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USUALLY, it is not the opposition that wins; it is the people in power who are defeated. There is lot of truth in this adage and it is quite appropriate to describe the recent ‘battle’ between the PPP and the Nawaz Sharif-led lawyers’ movement. The preparation to control the long march, the governor’s rule in Punjab, use of Section 144, the so-called threat from terrorists, and an impressive display of containers to create a wall between what by all accounts became a peoples’ movement and Zardari-led PPP regime were all self-fulfilling prophesies.

The obvious fact is that Pakistan is faced with some very serious challenges at the present time, including the weak political structure along with its central leadership, the economy which is making rich get richer and poverty on the rise, and with increasing terrorism and militancy. 

The Obama administration plans to focus on what they call the Afghanistan-Pakistan front, and it has recently given an outline of its strategy.

Describing this ‘stronger, smarter’ strategy, Obama has made a promise to ‘dismantle and defeat’ Al Qaeda and its allies among the Taliban, and to identify the ‘good’ Taliban from the bad ones in order to pursue this strategy. As an admirer of the new president of the US, one would wish him all the luck, because he will likely face many hurdles in this ambitious programme. 

Needless to say that the ‘stronger-smarter’ plans will necessarily need full cooperation from Karzai government in Kabul and Zardari government in Islamabad. Confining my focus to Pakistan, the current political situation in Pakistan seems to be moving in a direction which would fit either with Suharto model or the Marcos archetypal situation. The three countries differ among each other in many respects, but in a situation of crisis, the trajectory followed by each would probably be quite similar, under the circumstances. 

The situation in Pakistan, in the aftermath of the long march of the black coats, and reinstatement of the ‘dysfunctional’ judiciary, has produced clear winners and losers in the political landscape. The PPP under Zardari (because there are dissenting voices within the party) has been weakened.

In his recent address to the parliament, he had an opportunity to respond to this challenge but he let it pass. With reference to the governor’s rule in the Punjab, his use of the plural ‘We recommend…’ made no sense, when he is the one who had imposed the rule on the province and had the authority to bring it to an end. Also, in his previous address to the parliament he had recommended formation of the committee to study the issues of 17th Amendment and Section 58(2)(b). In his latest announcement, he again suggested that a parliamentary committee should initiate a review and that amendments proposed should be finalised without further delay. About the judiciary, the address was confined to a brief passing remark welcoming the restoration of judges and confirming complete trust and confidence in the judiciary. 

These are typical examples of his style of governance for which he uses the code word of reconciliation. With regard to Punjab, it was a manufactured crisis, contrary to all constitutional conventions, in the hope to create a PPP government with alliance of PML-Q. In spite of the wheeling and dealing this hope has not materialised. Also the timing of the governor’s rule was determined to coincide with the policies against the long march, with large-scale transfers and appointment in the key positions in the government. The alliance with the other party has not succeeded in managing a working majority and the unfavourable reaction of Chaudhry Shujaat Hussain of the PML-Q to the presidential announcement indicates what had conspired behind the scene. 

Concerning the formation of a committee to deal with the special presidential powers inherited from the military regime, it seems to be the same typical approach when the purpose is to delay and to procrastinate. 

About the issue of judiciary, the Zardari government had shown clear indication of not wanting to reinstate some of the deposed judges, especially Chief Justice Iftikhar Mohammad Chaudhry. Justice Chaudhry was the subject of barrage of attacks from the PPP related sources, accusing him of being incompetent and too politicised. Further, as part of narrative it was emphasised that the PPP was in favour of independent judiciary, and individual judges did not matter. To discount the role that an individual judge could play in enhancing the prestige of the judiciary as a whole was a futile effort to deny the historical facts. 

Against this background, a brief paragraph on this subject used by Mr Zardari in his address left a lot to be desired.

What then is likely to receive greater attention now are two issues: first, concerning 17th Amendment and Section 58(2)(b), and second, the rising poverty. Concerning constitutional reform, the opposition would probably include a mix of professionals, centrist politicians, and religious leaders. Pakistanis should in fact expect a long, hot summer on this matter. It has the potential to turn into a serious conflict. Its centre of gravity may remain in Punjab but it will have sufficient representation from other provinces. 

In the case of Ferdinand Marcos, the causes that produced this situation were somewhat different, but the process would be the same. Something would trigger. For him the initial matter which turned into a battle was assassination of Benigno Aquino. The real problem was rising poverty in the Philippines as against an incompetent government known for profligacy and cronyism, unable to keep the writ of the state on the country as a whole. 

The street power was used and was enhanced by the blessings of Cardinal Sin, showing support of the Catholic hierarchy to the people’s cause. From the point of view of the US mentors, support from the Church was not a source of worry for them. Also Ronald Reagan had already become disenchanted with Marcos and President Carter had publicly criticised his record on human rights. In the case of Pakistan, however, the role that some religious groups might play would not necessarily be inclined in favour of the ‘stronger, smarter’ strategy of the US.

The political conflict in Pakistan is likely to be gradually infused by the expected rise in poverty in the country. It is taking place, not only because Pakistan does not create enough national product to make every one reasonably well-off but, it is mainly because, the income is highly unevenly divided in the country. The life style of the rich in the midst of deprivation would become a source of instability. This point was underlined last year when the question of aid from the World Bank versus home-grown solution judiciously combined with foreign assistance to cope with the economic crisis was hotly debated in the country. It was suggested then that economic stabilisation would perhaps be achieved but at the cost of large scale increase in poverty. It is likely to come to pass. 

There are serious limitations, nevertheless, to the comparisons between the two countries. In Pakistan, the PPP has representation in every province, whereas PML-N is predominantly based in Punjab. Among various permutations available, therefore, a PPP government sans Zardari, or with Zardari as president but with responsibility as defined in the 1973 Constitution might turn out to be a feasible solution.

The other alternative, the Suharto mode, may become the route Pakistan would take, if Zardari-led PPP is replaced by an alliance of other political parties. There were several reasons that brought about the downfall of Suharto government such as 1997 Asian financial crisis, the controversy about East Timor. It is in fact the reassertion of political parties, especially PDI led by Megawati Sukarnoputri, which played a decisive role, critically supported by the military, similar to, but quite discreet, role recently played by General Kayani in Pakistan. Mr Suharto had combined his role as president with control over his political party, Golkar, as chairman of its powerful executive committee. PDI, as one of the other legal parties, was able to break Suharto’s oligarchic rule.

Observers of the long march seem to agree that among winners and losers in this episode, the army has emerged as more powerful and popular in the country. One needs to add a caveat, however, in the case of Indonesia. Unlike the tradition of a unified command in the Pakistan army inherited from the colonial days, the army in Indonesia can split into factions as it did concerning the future of Mr Suharto.

Magawati had an aura which she was able to use, as the daughter of the father of nation, the first president of Indonesia. This factor again complicates the comparison between the two countries, but it does point to a possible development albeit modified by special circumstances of Pakistan. 

The above discussion leads to an important conclusion relevant to the present situation. The main political parties in the country need to critically examine the existing framework of their internal party governments. The current practice of dynastic dominance works as a barrier to the opportunity to examine the relevance of their leadership and their manifestos, which can only be done through pre-scheduled compulsory party conventions, in the context of the political realities in the country.
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