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The verdict of the election has been variously interpreted. It has been read as the triumph of old politics, as reassertion of tradition rather than a break from the past, and as the ascendancy of deep-seated electoral allegiances over new political alignments.

 

In fact, the election was a vote for experience as well as for change. The commanding victory achieved by two-time former Prime Minister Mian Nawaz Sharif showed that voters put their faith in experience. The Muslim League leader ran a vigorous campaign emphasising that only experienced and not untested leaders were capable of addressing the country’s imposing challenges. This struck a chord with many voters.

 

But voters also changed and reshaped the political landscape, reducing the PPP from a national to a regional party, roundly rejecting the PML-Q and ousting the Awami National Party from the Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province. This opened the way for the political ascent of Imran Khan’s Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf. The PTI beat the PPP – a 45-year-old party – into second place at the national level by getting more votes (but fewer seats) and emerged as the winning party in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.

 

Khan’s party polled the second highest number of votes in Punjab but this did not translate into seats in the face of the strong pro-PML-N wave that swept the province. By motivating young voters as well as the educated middle class and women to get out of their drawing rooms, Khan encouraged a significant section of urban Pakistanis to get involved in election politics they had long stayed away from. It is important for the incoming government to acknowledge and accommodate the aspirations for change among these newly politicised urban voters.

 

Nawaz Sharif’s stunning election victory rested on a landslide for his party in Punjab. The large margins won by PML-N candidates showed that the party was able to unify the Muslim League vote. This was indicated by the virtual rout of its rival faction, the PML-Q, whose vote share dwindled to an abysmal five percent in Punjab. Sharif’s PML-N won two thirds of all national seats in the province according to results notified so far by the Election Commission of Pakistan. This brought it close to securing a majority, which the party will easily cobble together by winning support from independents.

 

By reposing confidence in Nawaz Sharif, voters seemed to be saying ‘we are giving you a mandate to govern, so now please govern’ and extricate the country from its myriad and mounting problems. A clear parliamentary majority provides the basis for stable governance and puts Sharif in a strong position to take tough decisions to deal with the twin and interconnected challenges of security and solvency. But parliamentary numbers alone do not make a strong government. It is leadership, vision and political will – traits absent in his predecessor – that will empower Sharif to navigate the complex array of internal and external challenges to chart a decisive way forward. Difficult but necessary decisions are needed to reverse the downward economic spiral and lift the country out of the present morass. Voters have now given the prime minister-elect the political means to do this.

 

The sharply regionalised outcome, especially in the provincial poll and the PML-N’s weaker showing in the other three provinces create the imperative for Nawaz Sharif to show accommodation and flexibility in dealing with the country’s federal reality. Different political parties will run at least two of the four provincial governments. This should urge the PML-N government at the centre to build a consensus on the policy direction it will want the country to take, especially in addressing economic and security challenges. Seeking cooperation from provincial governments, and the Senate, which will remain in the PPP’s control, will be a political compulsion, not choice. Sharif has got off to a welcome start by his conciliatory gestures in visiting Khan in hospital and declaring his support for PTI’s right to form the government in Peshawar.

 

For the Pakistan Peoples Party, May 11 marked the voters’ revenge. A once mighty political force saw its position crumble as the electorate punished party leaders for their disastrous and scandal-plagued record in office. The party’s leaderless and listless campaign presaged this electoral debacle. The PPP lost two-thirds of the National Assembly seats it won in 2008. The party was all but wiped out from Punjab where it secured only two seats but none from its traditional stronghold of southern Punjab. Nationally and in Punjab it got less votes than the PTI. PPP leaders argued that their party had recovered from a far worse electoral fate in 1997. This ignored the fact that there was a Benazir Bhutto then to revive the party’s fortunes. Bereft of such a leader the PPP’s future appears dim.

 

As for the PTI, its leaders had raised exceedingly high expectations especially among its supporters about their party’s first electoral test. The results did not live up to these expectations. But the party emerged as a significant national force. It polled more votes than the PPP and swept Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, where it is now poised to form its first government. This represents the party’s coming of political age. But it is how effectively and responsibly Khan plays his opposition role in parliament that will determine his political future.

 

There were several other takeaways from the election. The first, widely commented upon, was the high voter turnout – around 60 percent according to the ECP, which is 16 percent higher than in the last election. This matched the turnout of the historic 1970 election, a level never witnessed in any election during the 1990s or in 2008, when turnout was a modest 44 percent. It is too early to ascertain whether turnout in Punjab in last week’s election will exceed the record high of 69 percent in 1970.

 

Higher turnout has traditionally favoured urban-based parties. So it was this time. The large margins secured by PML-N’s winning candidates tend to confirm this, as also the fact that PTI candidates won more seats and far more votes in Punjab than the PPP. On the other hand the PPP’s failure to adapt to a more urbanised Pakistan and remain wedded to a predominantly rural base has now become an electoral liability and made it appear as a party of the past, not the future.

 

Another striking aspect of the election was that several influential families or dynasties were rejected at the ballot box. They included the family of former prime minister Yousaf Raza Gilani, Khar and Abid Hussain families in Punjab. This does not by any means signify the end of dynastic politics, but it underlines the fact that a famous or feudal surname may no longer be enough to guarantee electoral success. Election 2013 will also be remembered for the defeat of many political stalwarts in ostensibly safe constituencies. Among them were Asfandyar Wali, Manzoor Wattoo, former prime minister Raja Pervaiz Ashraf, Qamar Zaman Kaira, Hanif Abbasi, Makhdoom Shahabuddin, Amir Muqam and Ghous Ali Shah.

 

The most unedifying aspect of the election was that it was not controversy-free. Poor management by the Election Commission of Pakistan, which spent more time praising itself than provide competent supervision, exposed the process to irregularities in several places – and predictable protest. It is incumbent upon the ECP to investigate these irregularities and respond to evidence-based complaints. Such irregularities may not have affected the overall outcome, but the legitimacy of the process will be bolstered if complaints are promptly addressed.

 

What might turn out to be the most consequential aspect of the election was the popular rejection of extremist violence. Millions of voters defied threats from militants and turned up at polling stations, braving and casting aside the environment of fear that the pre-election wave of violence was aimed to create. The main message from voters was also clear: that elected leaders need to get the country moving again.

 

 

