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THE political scene in Pakistan is becoming murkier and murkier. The state structure is coming apart at the seams and the people, a majority in any case, seem to have lost faith not only in the traditional custodians of power but also in the state. Even in themselves.

The factors contributing to an all pervasive pessimism, a kind of resignation to an unavoidable doom, can easily be identified. The most significant of these factors is a near total loss of hope for good governance.

The authoritarian model is fast losing its apologists because it has forfeited the sole claim advanced time and again in its defence — that it could provide a more effective administration than a democratically constituted authority. It not the alternatives do not inspire confidence.

Indeed, one particular alternative causes fright and revulsion to the visibly depleted body of democratic-minded citizens. Absence of palatable political options breeds frustration and cynicism and ultimately leads to extinction of hope. A critical question facing anyone interested in reclaiming the waterlogged state of Pakistan is the discovery or forging of a credible political option.

Political parties are still considered the only legitimate agents of national salvation. Hitherto they have been spared criticism from friendly quarters in the belief that this would help the anti-democratic power groups in their ceaseless mission of demonizing political parties and their leaders. Whatever justification there ever was for offering a hot-house environment to political parties, it is perhaps time the advocates of democratic norms had a frank dialogue with them, particularly with the principal pretenders to the gaddi (the throne).

They have often been told that they share the blame with the known wreckers of constitutions for depriving the people of a democratic order and its fruits. That is not enough. The exchanges between political parties and their critics in civil society (of which they undoubtedly form the vanguard) now need to cover a much wider range, for the objective should be nothing less than evolution of a democratic political culture.

Out of the numerous issues on the agenda, we are concerned at the moment with only the political parties’ capacity for a rational appreciation of the objective reality. The remaining issues may be taken up in due course.

The political parties are not known for their ability to comprehend the challenges to their survival. After several rounds of fighting for mutual annihilation, they have perhaps begun to realise that they are not the greatest enemies of one another and that they should join hands against a common adversary that has often exploited differences among them to further its own narrow interest. However, a correct appreciation of the strength of the entrenched establishment seems still to be lacking. Also, the need to resist cooption by extra-democratic custodians of power is apparently not clear to all political parties.

It should not be difficult for any political worker to appraise the balance of political forces. Of the three parties that matter — the people, the regime and the political parties — the people may be potentially stronger than the regime but they have been made weaker by the failure of political parties to win them over to their side. The opposition parties’ challenge has failed to materialise because they have alienated the masses. They should not expect any substantial progress towards democratisation unless a way is found to revive the people’s interest in politics.

This task was found easy in the past whenever a regime was tottering on the brink of its collapse. It may not be easy in a situation such as the present one, when the establishment is considering itself invincible largely because of a pat of approval from its external patrons.

The political parties too have tended to depend on external forces to win the battle for democracy for them. It is necessary to stop the process of self-delusion on this score. No foreign country is going to pressure the regime to restore democracy beyond what the people can themselves achieve through their struggle, at least a demonstration of credible intent to struggle.

The leaders of the international community do not attach top priority to the Pakistani people’s right to democratic governance, because, for one thing, the latter’s entitlement to what is considered every community’s basic human right is believed to be doubtful and, for another, Islamabad will remain a strategic ally of the West in whatever enterprise is high on its agenda. It is possible that the regime is counting on the so-called war on terror or for the conquest of lands infested with terrorists to continue for a decade if not longer.

Those who wish to join the struggle for restoration of democracy should be prepared to find yesteryear’s champion of democracy on the opposite side. The erosion of rule of law and the growing contempt for human rights norms in the West have put struggle for national liberation and democratisation at a serious disadvantage. At the moment the regime is throwing feelers that it wishes to expand its popular base by absorbing some elements that are at present opposed to it. Whoever walks into the proverbial spider’s web will commit suicide as a political entity. An extra-constitutional regime’s innate hostility to democratic politics and active political parties is not erased by its acquisition of a political party or group for use as a fig leaf to cover its illegitimacy. The political parties created by Pakistan’s autocratic rulers turned into dust as soon as the hand holding the strings became dysfunctional. This principle is unlikely to lose force now or in the future.

The groups and individuals weighing possibilities of joining the establishment in the hope of securing their future beyond the coming general election need to remember that authoritarian outfits do not care for the future of anyone except themselves. They must not ignore the growing number of people who are convinced that a free and fair general election is impossible in the existing circumstances. The position will not change if the present cabinet of absentee ministers is replaced by another band enjoying an arbitrarily coined title of a caretaker authority.

All parties, groups or individuals moving into the ruling camp at this stage will not only put a cross on their long-term political prospects, a much worse consequence of their action will be confusion in public mind about the illegitimacy of the general election.

It may be useful to reflect on the historical experience that authoritarian regimes do not seek partners, they only recruit surrogates. The political elements expecting favourable accommodation in the ruling camp should not ignore the evidence that indicates futility of such an exercise. The brigade of loyal politicos identified as the king’s party certainly has some leverage with the establishment and it can spoil the new converts’ celebration of baptism into the power group, especially at election time as the instruments of electoral manipulation will largely be in its hands.

Once political parties are convinced that democratic governance cannot be achieved through one-sided compromises (in favour of the incumbents), they should be able to adopt appropriate strategies and tactics for the realisation of democratic aspirations of the people. These strategies are not available at drugstores; they will have to be crafted by political parties through a democratic consensus-building process involving their followers.

