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THE country awaits a new civil-military hybrid political system. The years ahead will denote a mixture of various political parties all coming together in the name of national reconciliation.

Will this formula bear fruit in terms of changing the direction of the country’s social, economic and political realities? Will the new hybrid system change the relationship among the federating units, the different groupings, factions and schools of thought, or will it be more of the same?

The new political structure recognises two essential elements. First, that the military is a reality in Pakistan’s politics and cannot be pushed back to the barracks. So, politicians will have to work with some elements of the military institution and this process will then be called a transition to democracy. Second, the military will understand that the key political actors cannot be pushed out of politics and that any new dispensation will have to include the old faces which the regime claimed it would completely eliminate.

Some analysts call this the best form of politics which will result in a smooth transition to democracy. Their assessment is that the military and General Musharraf, both of whom are deficient in political legitimacy, will build a partnership with real political players such as the PPP and the PML-N. Since there is bad blood between Sharif and Musharraf, Benazir Bhutto’s party will be the natural beneficiary of a deal between the GHQ and the political leadership.

The PPP has a solid vote bank and its popularity has increased as a result of the deal. Given the nature of Pakistan’s politics, particularly in the rural areas, the PPP will manage to gain seats in the elections.

Contrary to what a lot of PML-Q leaders believe that Bhutto’s party will be severely limited, the PPP is bound to show better results due to: (a) politics of seat adjustment with Musharraf, (b) its vote bank, (c) people’s exhaustion with Musharraf’s eight years during which they could not really benefit from resource distribution, and (d) the bad politics of the Chaudhries that resulted in divisions within the ruling party.

The PPP’s popularity, especially in the rural areas of Sindh and Punjab, does not mean that the party will completely dominate the political scene. The country will eventually be divided amongst various political parties to maintain a balance of power which will ensure that the military’s interests are well-guarded. This is what we call transition.

The more important issue is what will emerge from this transitional process. Do these various parties have an agenda for socio-political transformation? Is there anything in their plan which talks about strengthening the federation? Interestingly, it is only the MQM which is indirectly talking about socioeconomic transformation by its reference to feudalism as the main problem behind all the ills in the country’s politics. However, even the MQM does not have a solid plan of action to counter this.

Surely, pragmatists will encourage the leadership of all parties to hold their cards close to their chest before the elections so that the applecart is not disturbed before the parties come into power or claim their share of power. However, what is most essential is for all parties to strategise about power and resource-sharing between the centre and the federating units and devolving democracy to the grassroots level.

The most essential measure is to rethink the relationship between the centre and the federating units of the country. For instance, Balochistan is a festering wound which will remain there unless the problem of distribution of resources is sorted out. Even though Balochistan has been divided between the Baloch and non-Baloch populations and is managed accordingly, the fact of the matter is that distribution and control of resources remains a major issue. The main political parties are as much hostage to the forces of a strong centre as the state’s military and civil bureaucracy. The power of the centre becomes significant due to the control of resources.

The federal consolidated fund is where the power to exploit, utilise and monopolise national resources lies. The centre has always controlled and monopolised the flow of resources which has strengthened the state’s civil and military bureaucracy more than anything else. Devolving power to the provinces will have long-lasting impact on the future of the state and its politics.

A powerful provincial consolidated fund means that the federating units will have greater power to collect and distribute provincial resources and, hence, determine the larger objectives of the state. For instance, if the provinces can manage their own resources, they can have a greater say in the definition of the concept of national security or national interests. However, this involves a fundamental change in the country’s political system which requires a well thought-out plan.

Linked to the issue of distribution of resources is the question of correcting the civil-military relations imbalance. The pragmatists suppose that the method currently employed by the political parties is the best way to ease the military out of politics and governance. Such an assessment goes hand in hand with the understanding that the military is now well-entrenched in controlling the state. This means that civil-military relations will always be fundamentally flawed because the political forces do not have any interest in pushing back the military.

Correcting the balance means bringing greater transparency to the defence sector which would include an examination of the functioning of intelligence agencies. Power will have to be negotiated gradually and systematically but this really depends on whether the civilian partners of the current political deal have the patience and willingness to push back the military.

There are other issues as well, such as rethinking an education policy for the federation which has both the elements of unity and diversity. Every ruling regime has presented its own formula for education in the country which has resulted in stratification on the basis of ethnicity, religious belief and social class. Today, there are several education systems in the country which directly feed social conflict. This problem cannot be solved unless there is a unitary education policy for the entire country that includes the judicious distribution of resources for education throughout the country.

The list of essential policy issues is very long. How these subjects are tackled will ultimately depend on the design of the political transition. The fact is that this transition will strengthen the traditional patronage system and not bring any fundamental change to the structure.

The transition would not necessarily be based on the principle of free and fair elections but on proportioning power and influence on the basis of the perceived popularity of a party, its significance for maintaining the existing balance of power, the capability of its topmost leadership and its relationship with the GHQ and external partners.

The existing strength of the process of transition is also its inherent weakness. There is no evidence at the moment regarding the existence of any political force which can look beyond its own power and change the nature of relationship between state and society.
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