The olde order changeth?
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THE ‘establishment’ of more than eight years is now struggling for sustenance and insurance of a continued, albeit considerably reduced, role in the emerging new powerhouse.

Essentially representing the holders of the ruler’s trust, it comprises the powerful military leadership and some chosen individuals selected by the ruler for the confidence he places in their wisdom and counsel. A wise ruler goes beyond loyalty in his selections, searching for competence as a prerequisite. In practice though, except for the institutional representatives, the rest of the establishment tends to degenerate into cronyism.

We are now witnessing a change of guard: one ruler is receding into insignificance and a new set of rulers — old foes, new friends — gradually marching into authority, one with caution and the other with affront. The president, promising continuity and comfort to foreign patrons, seeks a working relationship with the new forces and a share in the new establishment.

The US has promptly obliged and sent their diplomatic arm-twisters to cajole, coax or coerce — whatever it takes — the prospective establishment to pursue the prescribed agenda. The tip of the carrot has been revealed: a tranche of $300m as aid. Mr Praful Patel, the World Bank’s vice-president for the region, has also been here in these momentous days when the country faces difficult economic prospects.

The ‘carrot’ may be too tempting and juicy with siphons of personal benefits visible down the implementation lane. The blackmail of the ‘stick’ may be a threat the new establishment might be unprepared to confront. Reneging on a few promised deadlines may be a small price for a guaranteed political survival.

The most potent force of the establishment, the military leadership, seems to have temporarily vacated centre stage and withdrawn to the wings as vigilant spectators of the resolution, or otherwise, of the political affiliations in the offing. Their scrutiny stays while interference in any measure is avoided to ostensibly provide a level playing field to the old and new rulers, without let or hindrance. They seem to impartially await the crystallisation of a new political order before any muscles are flexed, and that too only in dire need. For the moment they would like to concentrate on their profession.

So the establishment is in the melting pot, expected to soon emerge afresh with its contours reflecting the new mosaic being woven by the master craftsmen of the recently empowered political forces. Are these forces any the wiser after 12 or eight years in the political wilderness? They should realise that the wise ruler must select his principal advisers purely and ruthlessly on merit of competence, and loyalty should be their second virtue and not the first.

It is only the wisdom of the ruler that steers the state out of a morass of debilitating circumstances, a situation in which Pakistan finds itself today. This wisdom essentially manifests itself in the quality of the establishment coterie he surrounds himself with. Will there now be an establishment clever in statecraft that will consciously pursue the public agendas of the political parties in power, or will it relapse into the more enticing palace intrigues and schemes for personal aggrandisement? The proof of the pudding will be in the eating and the rulers will be solely responsible for the fare of governance they offer.

Historically, due to a lack of continuous democratic rule and the gnawing tentacles of bureaucracies, even political governments have relied on unelected kitchen cabinets. The governments of the nineties were distinctively dictatorial and the rulers beckoned only sycophantic loyalists to their proximity. Except for a distant stewardship from a military leadership intervening only in important matters of national security, the establishments of the 1990s were generally reputed for loyalty rather than competence, medieval-style courtier craft and a creative panache for corruption.

The ruler’s main advisers were mostly from outside parliament: ingratiating bureaucrats, boyhood pals, wheeler-dealers of dubious intentions and political hangers-on. The bureaucrats were narrow-minded and self-seeking, the cronies clueless of governance and the others motivated only by pecuniary profits. With an establishment of such nondescript qualifications public good could not be expected. The state was the loser and the political rulers became victims of their own poor governance.

Now that the political rulers of the nineties are coalescing into one government, what can we expect vis-à-vis the shape and composition of the new establishment? One perception of these political bosses, now maturer by a decade, is of greater cool-headedness rather than the ebullience of their salad days. The question remains though whether they are now cool customers only in bargains of power, or have they learnt their lessons in statecraft as well. Are they personally, materially satiated to now focus entirely on their stated manifestos of public good?

If the public articulations of Messrs Asif Ali Zardari, Nawaz Sharif and Asfandyar Wali are any indication, their metaphor is maturer, their intentions clearly stated and their strategy well considered. But political parties have never been short on slogans. In the past the gap between their words and deeds was dangerously vast and the ordinary citizen, short public memory notwithstanding, is still cynically wary of these declarations of noble intent.

A new establishment is slowly taking shape with some key players already strategically placed. So far it has been a smooth run to the finish for the trusted, though prodigal, members of the establishment of the nineties. They lived in exile, forced or voluntary, during the decade of their deprivation of authority. Having successfully passed through the filters of loyalty tests — genuinely or circumstantially — they return to the corridors of power to take their appointed positions in the establishment.

Many questions may, however, loom large over the selection of these outstanding persons. Are these returning advisers repentant and cleansed of their past practices? Are they converted to the cause of governance? This nation is now shorn of all shock absorbers and cannot bear another attack on political stability, perversion of the constitution, corruption and lack of accountability. If these symptoms of a lack of governance surface again — perhaps inviting another adventurous intervention — there may be nothing stopping us from plunging into the abyss of disintegration.

Our rulers must be aware of the lack of space now available for experimentation, while typical sycophants pander to their bloated egos in sessions of culinary indulgences or nocturnal retreats. The new establishment must be formed of rather dry, serious-minded, competent advisers: wise, visionary, committed to the cause of governance and mindful of a vigilant civil society. The new caucus of power will have a historic role. What future course this country takes will be determined by the style of governance of the next few months.

It has been encouraging to observe that the new political bosses publicly emphasise the supremacy of parliament. With that conviction, it will only be naturally fruitful if the new establishment essentially comprises elected representatives who will have the force of the electorate behind their advice. So will the old order change, or the wicked days of yore return? As the entire ensemble of the new establishment appears on stage, the discerning eye will soon find out.

