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Pakistan is viewed as a troubled, rather than a hopeless or failed, state. It has the potential, especially the natural resources — including agriculture and highly qualified and trained manpower — to cope with its problems. Its current failure pertains to the political and economic domains. The most serious challenge stems from the fast-growing alienation of the people from the government and state

The official circles in Pakistan are convinced that they have established viable and stable political institutions and processes, which are democratic in character. Prime Minister Shauakat Aziz, for instance, said three weeks ago that Pakistan had “all the essential elements of democracy” and that “good governance had been provided through transparency and accountability”. They are equally satisfied with the government’s economic performance, maintaining that employment opportunities have increased and poverty has declined significantly. They think that Pakistan is well on its way to economic take-off.

This optimism is not shared by independent analysts based in Pakistan or by the leading non-Pakistani area experts, who view Pakistan as a military-dominated political order that suffers from a serious democracy deficit. The political institutions and processes are so closely linked to President General Pervez Musharraf that in their present form they are not expected to outlive him. Similarly, there are serious questions about the skewed economic development that has enormously benefited the people in power and the upper strata of the society. 

The London-based Economist describes Pakistan as a “country that everyone should worry about”. Pakistan is often portrayed as a troubled state deficient in democracy and facing strong ethnic, regional, extremist-Islamic and sectarian tensions. The academic circles in the West in general and the United States in particular argue that Pakistan needs to evolve consensus-arrangements for dealing with these problems and provide equal opportunity to various players to freely participate in the political process. 

One can dismiss this criticism as ill informed and uphold the official assessment of Pakistan’s politico-economic conditions but this does not change the reality that a large number of informed people abroad entertain strong reservations about the present and future of Pakistan. This should certainly be a matter of concern for a country keen to improve its image at the international level.

Pakistan is viewed as a troubled, rather than a hopeless or failed, state. It has the potential, especially the natural resources — including agriculture and highly qualified and trained manpower — to cope with its problems. Its current failure pertains to the political and economic domains. The most serious challenge stems from the fast-growing alienation of the people from the government and state. They view both as unsympathetic, if not outright oppressive, and serving the cause of the dominant elite.

Recognising Pakistan’s potential, the World Bank, the United States and some other countries are liberally making available funds for education and societal development. More funds are now available for state-sector education than ever. The United States is providing funds for the education sector to strengthen the infrastructure and the facilities for research and training. Hoping that an improvement of state education system, especially the universities, will bring forward more trained and qualified people, it has offered scholarships for students and funding for training of teachers in the United States. 

However, there is a need for a ‘reality check’ regarding what is happening in the state education system, especially at the university level. The emphasis on quantity rather than quality and the manufacturing of data to satisfy the donors have caused distortions that are not expected to help achieve the desired goals. While they are a good public relations exercise, the new PhD and M Phil programmes may not help the cause of higher education on account of the lack of highly qualified supervisors. Given their extra-ordinary teaching, administrative and other work, can even the eligible ones pay attention to supervision of research? Will they even get time for their own research? Unless these and many other operational problems are addressed the strategy of quick fixes is not likely to solve the crisis in higher education. 

The higher education scene is symptomatic of Pakistan’s predicament in political, social and economic domains. The quick-fix strategy and a refusal to face the reality are not going to result in enduring solutions to the problems. If the present trends continue Pakistan’s future will continue to be viewed as uncertain.

The on-going confusion and uncertainty in the political domain are caused by a failure to address the key issues. If any thing, there appears to be a deliberate attempt by the dominant elite to compound the confusion. The longer these issues are not addressed the more uncertain will be the future of the current political arrangements.

The major predicament of the current political order is the disempowerment of the parliament and the federal cabinet. This is a logical consequence of the application of two basic principles of military organisation — unity of command and centralisation — to the political domain. This has made the parliament irrelevant to political change. Consequently, the political opposition is planning to mount extra-parliamentary challenge to the Musharraf government. The current arrangements do not offer equal opportunity to the competing interests to enter the political process. Benzair Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif can enter the political process only by accepting General Musharraf’s terms or by challenging him in the streets. They are inclined towards the latter option. President Musharraf appears to be confident that he can cope with the pressures through his control of the bureaucracy, the intelligence agencies and the army. However, if other political forces, especially the MMA or a part thereof, also decide to take on the Musharraf regime, the situation can become problematic. Irrespective of the outcome of such a confrontation, the future of democracy will become more uncertain.

Most uncertainties in the political system today reflect the military strategy of keeping the adversary in the dark about the next move. This may be a good strategy for military operations but its application to politics enhances distrust and hostility. 

Some of the major issues causing confusion are: (i) President Musharraf’s refusal to commit on his uniform. (ii) The periodic statements of the ruling Pakistan Muslim League (PML) leaders pledging to re-elect Musharraf while he continues to stay in uniform. Do they reflect Musharraf’s favoured option? (3) President Musharraf’s active involvement in the PML affairs raises the question whether the army chief should get involved in day-to-day affairs of a political party? This issue has gained importance after the Chief Election Commissioner said on July 13 that the President could not “patronise or campaign for” a political party. (4) Will Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif return and freely campaign for their respective political parties? (5) Can the government and the opposition avoid confrontation? (6) Can there be fair, free and equal-opportunity elections if the present power dispensation holds on? What will be the role of the top commanders if the confrontation between Musharraf and the opposition turns disorderly? 

How will all these issues unfold as Musharraf faces additional international pressures in the aftermath of the Mumbai bomb explosions to control Pakistan-based extremist and militant Islamic groups? He is already under pressure on account of the Taliban activity in the Pakistani areas adjacent to the Afghanistan border. 

There are no easy answers. Therefore, it is fair to be concerned about the future direction of the political system. Stability does not require that the ruler have sufficient power to contain his/her political adversaries. It implies that the competing interests respect the procedures for constitutional and peaceful transfer of power. The political competition thus takes places in accordance with the democratic norms and it is possible to predict how the government will change. Can this be said about Pakistan?
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