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PAKISTAN has an elected parliament provincial legislatures, an independent judiciary (fiercely so at the top) and a free, indeed raucous, media. 

But it still lacks the rule of law, because in the management of public affairs the civil servants, once professional and neutral, now tend to follow the orders of the government more than the dictates of law and propriety. 

Democracy is founded on elections but can be sustained only by justice. A society cannot be just even if the judges are free to pronounce and the press free to report if civil servants from the village to the national level do not act justly or are not allowed to do so by their political bosses. And that indeed has been the case. 

It is not justice but the capacity of the common man to endure injustice that has kept the country going while the institutions of the state have been collapsing all around him. 

Governments in Pakistan have floundered and yielded to authoritarianism not because they were unrepresentative (though the majority always abstains from participating in polls and the ballot is often rigged) but because they were unjust even by the most rudimentary standards. That is the path the present government finds hard to abandon despite its democratic credentials that it sought further to reinforce by a conciliatory stance towards its opponents. 

When the national pie is too small and the claimants too many, justice demands that every citizen, without discrimination on grounds of racial origin, kinship, belief or gender, is given equal opportunity to compete for a share. That is particularly true of government jobs where contenders always outnumber the posts available many times over even when these are stretched to accommodate more than the number needed, without any work to do. 

No other action of the government comes under more critical scrutiny than the preferences and procedures it follows in making appointments to public offices. And nothing arouses greater resentment when it transpires that whatever other factors might have been weighed for the selection process, merit was not one of them. With the possible exception of the Federal Public Service Commission all other recruitment and promotion channels are manipulated to defeat the ends of justice. 

In making arbitrary appointments and out-of-turn promotions, besides favouring kin or cronies, the irrepressible urge of politicians is to demonstrate that being elected representatives they can do what they wish to unhindered by the rules or procedures which are but a bureaucratic device to stop them from doing their duty by the people. It may be pardonable when the lesser lot thinks or argues in this light, but not when a prime minister, who represents the ultimate authority of the government, does so. 

There could be no possible justification for Yousuf Raza Gilani, who is believed to be fair-minded, to have promoted 54 officials to the highest rank of the civil service by ignoring the seniority and merit of a much larger number. By contrast, Ziaul Haq may have promoted, or superseded, a few and Ghulam Ishaq Khan none at all. It sounds as if authoritarian rulers can also be just.Appointments in government in violation of the rules and the demands of fairness have reached a proportion where merit no longer seems relevant. The appalling standards of education and rampant lawlessness — to take just two examples — are to be attributed entirely to the recruitment of teachers and policemen made over the past 30 years or more, with merit being progressively compromised. The future looks even bleaker as the rule of competitive merit now stands all but abandoned.No less to suffer on this score have been the state enterprises. Pakistan Steel has gone bankrupt for twice as many employees as it needed were thrust upon it and the sale of its products was treated as a source of patronage instead of profit. With manpower cut to size and professionally managed, it could be made profitable but of that there is as much a chance as of a snowball surviving in hell, so long as the management of the mill is controlled by the politicians. 

Sui Southern was an efficient and profitable company till the government forced its management to take back thousands of employees who were declared unfit and dismissed by the previous regime. They were also to be paid their salary arrears and given promotions that they would have earned had they not been removed. The company must raise the price of gas to meet the cost of the employees it did not need. 

Having destroyed the railways, PIA and many other public utility services, the search for patronage discovers ever new and unlikely avenues for employment. The latest reported in the press is the federal education directorate (it shouldn’t be there at all as education is a provincial subject). Appointed ‘illegally’ by the education ministry, it has in its schools 171 matriculate teachers (when graduates abound) and, just imagine, 471 clerks and peons. 

In the Oil and Gas Development Company, a profitable organisation of high skills, 400 unskilled men have been appointed — all from the concerned minister’s constituency — while 100,000 applicants waited to be tested and interviewed. Another politician, more influential than the minister, is said to have laid claim to the appointment of an equal number. The salary of the obliging human resource manager, a section officer, was recently reported to have been raised to Rs357,000 per month — a federal secretary gets not even one-fourth of that sum. 

The stories of unbounded and whimsical favours done to their subjects by the princes of the now extinct fiefdoms of British India pale into insignificance by comparison. Are we heading their way?
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