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The parties agree that political development in the form of democratic governance will create the space for social development. However, there seems to be nothing to suggest whether they intend democratic consolidation and social development to be simultaneous or to precede one another

Before the election, the media comparatively analysed the manifestoes issued by the major political parties. This was a positive development since party manifestoes were publicised as never before and the voter was made aware of what the different parties stood for. The exercise was also useful because discussing manifestoes before the election was a small step towards stressing issue-based politics in Pakistan.

Still, the job is only half-done. It is important to revisit the manifestoes in the post-election period and hold the democratically elected government accountable for the political promises it has made. 

Three points are important in this regard: elected political leaders must be reminded that they need to establish a consensus on a long-term vision for Pakistan’s polity; prioritise the basic needs of the people; and, assemble a team of competent people who can implement the goals they have set for themselves. 

Post-election, a coalition government has emerged with the PPP at the helm and the PMLN playing a supportive role. As has been exhaustively discussed, the probability of these two parties working together successfully is low because of the radical differences in their ideology, organisational form and stance towards the establishment. The need to work out a collaborative agenda upfront can hardly be overstressed. 

Both parties need to make cooperative choices at the Centre and in the provinces to strengthen themselves in the face of possible efforts by the establishment to destabilise the coalition government. This done, the coalition government would need to work towards socio-political stability and economic buoyancy. 

Let’s consider the manifestoes of the PPP and the PMLN along the vector of socio-political stability to determine what we should expect from the newly-formed coalition in the first year. 

Broadly, both parties promise a return to democracy and social development that will reduce economic disparities and expand the social safety nets available to people. On the foreign policy front, the manifestoes promise to strengthen national security.

Democracy and development are complicated phenomena attended by a host of factors; also, theoretically, they are elusive concepts and difficult to define. Ideologically and practically, there exists no clear consensus among the coalition parties on what they mean by democracy and development, how these two goals should be attained and in what order.

For the PPP, the upfront definition of democratic politics is a commitment to freedom and fundamental rights above representation, explicated in the principle, “all power to the people”. For the PMLN, democracy is about resisting the interference of the military in politics and reinstating the judiciary. Both parties do, however, agree that procedurally democracy can be achieved only through free and fair elections.

The parties agree that political development in the form of democratic governance will create the space for social development. However, there seems to be nothing to suggest whether they intend democratic consolidation and social development to be simultaneous or to precede one another. 

Being a conservative party, the PMLN gives priority to economic development by concentrating on the industrial sector and agrarian reform to create the space for the provision of social services — education, health and employment. The PPP, on the other hand, calls for providing “roti, kapra aur makaan” for all by outlining inflation-reducing economic policies to create the fiscal space needed to provide the people with their basic needs.

These are worthy goals, yet both parties have so far been unable to reach an agreement over the seemingly mundane but most fundamental issue of institutional design. By institutions I do not only mean formal political structures (judiciary/legislature etc) that are commonly associated with democracies. It relates to the norm and practices that guide political interactions and the behaviour of political actors. Since we have already acknowledged that the coalition between the PPP and the PMLN is delicate, strong political institutions would serve to facilitate and sustain the coalition.

The incoming government needs to therefore, work hard towards establishing consensus on the system of checks and balances between the heads of state and government. To that extent the debate over 58 2(b) needs to be resolved once and for all. A corollary to this is that political leaders have to decide whether they want to cooperate with one another to resist military involvement in politics. It is unrealistic to expect that the military will not try to pull strings from behind and maintain an indirect influence over domestic and foreign policy. Whether Musharraf remains as President or not, on a normative level both parties have to pledge not to undercut the other by turning to the army or to the 8th amendment to remove an elected government.

The second issue is that of separation of powers, which the Pakistani constitution seems to have borrowed from presidential democracies such as the US. If separation of powers is considered a priority then it follows that salience ought to be restored to the three organs of state — the executive, the judiciary and the legislature. 

In Pakistan’s constitutional framework, a party or a coalition of parties, which enjoys majority in parliament forms the government. Electoral legitimacy means the parliament must be sovereign. In the past when a political party has been elected into government, it has been obliged to look towards the military-bureaucracy rather than its constituency to survive in office. Extra-parliamentary forces have entrenched themselves in the political system using both formal and informal mechanisms to ensure the subordination of elected assemblies. 

For parliament to return to its rightful place in the political system, the elected government should be allowed to complete its tenure, the parliament should decide on legislation and political parties should project policy profiles that encourage representation of issues instead of patronage.

The judiciary needs to be independent. It should be allowed to decide if it wants to be maximalist or minimalist in its judicial review. This is a decision that politicians should not be allowed to dictate. The issue here is not so much the symbolic reinstatement of the fired judges but more about a commitment to judicial independence and recognising that the judiciary is the sole interpreter of the constitution.

Two broad considerations are important:

One, it is naïve and unrealistic to expect that political expediency and vested interests will not trump ideological principles and national interests. Therefore, politicians need to learn how to navigate the fine line between the long-term needs of the country over the short-term needs of the people.

Two, party manifestoes outline a long-term vision for the country, one that is both ambitious and seemingly impossible to achieve in 5 years. This is not a time to be ambitious. It would be more practical to pay attention to issues of implementation and design that would eventually lead to the realisation of that long-term vision.

Democracy and development are long-term goals. The incoming leaders need to strengthen the institutions that guide their own behaviour before they try to embark on resolving the larger issues.
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