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POLITICS in Pakistan is currently being held hostage to the Supreme Court on more than one count. Electoral alliances will not take shape nor will electioneering begin until the court has determined whether Gen Pervez Musharraf was eligible to be elected as president.

If it is held that he was, then it will rule on whether the electoral college (comprising both Houses of parliament and the four provincial assemblies depleted by protest resignations) having elected him once in 2002 could elect him again at the tail end of its term.

The other contentious issues on which the court must rule before the political parties are able to make their electoral decisions are: whether the National Reconciliation Ordinance is a valid piece of legislation; and, secondly, whether the deportation of Nawaz Sharif was legal or in violation of the court’s earlier order affirming his right to return and live in his own country. The intention of the government and the propriety of its action in these cases will have a bearing not only on the rights of the contending parties, it will also affect public opinion.

Each government in Pakistan that followed a military coup was compelled to seek validity from the Supreme Court. It is for the first time that the rulings of the court on the petitions before it, besides determining validity, would influence the outcome of the elections as well.

However, it would be a different matter if the president, retracting from his commitment to respect all court decisions, were to proclaim emergency, suspend fundamental rights and postpone the elections if the findings of the court were not to his liking.

The warfare in the tribal areas, sabotage in Balochistan and the impetus to militancy imparted by the Supreme Court’s directions in the Lal Masjid and Hafsa madressah affairs could be invoked in support of emergency.

In any case, even if lawlessness does not aggravate any further it may not be possible to hold polls peaceably with free and adequate participation by the people in the tribal belt, the adjoining settled areas and parts of Balochistan.

The representative character of the ballot thus could be questioned on this count. The elections, instead of involving the turbulent tribes in the democratic process, might further alienate them.

The government and the political parties, their leaders and lawyers and, respectfully, the adjudicating judges, therefore, have to bear in mind that national unity, already fragile, may break down altogether under the weight of their contentions and orders. One is not harking back to the doctrine of necessity but the remedy applied under the Constitution must keep both dictatorship and anarchy at bay.

Not holding elections on time or rigging the ballot would be bad enough, but more dangerous would be not to implement the result of fair elections. That is the unforgettable lesson of 1971 and recalling it in the circumstances of today is not raising a bogey.

While only a series of Supreme Court orders over the next few weeks would set the final scene for political activity, events in the making point towards the PPP and MQM emerging as the dominant political forces in rural and urban Sindh respectively. The political landscape may change dramatically elsewhere in the country if Nawaz Sharif were to return and Musharraf were also to stay (one can’t imagine him leaving), but not in Sindh.

The PPP and MQM would thus have to either join hands to administer Sindh or confront each other to convert the province into a battlefield as they did many years ago. On the theoretical plane, the two parties have a lot in common. Both view politics and governance as secular activities and are opposed to sectarianism and religious extremism. But they act in a parochial manner when it comes to sharing political power and the economic gains and jobs that flow from it.

In 1988, Benazir Bhutto was persuaded to take the MQM as a partner in government in Sindh to avoid a confrontation, although she had a majority in the legislature. Outwardly a coalition, inside it was divided into two warring camps. The caucuses of the parties met before they came to the cabinet meetings.

Altaf Hussain growled from Nine Zero (seat of the MQM) and Asif Zardari from Bilawal House (Benazir Bhutto’s house notified as the prime minister’s camp office) impairing the image and authority of the chief minister and the civil servants.

The tussle was always over job quotas, recruitment, postings of officials, distribution of funds or land. It was to the mortification of this writer, then chief secretary of the province, to have to see merit losing out to expediency and law to bullying.

Just two examples: a Hyderabad begum wouldn’t give up until her son-in-law was made chief engineer in recognition of the sacrifices she had made for the party. A young civil servant posted in the Karachi municipal office was beaten black and blue in his office by the goons of the party that controlled the municipality for not doing their bidding.

Governor Fakhruddin Ebrahim, who could have made the coalition work by reconciling divergent party interests, was not allowed to play that role. In fact, whenever he intervened for a constructive purpose (such as the formation of a citizen-police liaison committee to check mounting cases of kidnapping for ransom) or when Chief Justice Ajmal Mian called a meeting for coordination between the prosecutors and courts for the expeditious disposal of cases it was resented by the party bosses.

The fractious coalition finally broke down amidst chaos of its own making a few months before Benazir’s government at the centre was dismissed in August 1990. Those two years of governance in Sindh will be remembered for body bags turning up at desolate places (who was the victim and who the killer never became known) and deaths in police encounters, an alias for cold-blooded murders. Lawlessness made army commanders the arbiters of politics in the province. The blame for that lay not with the army but with the politicians.

Now, 20 years later, the results of the polls may once again make the PPP and MQM share power in Sindh. The cordial atmosphere on the arrival of Benazir Bhutto from exile shows that both parties are reconciled to it which they were not in 1988. This time round they can make the coalition work by following the rules of business and fair play instead of going down two opposing paths.

The lesson from their squabbling partnership of almost 20 years ago is clear. In the celebrated words of Edmund Burke, the 19th century British statesman: ‘Those who fail to learn from history are destined to repeat it.’

Both the PPP and the MQM, when in power, are known to show more than normal propensity towards helping their cronies and courtiers at the cost of deserving people. More relevant for the two parties to heed is Hazrat Ali’s warning to his governor in Egypt that an un-Islamic government can last but not an unjust one. Their last joint government in Sindh failed because it was unjust both in its outlook and dealings.

