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THE Pakistan People’s Patty has surprised many by deciding to continue its dynastic traditions and anoint the 19-year-old son of its assassinated leader Benazir Bhutto to become party’s next head. The decision, though unanimously taken by the party high command, smacks of succession practised in monarchical order.

It means that the leadership would stay in family hands for a third generation. It also means that for a dedicated non-clan democrat in its ranks, there is little chance to rise to the top slot for a long time to come. The logic, apparently evolved by the family itself, is that those who are not members of the Bhutto clan are ineligible to lead the PPP. In the light of this logic, even Asif Zardari does not qualify to become its head because he came to the family through marriage, not blood. It was for this reason that despite being named a successor by Benazir Bhutto, he chose to eschew his clan pride and pass on chairmanship to son Bilawal by suffixing Bhutto after his name to reinvent Bhutto dynasty.

What is difficult to understand is why a 40-year-old modern political party with grass-roots across the country should prefer to uphold age-old feudal traditions which actually serve to keep internal discipline and hold over clansmen in feudal societies and retain family control over property, livestock and estates. Then, it weakens the party’s claim to being a crusader of democracy in Pakistan.

One explanation is that these traditions refuse to fade away because of particular penchant for political dynasties and feudal values, if not feudalism itself, in South Asia and elsewhere. However, the fact that Pakistan’s largest political party is led by a teenager who can assume control of the party only after completing his education is quite unusual even by South Asian standards.

But there is method to this madness. Since Benazir Bhutto’s assassination offers a god-send opportunity to the hostile elements in the military to weaken and split the PPP and do away with the magic of the Bhutto name in Pakistani politics, the party high command’s prompt decision, it is argued, to name Bilawal as the new head will keep the party ranks intact and united. Hence, the resort to feudal practice is a timely attempt at political survival in an unfriendly environment. No doubt, family tree matters in many Third World countries’ politics. More so when leaders of the same family are eliminated violently. There are occasions when the family label is of essence although it is insufficient in itself.

The Bhuttos are often compared to the Kennedys because the two political families have produced charismatic leaders and because these leaders have met tragic ends. After John F., his brother Robert was also put to violent death. Benazir Bhutto's father, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, himself a former prime minister, was hanged in 1979 by military dictator Gen Ziaul Haq who had earlier overthrown him. As Bilawal stated on becoming new head of the party, the chairmanship of the PPP is a position "that often is occupied by martyrs." Benazir was the fourth Bhutto to die an unnatural death. Every decade has seen a Bhutto die under mysterious circumstances. One brother Shahnawaz was poisoned in 1985 and another, Murtaza, was killed outside his Karachi home in 1996 when Benazir was prime minister.

The People’s Party, founded in 1967 by the elder Bhutto, had made a bold departure from traditional politics of status quo and introduced an agenda of a radical change in Pakistani society. This disturbed the existing balance between classes and the party’s popularity was seen a threat to its entrenched power by the military. As a result, the Bhuttos and the military have always been at loggerheads. The PPP blames the military and its intelligence agencies for violent deaths of all the Bhuttos. The military has held the Bhuttos in contempt, considered them ‘unpatriotic’and treated them as a ‘security risk’ to the country. It made every effort to destabilise the PPP governments by promoting breakaway factions in the party and supporting ‘hate campaigns’ against it.

However, dynastic factor is not peculiar to the PPP or Pakistan. One can find it in other parties and countries as well. For instance, Nawaz Sharif has conferred presidentship of his Muslim League on his younger brother, Shahbaz Sharif. Similarly, Awami National Party which is truly democratic in its functioning has been led alternatively by Wali Khan, his wife Begum Nasim Wali Khan and now son Asfandyar Wali Khan.

South Asia remains stuck to dynastic politics in different forms. India, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Nepal all have a resilient tradition of electing dynasties to the top office. In Nepal, G.P. Koirala and his two brothers have been prime ministers — the only instance where three brothers held the top elective office. Sri Lanka started its dynastic tradition in 1960 when Prime Minister Solomon Bandranaike's widow, Sirimavo Bandranaike also became prime minister. Later, her daughter, Chandrika Kumaratunga, became president.

In Bangladesh, Sheikh Hasina became a leader and later a prime minister because she is daughter of Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, country’s father-figure and a former prime minister, who met a violent death. Similarly, Khaleda Zia, the widow of President Ziaur Rahman, entered politics and became a prime minister. Now she is grooming her sons for political careers.

India's Nehru family is probably the world's oldest democratic dynasty, now spanning four generations, producing the only team of grandfather-daughter-grandson prime ministers and ruling for 37 of the country’s 60 years as an independent state. They were Jawaharlal Nehru who ruled from 1947 to 1964, Indira Gandhi from 1966 to 1977 and again from 1980 to 1984 and Rajiv Gandhi 1984 to1989. In established democracies such as the United States, one finds the Bushes and the Kennedys and the Roosevelts coming into power.

Of late, one sees the emergence of "republican dynasties" as well in authoritarian states. It started with North Korea when after the death of President Kim Il-Sung, his son Kim Jong-Il became his successor in 1994, thereby creating the communist world's first dynasty. Similarly, after the death of Syria's President Hafez al Assad, his son Bashar became his successor. In Iraq too, Saddam Hussain had been grooming his son, Qusai Hussain, to succeed him before his country was invaded by the US and he was executed.

There is little explanation to as why the political dynasties remain resilient for decades, sometimes generations, even in democratic societies. It is argued that since access to the political system in most countries is costly in terms of money, political lineage buttressed by money helps facilitate the entry.

Then, there are those who are respected for having played an outstanding or architect role for their country during independence struggle. Their icon status and appeal lasts longer and even extends to their offspring. The Nehru family in India, Aung San Suu Kyi in Burma, Megawati Sukarnoputri in Indonesia fall in this category. Similarly, there are those whose leadership is etched in the popular imagination, and for people to identify with such a charismatic leader comes almost naturally. Bhutto is one of them. Others include Bandranaike, Peron, Mujibur Rahman, Kennedy whose charisma was seen transferred to their siblings and close relatives.

In South Asia, which also leads the world in female national leaders, violent death has been another factor in promoting dynastic politics. Sri Lanka and Bangladesh have seen four female heads of state in the wake of male relatives’ assassination. In India, Indira Gandhi was herself assassinated as was her son and successor, Rajiv. Her daughter-in-law, Sonia, now heads the ruling Congress Party. Burma’s imprisoned opposition leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, is the daughter of the assassinated independence leader Aung San. And Benazir Bhutto, Pakistan’s two-time prime minister, was killed in gun-bomb attack in Rawalpindi on December 27.


