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CONSIDERING that she was returning to a domestically insecure Pakistan and that she had already received death threats from Baitullah Mehsud and Al Qaeda warning her that her reception was being arranged with suicide bombers, it should not be surprising that Benazir decided to write a will naming her political heir(s).

However, the manner in which the entire matter of her will was handled raises some questions. If the will was not to be made available for public viewing and was to be confined to her immediate family and the top hierarchy of the PPP, why was it necessary to even disclose that she had made a will.

It is also a well known ‘secret’ that her marriage with Zardari was reportedly on the rocks for some years before Zardari’s lengthy incarceration, with ugly exchanges from both partners and that, though living separated, both had decided against a divorce for the sake of the children and the possible damage that a divorce might cause her political career.

Why then should she want Zardari, tarnished with the reputation for corruption, to be ‘regent’ till Bilawal is old enough to wear the mantle? After all, she did not have the reputation of being forgiving!

Despite these questions regarding the handling of the will, perhaps she was more politically astute than I have been crediting her with, while raising these questions.

Those who are decrying the decision of nominating Bilawal as the political ‘heir’ to Benazir blind themselves to the fact that the PPP has, from its inception, been a ‘Bhutto cult’. Thus Bilawal, while genetically a Zardari was named Bilawal ‘Bhutto’ Zardari to retain the aroma of the Bhutto clan, without which the PPP might lose its essence of ‘Bhuttoism’.

What is more, if a non-hierarchical system, even a democratic one based on merit had been resorted to, it could have resulted in the kind of infighting that could have destroyed the party. By appointing Amin Fahim and Shah Mahmood Qureshi as advisers, she has not only catered for the Sindhi-Punjabi nature of the party, but has also selected the least controversial and cleanest members from the two ethnic groupings.

Whatever may have been the other attributes of Zardari and Benazir, it is generally acknowledged that they were both devoted parents. Who then could have a greater personal interest in preserving his son’s political heritage than his father?

What is more, there are attributes to Zardari that many are unaware of: he is quite intelligent, sharp, politically astute, street smart enough to appeal to the masses, he is fluent in English, Urdu, Sindhi, and Punjabi and, it is likely that he will refrain from any further corruption, if only to ensure that he does not taint his son.

He has also acquired a personal following by braving an eight-year incarceration, during which the government was unable to legally prove any case against him and, despite offers, refused to accept release in return for a ‘deal’ with the government.

Witness his first public statement after assuming the regency: not only did he make it clear that the PPP had no complaint with the army, he went on to emphasise that the guards who died protecting Benazir were Punjabi and that Punjabis and Sindhis were brethren; in an environment when the old Sindhi slogan ‘Pakistan na khapay’ (Pakistan unacceptable) had again risen in the wake of Benazir’s assassination, it was necessary for the PPP to make a strong statement in support of the federation, ensuring that division on ethnic lines was halted; and Zardari rose to the occasion magnificently.

What is more, he also drew the battle lines quite clearly, calling upon the PML-N to join hands with the PPP in contesting the elections to defeat the PML-Q and having excluded the army from the dispute, made it very clear that ‘we are not only looking at the prime minister’s house, but also the president’s’; a most interesting development indeed.

As a matter of fact, from the PPP’s point of view, Benazir’s assassination, however tragic, could, if one took courage in hand to use the phrase, turn out to be a blessing in disguise. Apart from the obvious factor of the ‘sympathy vote’, which must have influenced the party’s executive committee’s decision to insist that elections be held on schedule despite the announced forty-day mourning period for the party; Benazir was tainted by her ‘deal’ with Musharraf and viewed as pro-US.

Zardari is unencumbered by any deal, brokered by the US that she might have agreed to and, if he has decided to include Musharraf as part of the opposition to the PPP, it is possible that he might also manage to cleanse the party’s pro-US image.

It was Zardari who asked Nawaz Sharif not to come for the funeral of Benazir, since tempers were running high at the time and it was he who provided the security for Nawaz’s entourage when they came the day after the burial.

He has also shown every inclination to continue to work together with Nawaz to change the political scene in the country and finally, he has unequivocally stated that he is not seeking a party ticket; and perhaps this very wise decision is not only for health reasons.

There may well be reason for hope that 2008 might usher in a new era in Pakistani politics where these two major national political parties; one of which is a little left of centre and the other, a little right of centre can join hands to ensure that the military never again returns to political power and ensure that we see the back of Musharraf expeditiously.

