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ASSASSIN’S bullet has hit another Pakistani leader from Sindh. It happened 28 years after Benazir’s illustrious father was hanged by Gen Zia, the then military ruler, in a widely disputed judicial trial. His hanging came to be known as a judicial murder in the history of Pakistan. Although Bhuttos hail from Larkana district of Sindh, their another political stronghold has been the heartland of Punjab. In the general elections of 1970, Pakistan People’s Party founded and headed by Zulfikar Ali Bhutto won more percentage of seats from Punjab than Sindh.

After her father’s execution, when Benazir took over the party, the military establishment of Pakistan left no stone unturned to weaken her politically. Every effort was made to block her entry into power even through democratic process. Finally, when Zia died in an air crash, her detractors formed Islamic Jamhoori Itehad (IJI) with state funds. That case is still pending before the Supreme Court of Pakistan. But she still was successful to become the first woman prime minister of an Islamic country.

Pakistan was created as a federation of five states (federating units) in 1947. The biggest unit, East Pakistan, became a separate country, Bangladesh, after the 1971 war. Father of Benazir re-organised the remaining Pakistan by getting passed a consensus constitution from the new legislature in 1973 for the first time in its history –– a task the first Constituent Assembly of Pakistan could not perform. Subsequent two constitutions of 1956 and 1962 were tailor-made through questionable electoral exercises. He united all the four provinces by offering a social contract in the form of the Constitution.

Benazir followed in the footsteps of her father. She believed in the political processs and restoration of the Constitution although it has been badly mauled by the two military dictators. Even being in the opposition, she represented the unity of the federation at a time when the military regime had divided the country on ethnic and religious lines. Her Party had a sizable following in all the provinces and her charismatic personality held all nationalities and ethnic groups together in the absence of a constitutional government.

Now after her death, all the issues relating to provincial autonomy are likely to raise their heads again if a constitutional government is not allowed to be formed and the upcoming polls are massively rigged.

When the state treats its citizens in a ruthless manner, the response of society can vary from radical resistance to political and ethnic violence. Unity of the political process on the basis of Bhutto legacy has served Pakistan well. In the absence of any social contract among the provinces, Benazir served as a bond. She, in fact, represented the unity of the federation which constitutionally should rest with the president of the country. It has saved it from ethnic and political violence.

We are not living in an ideal situation. Our decisions about choosing our leaders may fall short of universally accepted norms. Our society still confronts autocracy and dictatorship. Despite the fact that Pakistan Peoples Party has inspired hope by combining symbolism with pragmatism, it has nominated Makhdoom Amin Fahim as its candidate for the office of prime minister. This, in fact, is a deviation from the dynastic tradition. In Pakistan, all parties from feudal to progressive are either dynastic or personality-oriented. One cannnot think of Muslim League-N without leadership of Sharifs. Similarly, ANP is controlled by Walis, Mutahida by Altaf Hussain, Sindh National Front by Mumtaz Bhutto. The communist parties have life-long secretary-generals.

Currently, son Bilawal Bhutto Zardari is chairman and Asif Ali Zardari co-chairman. Although the decisions have been criticised by many political pundits for their dynastic nature, given the threats and dangers that loom large it was perhaps the best way out. In South Asia, political dynasties have played a cementing role for the countries like India and Sri Lanka where political leaders have met similar fate.

Despite 60 years of democratic experience, Indians still feel fascinated by Gandhi dynasty. The Queen in England serves as a symbol of unity. When states face totalitarian or dictatorial threats and societies become destabilised by the menace of terrorism or ethnic violence, the dynasties serve as a bulwark of unity. This is what Bhutto legacy has proved for Pakistan. Symbolism against tyranny becomes important and it loses its force when constitutional rule and democracy are allowed to work for long.

The Pakistan People’s Party needs to retain its unity for there is no other mainstream party which can claim that it represents the masses of all the provinces. All other political parties have a limited appeal confined to a particular province or area though Nawaz League is vying for such a role.

The challenge the PPP faces is that whether its present leadership has the capacity and vision of Benazir to lead Pakistan on democratic, federal and secular path. Though its leadership can’t fill the void left by Benazir, yet it possesses vast potential to prove itself at a juncture when terrorism and unconstitutional steps are damaging the country. It can serve as a cementing bond.

Having spent eleven years in prison, Asif Zardari is seen as a symbol of resistance, notwithstanding his media trial. He has served long prison terms than any other Pakistani leader and believes in strong federal and secular Pakistan. He had named his son as Bilawal after the legendary Makhdoom Bilwal who fought against Argun-Turkhan rule in the sixteenth century Sindh and has been eulogized in Sindhi literature. A couplet of a Sindhi poets says: “Return, Makhdoom Bilawal, I have waged war for the country, Let us fight, Bhit Dhani (Shah Latif Bhitai) is blessing us victory.”

Zardari is aided by no less an able leader than Makhdoom Amin Fahim who is considered as a political trouble-shooter. PPP leaders like Aitzaz Ahsan and Shah Mahmood Qureshi have wide appeal in the masses. The party can weather the storm if it remains united. Establishment will use every method to divide it.

Benazir also took the mantle of the party when she was only 26. While she had the advantage that her mother could also lead the party, Bilawal can depend on his father for future guidance. Within no time he can be groomed into a mature politician to provide Bhutto symbolism to the party. Sindh seems to be solidly behind the present leadership of the party. Its sympathy vote has increased manifold in Punjab. However, Choudharies have started using Punjab card which may backfire as they are seen as props to the unpopular presidency. There is no doubt that this election is a great challenge for the PPP. If it swims through the strong current of water, it will not only survive but also save the federation from further destabilisation.

In another scenario, if the government embarks on wide scale rigging as is feared, it could pave the way for a countrywide alliance of political forces for a massive movement against the present dispensation. Lawyers’ movement has already strengthened the federation; any other mass movement can change military-civil relationship and pave the way for viable, democratic federation.
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