A political meltdown?
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PAKISTAN appears to be a candidate for a political meltdown. All the actors, as if in a Greek drama, are ready with their knives and swords sharpened for the act of annihilation. Some believe they have the street power of protesting crowds behind them while others are armed with weapons of war.

None is equipped with a machinery of governance different from that of the existing civil and military services running the imperial system of governance bequeathed by the British. They want more of the same.

The Taliban and others of their ilk are getting bolder by the day with their successful forays in the settled districts of the NWFP. The government is determined to strike a hard blow against them before starting negotiations, not realising that this strategy does not work in modern times. It failed in Lebanon against the Hezbollah, in Afghanistan against the Mujahideen, in Palestine against the Intifada, and in Suharto’s Indonesia with respect to East Timor, besides other places. It is failing in Iraq and had spectacularly failed in Vietnam.

The so-called main political parties, each having its own do or die agenda of coming into power, are geared to save the vested interests of their class. Little do they realise that their antagonists have identical vested interests. One fails to discern any remarkable difference between the political, social and economic programmes of the big parties and the political party of President Pervez Musharraf. The parties of the APDM are boycotting the forthcoming elections depriving themselves of the privileges and benefits that could have accrued through entering parliament. They have correctly judged that in the present environ of shortages of essential commodities and energy and the wide gulf between the state and the people they are capable of mounting agitation in the street to create the most serious obstacles in the day to day working of any future government.

The huge legal community of Pakistan is putting up a heroic resistance against the establishment. Notwithstanding large-scale arrests and merciless violence against their cadre by the general’s police, the lawyers remain as determined as ever to achieve their objective of the restoration of the higher judiciary to the position of Nov 2, 2007. The lawyers having organisations in every district and tehsil of Pakistan are now a force to be reckoned with by any government.

What happens after elections is a source of worry for all serious-minded, patriotic Pakistanis. Those who have boycotted the elections, due to be held on Feb 18, and those who lose will certainly mount agitation on the plea that elections were not free and fair and the government is illegal on several counts.

One never knows when the cup of patience of the vast majority of poor Pakistanis will spill over the brim. They suffer at the hands of an oppressive administration and are prime victims of rising prices, shortage of essential commodities and unemployment. They perennially await an opportunity to pour out their anger and frustration by responding to the call of populist rhetoric by any leader at hand.

The behaviour of criminal elements at the time of Benazir Bhutto’s assassination last month in some parts of the country has to be pondered over. All kinds of shops, especially those of jewellery, and banks were freely looted. Police stations were attacked and prisoners freed from lockups. Damage to the railways alone amounted to $20bn as trains, engines, railway stations were set on fire and the signalling system severely damaged. On the Karachi-Multan and Shikarpur-Sukkur highways, scores of trucks were looted and burnt down. The criminals had brought their own trucks to carry away the plunder.

The perpetrators comprising small bands which sprouted out of nowhere in Sindh and in some cities of the Punjab did not operate under any central command. No wonder, wealthy Pakistanis are transferring money on a large scale to safer stations outside the country. These inauspicious circumstances pose a grave threat to the security and stability of the country.

Given the present social, economic and political situation, no government of Pakistan, sworn in after the elections with the aim of restoring the status quo ante, has the prospect of offering stability to the state and security to the citizens. Only a government having the support of all political parties on an agreed agenda among themselves and with the civil and military establishment has a reasonable prospect of success against the dark odds on the horizon.

Pakistan will also need the support of neighbouring countries — Iran, China and India. Their highest interests are also at stake. They cannot afford a meltdown in Pakistan. Every Tom, Dick and Harry from Europe and America comes running to Pakistan warning and advising, but our neighbours seem strangely silent. If Pakistan agrees, they have to help not only in meeting its short-term requirements but also to enable it to rid itself of those tentacles of the United States which prevent it making its 160 million people prosperous and strong.

