The way ahead
By Tanvir Ahmad Khan

THE lunch hosted by Mr Asif Zardari for the newly elected members of the three leading parties on Feb 27 may well be remembered as a landmark in the long awaited transition to a democratic dispensation in Pakistan.

The optics were perfect; the host, Mian Nawaz Sharif and Asfandyar Wali Khan struck the right notes in the higher register of statesmanship and, more importantly, the leaders sat down with a jurist of impeccable integrity and knowledge to come to grips with the debris left behind by the tornado that struck Pakistan’s constitutionalism on Nov 3, 2007.

Pakistan’s military rulers have always excelled at political demolition but invariably turned out to be singularly inept at putting together viable and lawful alternative state structures. This unenviable task falls to the lot of the much maligned politicians and that too in highly unpropitious circumstances.

The squalls that rocked the state on Oct 12, 1999 and in the form of the 17th amendment inflicted much damage. Then, the catastrophe of Nov 3 put all salvaging efforts beyond the capacity of any single party. In another cataclysmic hour, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto reached out to every school of thought to restore a grundnorm to the nation.

The existing distortions in that historic but half-alive Constitution present a nightmare and demand the exercise of the highest form of political wisdom and legal expertise. The process of eliminating them by creating a new interface between politics and law has just begun. One hopes that despite his incomparable legal knowledge, Fakhruddin G. Ebrahim will be able to invite the finest minds to undertake this daunting and noble task. Let there be no mistake. We are resurrecting a state that all but perished.

The conventional view that coalitions, by definition, make for weak governments is not borne out by the Indian experience or that of several European states where proportional representation often leaves no other option. Pakistan’s present crisis is characterised by the bitter harvest of constitutional violations, growing imbalance between a power-hungry centre and the handicapped federating units, uncontrollable violence by ever-proliferating bands of extremists and, above all, by a rapidly rising table of sub-surface social anger at glaring inequalities of income and opportunity.

A reasonably broad-based coalition government may provide a healing touch. There is no great virtue in a two-party system anymore as, for quite some time to come, regional aspirations will deepen particular identities of the constitutive elements of a diverse nation. The greatest achievement of the three top leaders present at Mr Zardari’s lunch is that they successfully persuaded their followers that these identities were perfectly compatible with an overarching national identity.

This election could have greatly aggravated the centrifugal forces. By creating hope of social and political justice in a united Pakistan, these three parties —PPP, PML-N and ANP — have largely pre-empted that threat.

The victors must address the economic distress of a vast majority of our people with the same earnestness as the political and constitutional issues. Under the Musharraf-Shaukat Aziz elitist view of neo-liberal economics they have mostly been exposed to the dark side of globalisation with only a small minority being able to use it positively for upward mobility. The trickle- down promise was never more of a mirage as during their management.

Scratch the surface and lurking just beneath the protest against the humiliation of the higher judiciary and repeated violations of the Constitution is a palpable anguish of poverty and deprivation. The millions who hailed Benazir Bhutto’s return expected her to provide bread, shelter, rudimentary access to health and education for their children. The new coalition must weld the political class and the national bureaucracy into a caring establishment even if it has to dispense with déclassé upstarts that dominate our present administration.

Pakistan must eschew politics of vendetta but that does not mean that every crime against the state and society be brushed under the carpet. It needs a high-powered Commission on Truth, Justice and Reconciliation in the interest of historical accuracy and to build dykes for future security. Gen (retd) Ehtasham Zamir’s disclosure in a recent TV interview that the ISI had manipulated the 2002 elections is not an isolated incident. There are other precedents that indicate how deep the malaise is and how important is the need to cure it. It is because of the pervasive nature of the disorder that a vast majority of people today hold the view that if you leave the relevant powers with Gen Musharraf, he would not take long to use them to annul the gains of Election 2008.

Unfortunately, Pakistani priorities and those of Pakistan’s western friends are not identical. For the West, Pakistan is no more than a pawn on the chess board of the new Great Game. For Pakistan, it is an existential crisis. There is, however, no lack of enlightenment in the West. We have not been able to tap into it because the regime that held us in bondage had no roots amongst the people and no inclination to factor their needs into our western compacts.

We need to replace mercenary relations with relations based on mutual respect, community of interests and coordinated pursuit of common objectives within our respective national parameters. Benazir Bhutto had long since dreamt of an alliance of democracies. We have to pursue that dream globally. Relations with the West (and for that matter with India) should fall into the same framework. The people of Pakistan want to be honourable partners in the international state system not vassals of an empire.

A strong and stable national coalition can be built around the present understanding between the PPP, PML-N and ANP. The US-led West should welcome it and not undermine it as it alone can make Pakistan’s battle against militant extremists effective.

The West should encourage Musharraf to transcend the limitations of his rigid political thought and not insist on turning them into an inescapable dogma for the people of Pakistan.

