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Pakistan’s Political Situation 
 

Talat Masood1 
                                              
Presidential elections were held in Pakistan on 6th October 2007, in which President 
Musharraf won a one sided victory for another term of 5 years. The election was very 
controversial and the opposition parties either boycotted or abstained from casting their 
vote. The official notification of the results will be made only after the Supreme Court 
gives its verdict on the petitions filed by the opposition parties and representatives of the 
lawyer’s community challenging President Musharraf’s eligibility to hold the post. The 
opposition’s view point is that President Musharraf is seeking reelection from the current 
houses of parliament, both national and provincial, that have outlived their lives. They 
also maintain that a military person in uniform is ineligible to contest the elections. Their 
argument is that it is politically and morally incorrect and against the original spirit of the 
constitution, even if technically it is in accordance with the current mutilated constitution. 
In this approach, the opposition political parties are supported by the lawyer’s community 
and segments of civil society.  
 
The apparent reason for President Musharraf getting a vote of confidence earlier from the 
existing assemblies is that he was not confident of being able to muster enough support 
from the incoming assemblies. Moreover, there are several legal impediments that could 
have blocked his eligibility if he had waited for the next assemblies, the foremost being 
the law that prevents government employees from seeking public office for a minimum 
of two years after retirement. Furthermore, there is a risk that the composition of the next 
assemblies could be such that it may not favor his election. Now that President Musharraf 
has been elected and the informal results have been announced and with the national and 
provincial elections so close, it is unlikely that the Supreme Court that assembles on 
October 17, 2007 will reverse the decision.  
 
President Musharraf has also been successful in dividing the opposition parties. By 
engaging in a political dialogue for a power sharing deal with Benazir Bhutto’s PPP for 
over a year President Musharraf has ensured that the PPP stays away from joining and 
leading the opposition against him. Despite being the leader of the largest political party, 
Bhutto as an expedient measure has deviated from what her party stood for, disappointing 
her constituency and supporters. She apparently is overtaken by her current limitations 
and the pervasive dominance of the military. At the same time, Bhutto wanted to 
capitalize on the current predicament of President Musharraf wherein he is seeking to 
broaden his political support to stay in power. Fortunately, the US sees in her an ideal 
partner in the future set-up for strengthening US efforts in fighting the war on terror and 
promoting its strategic objectives in the region. Bhutto, is aware that she is getting 
unpopular by aligning with the military and openly courting the Americans, but hopes 
that what she will lose in political support from the PPP, she will make up by capturing 
the floating voter who swings to the winning side. Bhutto foresees little impact of this 
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new emerging political configuration on her core constituency voters. She could, 
however, be surprised as voters are showing greater independence in their judgment. 
There is also a fundamental flaw in this approach as this fritters away the inspirational 
and ideological content of the party and lowers her standing in the eyes of the electorate. 
People are also justified in asking as to what differentiates her party now from others that 
brazenly cohabit with the military. Moreover, it is vital for the PPP to win over important 
segments of the society—intellectuals, professionals and the broad masses- in order to 
fight the formidable multiple challenges facing the country. It seems that having been 
away from her people for long, she may not be fully aware of the qualitative change that 
has occurred in their thinking. Pakistan today is on the cusp of a major transformation 
which could move in any direction. The information and media revolution, globalization, 
revival of religious sentiment including a strong streak of fanaticism, nuclearization of 
South Asia, fall out from events of 9/11 and the constant drift of the society due to weak 
institutions and acute crisis in leadership is pulling the country in different directions. 
Bhutto takes her supporters for granted and is more interested in wooing the West, 
especially the US. But at this juncture in our history it is far more crucial to look towards 
the yearning of the people of Pakistan and draw strength from them rather than look 
outward. The internal dynamic is a more critical factor in shaping the destiny of the 
nation rather than external forces. Bhutto talks of democracy and people which is a 
laudable concept, but to operationalize it she will have to convince the nation that she 
respects and practices democratic norms within her party and in the context of Pakistan.  
 
Clearly, she does not feel too confident of managing the war on terror and uses that 
premise also to support Musharraf as President. Bhutto hopes that by making President 
Musharraf shed his uniform his political power would erode leading to a smooth 
transition to democratic rule. But both have strong personalities and there are wide 
differences in policy and approach which could result in a clash sooner rather than later. 
Unless Benazir Bhutto wins with a comfortable majority, which is unlikely, she would 
remain under the military’s influence and treated as a junior partner. Moreover, providing 
longevity to military rule at a crucial moment when Pakistan could have been steered on 
the constitutional and democratic path is not wise and goes against what Bhutto’s party 
has stood for all these years. 
 
Nawaz Shariff is taking a firm stand against military rule which is resonating with the 
masses, but his past does not inspire confidence. Despite enjoying a two-thirds majority 
in parliament in his second term as prime minister, he squandered away a great 
opportunity to turn the country around. One only hopes that he will be allowed to return 
soon and robustly participate in the elections and that he has learnt his lessons. The 
PML(N) suffers from the same personality cult syndrome as other political parties and 
has failed to develop a democratic culture and, in the absence of Nawaz Shariff, is 
practically paralyzed. However, it is also true that PML(N) has been target by 
government’s ruthless tactics. The acting leader of the party, Javed Hashmi, was put 
behind the bars for 5 years and its other cadres subjected to all forms of intimidation and 
harassment. Not providing an even playing field to PML(N) would reduce the legitimacy 
of the forthcoming elections and could give rise to agitation and instability. 
 



Politico-religious parties in the form of the Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal (MMA) alliance 
have also played a very dubious role in the present crisis. The Jamaat Islami (JI) and the 
Jamiat Ulema-e-Islam (JUI), which are the two main components of the alliance, are split 
on the issue of supporting President Musharraf. The JUI, the major party led by Mr. 
Fazal–ur-Rehman, has taken a pragmatic course and, whereas it has formally aligned with 
the opposition forces, in reality it has facilitated President Musharraf in getting reelected 
by not dissolving the NWFP assembly.    
  
One of the major weaknesses of political parties, both in government and opposition, is 
the absence of any comprehensive manifesto which could give the electorate definitive 
options to make their choice. The political parties have minimal commitment to 
education, health, and other public services. Opposition parties also need to come out 
boldly with their defense and foreign policy. It is not enough to merely criticize the 
current policies but place before the nation their own agendas. People also wonder what 
value system most of our civil and military leaders stand for. Even the religious parties, 
like JUI, which are supposed to champion Islamic values and uprightness, are equally 
vague and non-inspirational.  
 
On the military side, the nation will be closely watching the leadership provided by the 
next Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the Chief of Army Staff. Will they steer 
the armed forces away from politics and allow the normal democratic evolution to take 
place and has the new leadership learnt any lessons from the past. These are some of the 
questions on the minds of the people. Our military, apart from ensuring operational 
readiness for conventional conflicts, will have to be equally well equipped to engage in 
counter insurgency operations. This is a conflict of “hearts and minds” which only a 
united people behind capable and honest civilian and military leadership can win.               
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