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HOSTS and commentators on television talk shows that I have recently had the occasion to watch have lamented the incoherence and divisiveness they see in Pakistani politics. 

Their advice is that politicians of all hues should speak with one voice on the major issues and problems facing the country and work together to solve them. They prefer unity and unanimity over each political party’s assertion of its own individuality. 

In my view this advice is unnecessary. Unnecessary because the mainstream parties — the PPP and the PML-N — and the ethnic or regional parties such as the ANP and MQM have the same stance on major issues. They agree, for instance, that the Taliban pose a grave threat to the country’s peace and security. 

They agree also that something needs to be done to improve the state of law and order, alleviate poverty, create jobs and increase employment, promote education and healthcare, bolster national defence and safeguard national sovereignty and normalise relations with India if that can be done without compromising national honour and interests. 

The major religious parties — Jamaat-i-Islami and Jamiat Ulema-i-Islam — may be ambivalent with regard to some of these goals, such as the eradication of the Taliban. But they have been keeping a low profile for the last several months.Political parties in this country do indeed speak with one voice when it comes to identifying major problems. But they are not likely to work together to resolve them. Political parties do not ‘work’ to solve problems except when they are in power, and in that situation their leading members who serve as ministers do the ‘work’ that must be done. The normal practice for opposition parties is to identify problems, if they are not known, call upon the government of the day to solve them and possibly keep their peace if the government’s performance is satisfactory. 

It is normal for them to say that the government’s action is inadequate or misdirected. The bottom line here is that it is the function of governments to solve problems, and not that of parties, each acting separately or all of them together. 

It is one thing to identify problems and quite another to say what needs to be done about them. Political parties in Pakistan will agree that education and healthcare services should be expanded, but they will quite likely disagree on how that is to be done and who is to do it. For instance, some of them may differ on whether it is the federal, provincial or local government’s business. 

The problems facing a country may be intractable and extremely difficult to remove. We should also not rule out the possibility that governments may not have the will or the capacity to do the needful. Such is, for instance, the case with the present central government in Pakistan. Its spokesmen do see what the problems are and they are politically clever enough to say that these problems should be dealt with. But they have no intention of doing anything to solve them. They seem to think the problems will go away in time, or that people will learn to live with them. 

Turning now to the television commentators’ lament that party politics in Pakistan is chaotic or vicious, allow me to say that I do not find it to be all that bad. It is true that the MQM leaders have now chosen to remind us that way back in 1992, Nawaz Sharif’s government ordered a military operation to apprehend dacoits and other anti-social elements in Sindh that killed, allegedly, thousands of their workers and supporters. But I have also heard MQM spokesmen say on television talk shows that they are now ready and willing to make peace with Nawaz Sharif and his PML-N. 

The PPP and PML-N leaders have recently had an unpleasant exchange of words, but they have backed away from further confrontation. The PPP continues to be a coalition partner of the PML-N in the Punjab government. MQM is a coalition partner of the PPP in governments at the centre and in Sindh. The ANP is not at war with any other party. 

Some public expression of disagreement between parties is to be expected. Each one of them has to justify its separate existence and, to that end, it has to say what it stands for, how its programme is more appropriate than those of others, and how those others are deficient or simply wrong. All of this is what we call politics and it is inevitable. Society without politics is a utopia, a never-never land. 

Politics in Pakistan could be more civil but it is by no means vicious. Nawaz Sharif and his associates have adopted the position that they respect the mandate the people gave the PPP and other parties in the recent elections. They will not do anything to destabilise the PPP government. President Zardari claims to have a similar position with regard to parties other than his own. 

If party politics in Pakistan is to reform, the first order of business should be to discard the centrality of dominant personalities and inherited leadership. The next step should be for each party to democratise its own internal organisation and decision-making processes.

