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The battle lines in Elections 2008 have been drawn and there are signs that the campaign will heat up in the coming days despite the cold weather and the boycott of the polls by certain political parties and lawyers. Winter isn't the right time to hold elections in Pakistan but this was to be expected in a situation created by a controversial, just-out-of-uniform president who since the last eight years has been seeking to perpetuate himself in power by manipulating the system of government and the judiciary in his favour. The fact that President Gen (retd) Pervez Musharraf is still craving for legitimacy explains the futility of his efforts to win the trust of the majority of the people in Pakistan.

The coming polls have been variously described as the "mother of all elections" and the "battle for Pakistan." One would disagree with this assessment because these elections are meant to perpetuate the status quo instead of inspiring hope and bringing a decisive change in the country. Like all previous polls, the coming elections will be a simple "battle for power" between contestants with almost similar political agendas. Even the composition of the parties is the same with rich and "winnable" candidates getting the bulk of the party tickets to contest the polls. Turncoats are being welcomed back into parties that they had ditched earlier in utter disregard for commitments made by certain leaders not to allow defectors to rejoin them. Dynastic politics is being further strengthened with party leaders fielding wives, brothers, sons and other relations as candidates on general and reserved assembly seats.

Those hoping for a positive change in the country as a result of the Jan 8 general elections ought to realise that the polls are being held on President Gen (retd) Musharraf's terms. Qazi Hussain Ahmad's Jamaat-e-Islami, Imran Khan's Tehrik-e-Insaf, Mahmood Khan Achakzai's Pakhtoonkhwa Milli Awami Party (PMAP), and some of the Baloch and Sindhi nationalist parties rejected those terms and preferred to boycott the elections. For them restoration of the pre-Nov 3 judiciary prior to Gen (Retd) Musharraf's second "coup" was more important than taking part in the polls. They are out of the electoral race and now part of the campaign spearheaded by the lawyers for reinstatement of the 55 brave superior courts' judges who didn't take oath under the Musharraf-dictated Provisional Constitutional Order (PCO). The path they have chosen is indeed long and tiring, with not much chance of success in the immediate future in view of the fact that the major political parties are taking part in the elections. But theirs is a principled decision carrying an element of self-sacrifice as not many political activists could afford to stay out of the elections and miss the chance of becoming a privileged lawmaker and even minister. Only disciplined political parties confident of the loyalty of their members are capable of taking such a bold decision. It would have been a different story had the bigger and largely undisciplined political parties boycotted the polls as there would have been a significant number of defectors rebelling against such a decision and opting to fight the elections. 

Parties that have decided to contest the polls on President Gen (retd) Musharraf's self-serving terms shouldn't be faulted for taking the plunge because politicians are required to show flexibility in keeping with domestic and international compulsions and make the best use of any opportunity that presents itself in the course of their political struggle. There was no way Benazir Bhutto would have kept her PPP out of the electoral contest after having returned home from nine years of an unavoidable self-exile and secured certain important concessions, including the National Reconciliation Ordinance (NRO) granting her amnesty from corruption charges, from Gen Musharraf through the intervention of the US and her other Western backers. Even otherwise, the PPP has been out of power for too long and it has become increasingly difficult to sustain the loyalty of party members at a time when ideology-based politics has taken a back seat in Pakistan. She would like the PPP to return to power after 10 long years to infuse a new life into the party and reward leaders and workers who have suffered a lot during this period.

With the PPP determined to contest the polls and the PML-Q and its allied parties already in the field with open support from President Gen (retd) Musharraf and the interim governments installed in the centre and the four provinces on their recommendations, Nawaz Sharif's PML-N had to take the plunge and participate in the elections. It was under tremendous pressure from its candidates, workers and supporters to contest the elections. In case of boycott, it would have lost its voters to other parties and been thrown out of electoral politics and assemblies for an unspecified period of time. The pressure on Nawaz Sharif to enter the electoral contest was greater in view of recent public opinion polls that heavily favoured the PML-N to outperform other parties in Punjab and do well in the NWFP. 

Like the PPP, Maulana Fazlur Rahman's JUI-F had made up its mind from the beginning to take part in the elections. The Maulana had even expressed his readiness to contest the polls in the presence of the emergency and the PCO, which will hopefully be lifted on Dec 15 to provide more political space to the parties. The JUI-F was thus better prepared to fight the elections than most other parties. Being a shrewd politician, Fazlur Rahman also managed to isolate Qazi Hussain Ahmad and the Jamaat-e-Islami in their six-party religio-political alliance, the MMA, by convincing its other components to contest the polls. The incumbency factor after five years of MMA rule in the NWFP and Balochistan and the infighting between the JUI-F and the Jamaat-e-Islami will definitely affect the MMA's vote-bank in the two provinces but the Jamaat-e-Islami's boycott of the polls in the NWFP and that of Achakzai's PMAP in Balochistan could enable Maulana Fazlur Rahman to win some assembly seats by default and hold the balance of power. 

The JUI-F's insistence on contesting the elections prompted the nationalist ANP to do so as well as it couldn't afford to leave the field open for its political rivals. Having suffered defeat at the hands of the MMA in the 2002 elections, the ANP was waiting for the 2008 polls to stage a comeback and once again become one of the dominant political parties in the NWFP. In fact, a likely electoral alliance between the ANP and the PMAP could have delivered Balochistan's Pashtun areas as well to the two nationalist parties at the expense of the JUI-F. The tussle between the pro- and anti-boycott lobbies has created strife in the ranks of most political parties and alliances. The MMA may not survive in its present shape and the APDM has become weaker after the expulsion of the PML-N, the ANP and the JUI-F. The National Party too, which represents Baloch nationalists and is part of the APDM, has suffered a split with its senior vice-president Sardar Sanaullah Zehri and his group opting to contest the elections in violation of the party leader Dr Abdul Hye Baloch's decision to stay away from the polls. Weaker political parties and alliances and split mandates in the elections would certainly suit President Gen (retd) Musharraf and his allies. With all the resources of the state at his command and still enjoying the goodwill of the US and the Pakistan Army, the president has played his cards well and imposed himself and his brand of politics on the people of Pakistan. The only chance for opposition political parties and the civil society to come out of this hopeless situation is to defeat the president and his allies in the elections or spearhead a countrywide protest movement in case the polls are rigged.
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