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THE average Pakistani surprised the world by demonstrating greater political maturity than is normally associated with the electorate of advanced democracies. If eight long years of military-led government, without facing much resistance from grass-root level, reflected the elasticity of peoples’ tolerance band, their participation in the 2008 elections despite high security risk confirmed that they were conscious of their rights and ready to exercise them with enthusiasm given a chance.

The election verdict shows that the people of ‘the most dangerous nation on the planet’ –– a phrase used by the western media for Pakistan –– have not given up their stakes on their country. They still have faith that Pakistan has a future. They left no ambiguity on that count by returning pro-democracy candidates to the parliament.

The people of Pakistan voted out President Musharraf’s allies in elections though the latter left no trick up their sleeves to lure voters. Besides spending millions on their campaign, overtly and covertly, the PNL-Q politicians are reported to have given takeaways to those who showed up at their meetings. There are some unconfirmed reports of distribution of cheques in certain localities in Punjab as well. People enjoyed goodies and attention but voted independently.

The pattern of voting as evident from election results proves that people voted on party lines. There must have been many factors affecting their choice but an average poor Pakistani acted primarily on his political instincts without much guidance from the party he voted for.

The political parties in Pakistan, to be precise, are weak. It is hard to differentiate between the leading parties on the basis of their manifestoes, all of which are high on promises/goals but ambiguous on any strategy to meet them. The fact remains that their leadership has not been thrown up by internal elections. They all have a small group of well placed party loyalists preferably belonging to the elite class who make up for the central and provincial tiers.

In Pakistan, the political parties have yet to introduce democracy within. They are more of a crowd gathered around some charismatic personalities than an organic structural set-up that caters to and draws energy from its members. It is, therefore, hard to imagine Pakistan Peoples Party without Bhuttos or Pakistan Muslim league without Sharif brothers. You need not be a political genius to assess the fragility of these set-ups conspicuous by personal frictions.

Despite weak nature of the institution (political party), considered crucial for making participation of masses in the electoral process meaningful, self-guided masses of Pakistan, thanks to their talent and keen interest in dialogue, more than made up for this intrinsic deficiency in polity of the country.

A few questions crop up begging for answers: How did ordinary Pakistani know so much as to form an opinion regarding the political parties and candidates fielded by them? Why the neglected segments are most concerned about the country’s future? Why did they dump politicians who claimed to have initiated many development programmes and led the economy to grow at a record pace?

A closer look at the outcome of the current elections reveals that the marginalised people of Pakistan, overworked and underpaid, living on the fringes of society without easy access to the basic amenities or coverage by social security net, displayed an amazingly high level of political consciousness during the current elections. The media explosion of the current decade has effectively contributed to their awareness but political they were even before.

The results of the elections held in 1970 and 1988 hold testimony to their superior sense of political decision making. If the political history of the country is replete with tragedies, the onus of that rests on the rulers who did not respect the people’s mandate and not on the people who proved to be very sensible politically.

The source of poor Pakistani’s independent thought stream is probably their passion for political dialogue. This Kachehri (political discussion) is not limited to some well orchestrated forums. My personal observation is that a Pakistani spent ten times more time discussing politics than an ordinary American. In Pakistan the political discussion is the most popular pastime in the countryside.

In 1996 during the US elections, one out of five voters in California did not know even the names of presidential contestants. In contrast, every second Pakistani, no matter how disgruntled or disadvantaged, is well versed with leading politicians.

The appetite of Pakistanis for news and views can be gauged from the number of news channels doing booming business in the country.

Though nationalism tends to be more pronounced in the middle classes globally, in Pakistan rich and poor display greater commitment to territorial integrity than those between the two. The Pakistani elite is tied to the land also because of its physical assets and bright prospects for it to perpetuate its economic interests in the country’s assets.

Those on the other end of the scale may also be committed because of bleak prospects of their intra-country mobility. They see their and their children future tied to the country unlike better off urbanites who can, if they so wish, move overseas.

Pakistani voters could have rejected PML-Q also because high growth achieved during its tenure failed to translate into prosperity for them. It would not be fair to portray ordinary Pakistanis impartial and objective. On the contrary, they are highly opinionated. Halima Baloch of shanty township of Lyari in Karachi is passionate about her political commitment towards PPP though earlier PPP legislators from this constituency failed to change fortunes of Layari which lies swamped by filth, arms and drugs.

She admits that not everything is right with Bhutto party, still for Halima her political aspirations are best expressed by it. It may hurt middle class sensibilities but Halima and many like her say that hope of Bilawal entering politics one day keeps them going after the death of their leader Benazir. For those who care there is method in this madness.


