A perfect election
By Asha’ar Rehman

IT is a perfect verdict for everyone except for those who had become a liability for people above and below them. The cake was cut in a manner to please generally. The eating part will come later.

First take the president of the country. He has been absolved of charges of rigging the vote in favour of his Pakistan Muslim League-Q. He had sent shivers down the spine of all those who considered a free election vital for Pakistan’s stability when he said that he expected his allies to obtain a majority on Feb 18. It may have cost Chaudhry Shujaat Hussain his seat in the National Assembly, but at least he can boast now that aspersions cast on President Pervez Musharraf’s role during the polls have turned out to be false.

Next is the Pakistan Election Commission, which had been until Feb 18 dubbed as the executer of the rigging plan. Its early estimates say the voter turnout could be as high as 45 per cent. This should make foreign analysts happy and the observers from abroad will soon be giving us a clean bill of democratic health, and they will not have to worry about their conscience. Only a couple of days before the polls, some of them were heard criticising all parties for violating the election code.

The results closely reflect a popular desire for change, a breaking away from the Musharrafian tradition of the last eight years or so. At the same time, manifest in the verdict is the Pakistanis’ rejection of the extremists who stand directly opposed to the president.

In the Frontier, as expected, the people have voted wholeheartedly for a change that they believe the Awami National Party and Pakistan People’s Party Parliamentarian are capable of bringing in a life besieged by the bombers. The two factions of the Pakistan Muslim League may have won a few more seats than expected, but by all indications of realpolitik and ideology the ANP-PPPP combine should be able to form a coalition government in Peshawar. They have something to learn from the Muttahida Majlis-i-Amal’s success in keeping its coalition intact until the very last, pronouncements of its early demise notwithstanding.

Simply put, the ANP and PPP should realise that they need to be in power in the Frontier to secure the province for themselves for at least a few years. With no heavyweights such as Aftab Sherpao nursing high ambitions in the PPPP’s camp this time around, a coalition may prove to be more durable than similar arrangements of the past.

The same holds true for Sindh, where, in the wake of the election results, analysts have once again been found advising the PPP and the Muttahida Qaumi Movement to rise above their differences for some kind of a working relationship. A PPP-MQM coalition in the province may have its problems and its challenges, yet, so many years down the road, it is perhaps a possibility not as distant as it was in the year 1988.

The two sides have made some friendly overtures towards each other in the recent past and the media, that has been in the forefront of the save-Pakistan campaign, is persistent in keeping Altaf Hussain’s post-poll reconciliatory message pasted on the television screen to ensure that the PPP registers it. The public, which has received a voice in the media, is desperate for stability. The PPP and MQM, like all other parties in the country, would do well to keep this in mind as they chart out their post-poll strategies for Sindh.

The PPP has done reasonably well in Balochistan, even if the PML-Q has emerged on top. The PPP may lead the anti-PML-Q group’s claim to power in this seriously isolated and long smouldering province in the federation. Given the rather low turnout – locally blamed on the sense of insecurity rather than the poll boycott by the All Pakistan Democratic Alliance — any coalition that takes charge in Quetta would be up against a challenge from the word go.

The solution for Balochistan lies as much in Balochistan as it lies in other provinces of Pakistan, especially in Punjab. True to its wont, during the election campaign the biggest province was too embroiled in its own problems to deal with the issues the smaller provinces have with it.

Punjab continues to treat Balochistan as a remote place ruled by tribal chiefs. Enough is enough. We can trust the people of Balochistan to look after themselves in their territory. Sitting in Lahore our concern should be to make their stay in Pakistan as comfortable as we can.

Lahore is abuzz with people who have come out in the open giving the Sharifs a position to make such a huge impact on future developments. The PML-N leaders say they are committed to their pre-election pledge of restoring the judiciary to its pre-Nov 3 status and they promise stability and law and order to the people. The party needs to grow in its role as an entity which cares for and respects the smaller provinces. The propensity for reconciliation it had shown in its ties with Ms Benazir Bhutto must continue and the process must embrace smaller parties and provinces – if for nothing else, for the security that its voters in Punjab demand from it.

The huge PML-N gains in Punjab and its reasonably good showing in parts of the Frontier are intrinsically tied to the party leaders’ reputation of being moderates. The Sharifs’ win surprised not only the PML-Q but also the PPP which had to be content with a second place in many of the constituencies it thought it had in its pocket. The feeling is that while the PPP has obtained a large number of seats in the national and provincial assembly in Punjab and has made advances in all other provinces and at the centre, its showing in the major cities of Punjab such as Rawalpindi, Faisalabad and Gujranwala did not quite match public expectations.

The sympathy vote that so many said the PPP would get in Punjab did not quite materialise. Many in the province don’t consider the PPP safe enough, given its ‘enlightened’ label and the heavy baggage of a past ‘tainted’ with corruption. This in spite of the fact that the party is considered to be a voice for the underprivileged by others. It suffers on account of the leadership vacuum left by the death of Ms Bhutto and is being advised to try and ensure that the parliament now elected should complete its term. This will enable the PPP to repair past damages. It could start by formulating it stance on crucial questions such as the restoration of the judiciary and identifying its leaders in all the five assemblies.

On this count – being prominently represented in all five assemblies -- the PPP never had it so good. The allies the PPP and the second largest party, the PML-N, choose for themselves from now on would to a great extent determine how reconciliatory the politics in the country will turn out to be in the near future. They have been all calling for a consensus government for some time. Now is the time.

The difficult part is how these parties maintain a balance between the people’s anti-status quo aspirations that have found such a strong expression in their vote and the need to strike a compromise with the establishment. Things would have been much easier had the patron of the PML-Q until the eve of the election were to accept the verdict for what it is – a rejection of his policies – and bow out gracefully. His continued presence leaves parties eager to have a hold on power vulnerable to deals with the establishment. It remains to be seen who bites first. With so many groups to contend with and contain each other, the choice really lies with the establishment.

