Mian, BB and Qazi
By Ashraf Mumtaz


There were days when Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif had zero tolerance for each other, but times have surely changed. Whether the change is permanent or otherwise will become clear sooner rather than later
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A FEW hours before the April 24 meeting in London between Benazir Bhutto and Mian Nawaz Sharif, I asked one of their leaders - who subsequently took part in the meeting - how long the talks would continue. “As long as it takes a cup of tea to lose its steam,” he replied.

Probably what he meant was that the talks were nothing more than a photo session. Keeping in mind the earlier statements of both Benazir and Nawaz that the meeting would be an ‘informal’ one and its formal session would be held in May, the leader’s reply seemed to have some currency.

But when the talks started, they went on and on, lasting a couple of hours, which, naturally, was much longer than expected. As I started making a mental comparison of the pre-meeting statement of the leader with the actual duration of the talks, the mood of the two former prime ministers and their resolve to work together to take on the military dictatorship did not seem immediately compatible.

There was certainly nothing new in what the two leaders said at the end of the talks as their parties have been struggling to achieve the same objective since the launch of the ARD in December 2000. But what was new and more noticeable was the fact that over the years they have apparently developed some semblance of tolerance for each other. The understanding between them was deeper. The bitterness of the past was nowhere to be seen, which is quite an encouraging development.

Different people might have different views on the performance of President Pervez Musharraf over the past six years, but no one would disagree with the fact that he has brought the two arch rivals closer to each other. The closeness of the PPP and the PML-N is a clear indicator of it. There were days when Nawaz Sharif and Benazir Bhutto had zero tolerance for each other. Ms Bhutto was the prime minister in 1988 when Mr Sharif was the chief minister of Punjab. Whenever the prime minister planned a visit to Lahore, Mr Sharif would set out on a visit to some other city of Punjab because he did not want to go to the airport to receive her. And when he ever went to receive her, which was a matter of protocol, the press coverage always overshadowed the other more important activities of the prime minister. The people around Ms Bhutto and Mr Sharif encouraged the two not to budge from their positions. As a result, the 1988-90 period was known for the grave confrontation between the PPP and PML governments.

Mr Sharif had developed close understanding with the then Balochistan chief minister, Nawab Akbar Bugti. The two chief ministers gave Ms Bhutto the toughest possible time. Thus came a stage when it was claimed that Ms Bhutto’s government was confined to Islamabad.

The situation was not much different when Mr Sharif twice became prime minister and Ms Bhutto got another chance to rule the country. Co-existence was a word the two leaders did not seem to be familiar with.

But times have changed. Whether this change is permanent or the tolerance being shown by the two sides is because of political expediency, will become clear in the near future. Many people still remember the days when Qazi Husain Ahmed used to call the PPP and the PML-N the bigger and the lesser evils, respectively. He no longer uses such words for them. Instead, he is eager to have a grand alliance of opposition parties to launch a potent struggle against General Musharraf. This also shows a sea change in his thinking, and confirms the maxim that politics make for strange bedfellows.

The PPP and the PML-N will get closer when Mr Sharif and Ms Bhutto hold another meeting in London later this month. At this meeting they are scheduled to finalise and announce what is called the Charter of Democracy (CoD). In fact, the charter is almost a manifesto which the two parties plan to adhere to in the future. As per the charter, if one of the two parties gets an opportunity to come to power, the other will not involve itself in hatching conspiracies against it. The ruling party will be allowed to complete its term and the opposition will play its role in a positive way.

It appears to be a good lesson that the two parties seem to have learnt - though after paying a very heavy price for it. They have realised that they stand no chance in the future if they don’t learn from their past mistakes.

Interestingly, the PPP was out on the streets when the PML-N was in power, and the PML-N was protesting when the PPP got its two terms to rule. And now that Gen Musharraf is in power, both former rivals are on the streets - in foreign countries. Mr Sharif was banished to Saudi Arabia in December 2000 from where he moved to London on January 29, 2006. Some of his family members are still in the kingdom, waiting for the day when they would get a chance to return to Pakistan.

Benazir Bhutto has been away from Pakistan since April 1999. The government has repeatedly said that she is free to come back, but will have to face the various cases pending against her name. People say that all political parties must learn from their past mistakes and work out appropriate strategies to be able to play their role in national affairs. There are some who are of the view that having developed such a deeper understanding, the PPP and the PML-N should take another step; merge themselves into one party. The Bhuttos and the Sharifs in the same party! Sounds unbelievable, and perhaps illogical too. Many may reject the idea as rubbish in view of the past record of the two parties. But it doesn’t sound strange when we see that the two parties have almost identical agenda for the future. Their policies on various issues are similar and the Charter of Democracy can unify the two.

The merger of the PPP and the PML-N will give the country a very strong political party which will have its presence in every nook and corner of the country. Such a party would provide capable leadership to all tiers of governance. The pro-Musharraf forces - the PML-Q, the Muttahida Qaumi Movement and the PPP-Patriots - can also follow suit. This will turn them into a formidable force. The programme they have been following for the past three years can prove to be a binding force for them.

Similarly, the MMA will be doing a great service to itself by merging all of its six components into one. Such a step will promote religious harmony and convey a strong message to the secular forces that they are above sectarian considerations and not only do they preach unity, but also practise it. Smaller nationalist parties like the JWP, the Awami National Party, and the ones which exist only on paper may join hands with the three major parties. Such an arrangement will give the country a strong political system. The ruling party will never be able to deviate from its manifesto or involve itself in any wrongdoing in the presence of a strong opposition. And when political parties will be working within their respective spheres, there will never be a chance of another military intervention. But is it all possible?

The answer to the question is that circumstances may compel political parties to think along these lines. They have already lost a lot - including their face - because of pulling each other’s legs in the past. And they will gain nothing in case they stand divided in the future.

