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There may be questions about the absence of democratic values in the PPP that is more than evident in the way Benazir Bhutto’s successor was chosen. These questions may be ignored because in traditional societies like ours, these values don’t matter. But not for very long

The Pakistan People’s Party has a very distinctive character shaped by the popular and mass-based politics of its founding fathers, most notably Zulfikar Ali Bhutto. He was the first leader in Pakistan who mobilised people at the grassroots, gave them hope and a sense of worthiness. 

Bhutto galvanised and empowered ordinary peasants, labourers, lower castes and outcasts of society at a time when nobody from the elite ruling class to which Bhutto belonged, was prepared to do so. The idea of the common man came to centre-stage and became part of popular rhetoric. 

Bhutto was a revolutionary in style, in his message and vision, as well as in his agenda of social and economic change in a Pakistani society that had become polarised because of income and social disparities. At a time of national humiliation and dismemberment of the country, Bhutto revived the shattered national confidence and played the role of a saviour in the popular imagination, as he was the only leader that a vast majority genuinely praised and looked up to for pulling the country out of a grave national crisis. This was no mean contribution.

He promised a new Pakistan, and after taking the reins of power, gave a different orientation to the politics of the country. Borrowing heavily from Fabianism, Bhutto attempted to reverse the market-economy model of Ayub Khan. Although socialist reforms were carried out in good faith, their impact on the national economy was disastrous. His style of politics produced for him as many opponents as it attracted the masses.

Bhutto would remain an enigmatic figure in Pakistan’s political history, and it is not uncommon that leaders of his stature and standing have something mysterious about them. All popular leaders in the world have left a mixed legacy, polarised societies and divided public opinion, some praising them while others deriding them. Bhutto is no exception. It also depends on how one evaluates Bhutto and his political record.

Interestingly, Bhutto’s political legacy, his vision and populist ideology have survived his execution and skilfully crafted demonisation. His daughter Benazir Bhutto inherited his political legacy at a young stage and under difficult circumstances. She not only held the party together but also led it to electoral victory twice, and she was poised to do it for the third time when still-unidentified assassins cut her life short on December 27, 2007.

What does the future hold for the Pakistan People’s Party? Hardly anybody in Pakistan was surprised when the party announced its new leaders last week: Asif Ali Zardari was named as the successor chairperson in Benazir’s will; an honour he decided to bestow upon his son, Bilawal. It is of course a dynastic succession but no different from what we have repetitively seen in India, Sri Lanka and Pakistan in the case of other political parties.

Not all dynastic successions have been accepted in the street or have demonstrated the capacity to live up to the promise. It is always a tangled affair, gaining leadership of a popular party and running it according to popular expectations, or even maintaining its constituency. Even past successes may not guarantee a brighter future for succeeding members of the family or other leaders taking the positions of party martyrs. 

The PPP has the great inheritance of a popular image, great sacrifices of the Bhutto family and dedicated workers that one can find in every corner of the country. Even in very adverse circumstances, its workers have clung tightly to the Bhutto legacy. The current sympathy wave throughout the country might translate into a bigger voter turnout and more swing votes for the PPP.

That is a great foundation for its new leaders to begin their political journey and build their future. But that is not all they need to sustain the party or propel themselves into power. Political heritage may give them limited mileage, and that also for a very limited time: to be sure, not beyond the forthcoming elections, if they are held and are not rigged.

The PPP, after losing a charismatic leader with authentic Bhutto credentials, faces three major challenges. 

First is the issue of leadership. It cannot be considered as yet settled until we know that all the rank and file of the party stand solidly behind Mr Zardari. At this moment of anguish, with the sympathy graph high and political prospects looking good, they may not show any sign of dissent. Much would depend on how Mr Zardari succeeds in building a relationship of trust and following among the elite-networks at the top and common folk that have traditionally supported the party. 

Although the PPP has some smart, intelligent and dedicated leaders in the second tier, they have always played second fiddle to the top leaders. Their concerns and anxieties about the direction the top leaders took while in power were seldom heeded and they ended up enjoying only perks of the positions they were allocated in the government without any real power. Will they stand up to similar domination or be silent to any wrongdoing if and when they see it happening? Maybe yes; maybe no. But the public standing of both the leaders and the PPP would greatly suffer if its leaders resort to old-fashioned politics.

In many respects, Pakistani society has changed, and so have its expectations of political leaders and the parties. The society at large has acquired its own priorities, which may look very different on the ranking scale of the political leaders. Today, one of the most preferred social values in Pakistan is the rule of law, and that applies to everyone. 

In the past, leaders with popular support have got away with ignoring it. We are not sure if they can keep violating the law, misusing power to benefit themselves and their friends and get away with that. It may be a challenge for the PPP leadership to cast themselves as different characters from when they were last in power.

Also, we cannot diminish the importance of controversies about who is the true heir and who can take the mantle of the political dynasty. There may also be questions about the absence of democratic values in the PPP that is more than evident in the way Benazir Bhutto’s successor was chosen. These questions may be ignored because in traditional societies like ours, these values don’t matter. But the question is: how many times can one claim leadership or prominence on account of one’s father and mother, and how many times can one play on emotions? 

Not too many times, I’m afraid. 
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