliance, or make mutual accommodations, as the election approaches. Alternatively, they might contest independently of each other, in which case they could be rivals in numerous constituencies where the gain of one would be the other’s loss.

Some of the goals Ms Bhutto and Mr Sharif announced in their “charter” would involve repeal of the systemic changes that General Musharraf introduced through the 17th amendment and his Legal Framework Order. This will require further amendment of the Constitution that, in turn, will require support of a two-thirds majority in both houses of parliament. That the two leaders can muster such support is unlikely. Their ability to implement the rest of their agenda will depend on whether one of them, or the two together, win a majority in the National Assembly and form the next government.

Neither the PML-N nor the PPP won even a simple majority in the elections of 1988, 1990, and 1993. In spite of all the support it had from government agencies and functionaries, the PML-Q did not gain a majority in 2002. (Nawaz Sharif’s massive victory in 1996 may be regarded as an exception to the general trend.) Neither the PML-N nor the PPP is likely to emerge as the majority party following the next election. But might they not form a majority by coming together in a coalition? Let us explore this possibility.

It is one thing for them to cooperate while they are comrades in adversity, but cooperation will be a different ball game once the election is over. It will now depend on what each has to offer the other and who else is coveting their support. But there is another impediment to consider. Their frames of reference or, let us say, their conceptual orientations are substantially different.

Most of the PML factions grew up on a diet of ideas that they have not outgrown. Muslim nationalism, two-nation theory, separate electorates were initially its main ingredients. Subsequently it came to include the notion that Pakistan must be an ideological state, and that it would remain unfulfilled unless it enforced Islamic law and injunctions.

Recall that during his second term as prime minister Mr Nawaz Sharif sponsored a bill and later a constitutional amendment, which required the government to enforce the Shariat. Recall also that following the 2002 election, as various parties looked around for coalition partners, Chaudhry Shujaat Hussain, the PML-Q leader, declared repeatedly that his party and the MMA (a grouping of Islamic parties) should join hands together, for they were “natural allies.”

Many of the PPP notables may be good Muslims as much as their counterparts in the PML are. But they tend to be secular-minded in dealing with issues of public policy. They stand to the left of centre, while the PML-N folks tend to the right, on issues of equality and social justice, including those relating to women and non-Muslim minorities.

We may then conclude that while a partnership between them in governance need not be excluded from the realm of possibility, it would be hard to form and maintain.

The foregoing observations are speculative explorations of possible scenarios. Ms Bhutto and Mr Sharif may not be allowed to participate in the forthcoming election, in which case these explorations may turn out to have been in vain. Nevertheless, those who wish to engage in futuristic studies must take cognisance of the possibilities that lie beyond the horizon so long as they are not incredible or fantastic. The ones examined above do not appear to fall in that category.
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