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AS we surge forward with our new-found experience of changing a government through the ballot box, perspicacious minds are starting to wonder about the longevity of our newly formed ruling coalition.

Democracy is not just the need of the hour; it is a need of the times. The silent voice of an election routed 22 federal ministers from parliament, and ushered in a set of new representatives.

The newly formed alliance, however, enters the fray supporting divergent ideologies. Even a cursory examination of the party manifestos reveals some glaring differences. At its core, the PML-N remains a party leaning to the right, favouring industrialisation and development by taking primarily a capitalist approach. At its heart, the PPP remains a party leaning to the left, a voice for the downtrodden and poor, aiming primarily to reduce social and economic inequalities.

Fortunately, there is plenty of common ground between them, enough to keep the politicians busy for a while and the differences at bay. The PML-N is driven by its unwavering stand against President Musharraf, ousting him from the office he currently holds and returning the military to the barracks — for good. It is insistent on the restoration of the judiciary, in terms of restoring both the esteemed judges and its stature as an independent institution.

The PPP does not have much of an appetite for military interference in politics, and shares the stand taken by the PML-N. However, it has shown some leniency towards leaving President Musharraf in office, provided he adopts a hands-off stance. Two months ago, such an attitude would have been hard to fathom.

We do not know how the understanding developed in Bhurban will play out in the long run. After the fixation with President Musharraf’s removal is eliminated, the government must get down to the daily business of good governance. I am not sure how cohesive the overall policies of a government composed of two very different parts can be.

The PML-N states that it aims for “investment and income-earning opportunities by creating manufacturing and service enterprises which are owned by the poor but run by … professional managers. The poor will be given bank loans to buy equity in these enterprises and pay back the loans through dividends earned by the enterprise.”

The thrust of its policies will be aimed at improving infrastructure to facilitate business. “Industrial estates, equipped with electricity, gas, telephone and sewerage will be developed, especially in backward areas and along the motorways, for the convenience of domestic and overseas investors.”

The PPP states, “Aggressive agriculture and rural development will be another central pillar of our growth and poverty-reduction strategy”. True to its stance, it feels that “The Pakistani peasant, mired in poverty and debt, has to be rescued from the morass of despair by a bold policy.”

In spirit, both parties mean well for Pakistan. They both stress that good governance must address the key issues faced by our nation such as health, education, welfare, respect, protection of the rights of women, minorities and the underprivileged, and restoration of democracy. It is implementing their vision for achieving these goals which will test the mettle of this coalition.

The labyrinth which led to elections in February was rife with violence. To the last Pakistani, we wish our democratically elected governments well. We need to be careful that we are not, as Dostoyevsky once put it, “running with the hare and hunting with the hounds” and pulling the wool over fools’ eyes.

