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HOW does one describe the current crisis in Pakistan? Is it just an aberration – a passing phase, a cyclical disorder which takes place every ten or so years, pangs of transition from dictatorship to democracy, or does it have far deeper implications?

Government propagandists make us believe that General Pervez Musharraf was moving towards complete civilianisation when the judiciary, the irresponsible media, and some opposition parties tried to derail the process. They had to be stopped with full force because they were working against the interests of Pakistan. Hence, the emergency and the Provisional Constitution Order (PCO).

But perceptive analysts argue that the matter is not so simple. The fact is that in the last 60 years Pakistani society has not remained static. It has changed considerably in terms of mode of production, demography, sociology and economics, and the people’s perception of the state.

But what has not changed is the basic composition and mindset of the ruling elite, archaic mode of governance, and their stranglehold on the levers of power, largely based on the coercive power of the state.

In 2007, what we are witnessing is the conflict between the forces of status quo and the forces of change. On one side are the ruling classes that want to perpetuate their rule, and on the other, millions of Pakistanis with a strong desire for change in order to improve their lives.

Today’s Pakistan is vastly different from what it was in 1947. Urbanisation, spread of education, and the information revolution has changed everything. Today 54 per cent of our population is below the age of 25.

They want jobs. They want better living conditions. They want better educational facilities.

We also have an emerging affluent class which consists of young professionals and social activists. They are part of the fast changing world and want to see Pakistan as a progressive, stable and peaceful country. They get frustrated and angry when they see a culture of sifarish, cronyism, widespread corruption and lack of accountability at all levels. They want an open society, offering freedom of expression and rule of law. More importantly, they also want to be part of the decision-making process.

It is evident that the current crisis has not emerged because Chief Justice Iftikhar M. Chaudhry had taken an independent stance or because some opposition leaders had challenged General Pervez Musharraf’s autocratic rule.

The fact of the matter is that the crisis was inherent in the situation. Some members of the superior judiciary and the black coats merely ignited it.

Our basic problem is that our ruling classes refuse to take any notice of dynamics of social change. On the contrary, they have become so powerful and greedy over a period of time, that they are not ready to accept even the status quo oriented leaders like Benazir and Nawaz Sharif in their fold.

For that matter, they are afraid of any politician who has some sort of mass support and has the potential of gaining strength to challenge the establishment. The Oct 18 attack on Benazir’s rally is to be seen in this context.

Through the ‘suicide attack’, she had to be told that the military junta and their cronies are well entrenched and not ready to take any risk even if it emanates from a leader who has struck a deal with the establishment. The power elite are not afraid of Benazir as a person. They are ready to share privilege and pelf with her. What they are afraid of is the support she enjoys at the grassroots level.

Our tragedy is that in 1947, we inherited an ‘over-developed’ state and a very weak civil society. Consequently, the state was hijacked by the British-trained bureaucracy, which stifled the political process. The assassination of Liaquat Ali Khan (who was both young and popular) in 1951, and dismissal of Khwaja Nazimuddin in

1953, clearly showed that the powerful group of bureaucrats, backed by the army, was out to remove any bottleneck to its unbridled rule.

Finally, the armed forces imposed martial law in 1958 and enjoyed pelf and power for the next 13 years without any fear. They developed a coterie of people whose interest lay in authoritarian rule. Regional disparities, misconceived development strategies, rising corruption and concentration of power in a few hands resulted in the 1971 debacle. What bigger crime can there be than losing half the country?

But by then the vested interests had become so powerful that no heads rolled and the perpetrators of heinous crimes enjoyed full pensions and were buried with full military honours.

Having finished Bhutto, army generals formed the infamous mullah-military alliance and coopted all rightwing elements which included journalists, professional groups, students and teachers. Bureaucrats, judiciary, feudals, business people, industrialists (who were angry with Bhutto’s policy of nationalisation) were already part of the ruling elite.

Slowly it became a very formidable group. State’s support in terms of money, jobs, promotions, concession to the moneyed classes and protection from accountability was ensured.

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 was a God-sent opportunity for General Ziaul Haq and his coterie. It brought billions of dollars worth of armament and huge amounts of Saudi petro dollars for the mujahideen. During this period a new class of people emerged which included gunrunners, narco dealers and money launderers. They were a power unto themselves.

The Ojhri camp disaster and dismissal of Prime Minister Junejo clearly showed the power of these people.

A very brief account has been given of how the power of the vested interests has grown. Every military intervention brings new rent seekers in its fold. In addition to the military business interests (as amply described by Ayesha Siddiqua in her book Military Inc), a new class of people, which consists of top stock brokers, intelligence sleuths, mega project developers, leaders of militant groups, various mafias and ‘qabza’ groups has emerged during the last decade.

How can they allow genuine political activity to blossom? They know that if the working class people, ordinary citizens and professional groups, supported by civil society organisations, organise themselves, or political parties to start a process of mass mobilisation, it will be their death knell.

There is no doubt that vested interests are apparently very strong and civil society still weak and disorganised. The political parties are not ready to challenge the existing order which can only come from effective organisation at the grassroot level. The only silver lining is that the ruling classes are showing signs of nervousness, all the power and resources at their disposal notwithstanding.

For the first time the elite consensus is also under strain as we have seen in the case of judicial activism.

The deepening crisis in the wake of ‘emergency plus’ is proving a blessing in disguise. After a very long time ordinary citizens, journalists, lawyers and students (that too of elite institutions) are involving themselves in the process of change.

It is expected that as time passes, more and more people, especially the trade unions and other professional groups, will join hands for a common struggle against the status quo. But it is clear that it will be a long drawn battle.

Ruling classes are so well entrenched and their tentacles so widespread, that it will be an uphill task to dislodge them from the position they now occupy. The process has begun and is bound to succeed, as world history has shown time and time again.

