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DURING the year 2007, Pakistan witnessed a wave of disappearances, the dismantling of the higher judiciary, brutal suppression of the lawyers’ movement, a crackdown on the media and journalists, arrests and house detentions, and finally the imposition of a state of emergency on Nov 3.

On top of it all, the year saw a sharp escalation in suicide bombings that rose to 56 incidents from eight in the previous year, killing 618 people and wounding 1,657, according to the government’s own statistics. If none of these atrocities brought home the message, the assassination of Benazir Bhutto on Dec 27 and its aftermath sent out a signal, loud and clear, that Pakistan as a nation-state was in deep trouble.

Although one of the many crises Pakistan has seen in its short history, the depth and scale of this latest eruption is such that it will not admit of any solution short of a radical remaking of the country’s political culture and institutions.

But before anything can be done to restore the long-term stability and security of Pakistan, there has to be political consensus on what needs to be done immediately to bring a modicum of normality to the present political situation in order to move forward towards establishing a legitimate representative government that can deal with the monumental tasks ahead. There are two options in this respect being already debated and pursued in the country.

One of these options or line of action is to go ahead with the elections under the present set-up, originally slated for Jan 8 and postponed to Feb 18, after the assassination of Benazir Bhutto. Interestingly, the path to this option was opened as a result of a US-sponsored plan to prop up Gen Musharraf’s regime, besieged by protests in the summer of 2007, by giving it a democratic façade.

Under this plan or ‘power-sharing deal’, brokered by US diplomats, Musharraf cleared the way for Benazir Bhutto to return to Pakistan and seek re-election to the position of prime minister, and in return she agreed that her party (the PPP) would not oppose Musharraf’s election to the president’s office for another five-year term. On Oct 6, Musharraf was elected president of Pakistan for a second term by the outgoing parliament as the opposition parties boycotted the vote and Benazir Bhutto returned to Pakistan on Oct 18 to launch her election campaign to become prime minister.

It is true that after the state of emergency was imposed on Nov 3, and Benazir Bhutto was placed under house arrest between Nov 9 and 13, she began to urge President Musharraf to resign. But the main focus of her party has remained on winning the elections under the present set-up. Those who still speak for the Pakistan People’s Party believe that despite the strong possibility of rigging, they will win the elections, and any change in the present set-up presided over by Musharraf can wait until their electoral victory is accomplished.

Beyond this calculation, they neither seem to have the patience nor the willingness to articulate in any detail their strategic or programmatic plan of action to be pursued after the election is over. The only two major items of the PPP’s agenda spelled out clearly by Ms Bhutto in her short-lived electoral campaign after her return to Pakistan comprised stronger cooperation in the American ‘war on terror’ and the ending of extremist religious violence at home. (Whether the two objectives can be pursued successfully at the same time is another matter).

Nevertheless, it is quite likely that barring a major rigging effort which cannot be ruled out, the PPP can easily win a majority in the national parliament if elections are held as scheduled. The tragic death of Benazir Bhutto has created an emotional upsurge of popular electoral support for her party. Even large segments of party supporters who for various reasons had previously become disenchanted with the PPP now seem to be ready to vote for it, no matter by whom and how the party is run.

The other mainstream opposition party, the PML-N, has also taken up the electoral option, but it is vocally critical of the set-up under which these elections are going to be held. Its leader Nawaz Sharif who was finally allowed to return to Pakistan from his exile on Nov 25 wants the installation of an interim government without Musharraf to establish suitable conditions for fair and free elections. While PPP leaders want elections to be held immediately, Nawaz Sharif will accept even some delay to ensure the fairness and transparency of the electoral process.

With his own nomination papers rejected by the present election commission, Nawaz Sharif seems to have assumed a position of philosophical detachment on who comes to power as a result of the next elections, so long as Musharraf is out of the picture. As for the electoral strength of the PML-N, it has considerable following in Punjab. It had a majority of parliamentary seats in the Nawaz Sharif government that was overthrown in 1999 by the Musharraf coup. Many leaders of the PML-N who defected to form the ‘king’s party’ under Musharraf, the PML-Q, have or intend to return to their original party.

The second option or line of action that is open as a starting point for a durable solution of Pakistan’s problems is more of an extension of the ongoing lawyers’ movement which erupted in March 2007 when Gen Musharraf for the first time forced the Supreme Court Chief Justice, Iftikhar Chaudhry, out of office. Among the politicians Imran Khan, the head of the Tehrik-i-Insaaf, is an outspoken advocate of this line of action. It is based on the premise that Pakistan cannot move forward unless the present crooked set-up, contrived by Musharraf’s authoritarian regime, is quashed and the rule of law restored.

In my next article I shall write about the transition to a democratic government in Pakistan.
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