The cricket of politics
By Ayesha Siddiqa

THE great Imran Khan announced, while he was in jail, a hunger strike until the judiciary is restored, emergency lifted and the situation returns to normal which sadly reminded me of a statement he once made on the state of affairs of cricket in Pakistan.

He had said that despite being popular the tragedy with the game is that not many people come to watch the game in the stadium. On a good day it is just the two teams, a police constable and a stray dog. Sadly, it was just he in the jail on a hunger strike. He has now been released.

What makes this tragic is that his sacrifice will probably go unnoticed and this is for two reasons. First, the world does not recognise the Khan as a mature political leader to be taken too seriously. The American government, which called Islamabad for Bhutto’s release, did not do it for Khan. He is considered as playing the role of an extra in Pakistani politics who rarely gets a chance to play.

The more important explanation, however, is that the rest of the political parties are not too keen to challenge the military seriously. The PPP and PML-N have condemned the emergency and are threatening to boycott elections but there is no evidence that they are willing to push General Musharraf too hard. This is the time and age for pragmatic-transitionists who are concerned about remaining relevant to power politics by not pushing the envelope too far. These days, newspapers are full of predictions and scenario building. In most cases, people discard one particular scenario which is the continuation of Musharraf. It is hoped that he will finally be pushed out and, perhaps, the PPP will reign supreme. This scenario might have made sense before the emergency. In Pakistan things change fast and the establishment calls all the shots.

But one scenario which people do not want to think about is the continuation of the status quo in which Musharraf will continue, take off his uniform, withdraw the emergency a few days before elections if not sooner, hold elections and induct a new government into office. What share will each part have will really depend on how far they have been in line with the men on the top that is Generals Musharraf and Kiyani.

The two possible scenarios are: (a) elections are held free and fair with the ratio of 70:30 (70 per cent fair and 30 percent rigged) and the PPP can make it to form the government, and (b) elections are held even less fairly and the PML-Q forms the government. The selection of the preferred scenario will eventually depend on how much are the generals happy or satisfied with the different parties.

We should not be surprised if conditions begin to normalise as defined by General Musharraf. This means a new government, a new judiciary, a new prime minister and the state run by a happy family of the power troika. This is precisely the arrangement which, in the eyes of the US, will ensure continuity. There is absolutely no indication at the moment that there is any major pressure on the general and his GHQ to change the script.

Who wants a probing judiciary in the country which creates more problems than it solves? After all, why should every one, including Charlie’s aunt and relatives of the missing people, disrupt the war on terror by going to the court? Pakistani people, we are told, are not educated and hence do not deserve democracy which also means that they are not worthy of institutions which ensure democracy. Democracy becomes a challenge due to both internal and external factors.

Internally, the major political forces are all cowed down by the establishment. Where is Qazi Hussain Ahmed’s million men march? His other partner, Maulana Fazlur Rehman has already said that he will not boycott elections. His logic is that it will allow the PML-Q to win which is such a lame excuse to hide the obvious partnership between the Maulana and the regime. In any case, Imran Khan’s treatment by the student body of the Jamaat sheds light on where the loyalty of the MMA lies – not with the ordinary people but with the intelligence agencies and the military. I hope Imran Khan has learnt his lesson.

The PPP and PML-N are not very far away in dealing with the regime. The leadership constantly denies any interaction with the regime but is also not forthcoming in mobilising people. Is it because of concern for themselves or the realisation that mobilising people will be difficult in the face of opposition from the establishment? The inability to mobilise, it must be pointed out, is not a test of a leader’s popularity but the dynamics of a patronage based political system.

People are not moved by how clean the politicians are, but whether they can deliver or not. And if the politicians are being ostracised by the establishment then it will reflect in the election results. This is a price that the political leadership has to pay for contributing to keeping politics elitist and patronage based. The last time anyone did popular mass politics in Pakistan was during the end of the 1960s which is the only tool that the establishment is afraid of.

Externally, the US will not help in moving Musharraf. Even Washington has changed its tactics. It will provide lip-service to democracy, put verbal pressure on Musharraf to withdraw the emergency, release prisoners, hang up his uniform and hold elections. But then the good general will do all these things. In the next week or ten days he might consider taking off his uniform and withdrawing the emergency. The less critical prisoners are being released and the election schedule has already been announced. Now all that needs to be done is some deal between Bhutto and the regime. Perhaps, Benazir has annoyed the generals a bit with her populist rhetoric.

The US would like to help mend fences mainly because the PPP leadership is preferred over the conservative leadership of PML-Q. However, if Musharraf is not keen to see Benazir return as prime minister then Washington might play ball (personally, I think she jeopardised her chance the day she made the statement calling for transformation of the ISI). Continuity of policy is critical for the US. It cannot afford to see instability in Pakistan. As long as Musharraf can vacate the seat of power which is the office of the army chief and move on to become the president with certain powers, western allies will be happy. Who cares about quality of democracy in Pakistan which, in any case, is a domestic issue?

In any case, the structure of Pakistan’s democracy will be decided to suit the dynamics of what a friend of mine calls the ‘great game’. With the competing interests of China, USA, Iran and Russia in the region, a quality democracy is not likely nor the end of extremism. Keeping the terrorists is as important as killing at least some of them. More important, the presence of extremism will continue to provide logic for the power of the armed forces over all other stakeholders. Unfortunately, this might possibly be the game with few interested spectators: a constable and a stray dog!
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