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The governments of the PPP and PML-N were removed twice in the 1990s. The same two political forces are at work again. Is it the performance of elected governments and the appointed functionaries that are falling short of expectations? Or is there something deficient in the system that needs improvement?

It was not long ago that we appeared to long and pray for ‘democracy’. Nor was it the first time that such a desire was expressed. But it is also known that, in the past, soon after the assumption of political power by some democratic governments, disappointments set in quite early, and overt and covert actions were taken to get rid of those democratic dispensations. The usual cause of disappointment has been corruption and inefficiency. This is the chequered history of democratic governments in this country. 

Now, again, voices are being heard expressing dissatisfaction and seeking change. The timing is not different either, i.e. less than three years of a democratic set-up have gone by. Interestingly, the political parties, whose governance is found wanting, are also the same. The governments of the PPP and PML-N were removed twice in the 1990s. The same two political forces are at work again. Is it the performance of elected governments and the appointed functionaries that are falling short of expectations? Or is there something deficient in the system that needs improvement? Is it that, unless a system improvement is made, the result will always be the same and the result will be disappointments? Where is the problem?

In fact, there is not just one problem, there are several. These broadly cover four basic facts: the brand of democracy adopted by Pakistan, the political culture, incapability of the incumbents and poor judgment by the voters, most of whom may not comprehend the full importance of choosing a national leadership.

Let us look at these.

There are several kinds of democracies and systems of governance adopted in the world. Some are hybrid and similar and others are widely different. Different terms are used to describe them. Representative democracy involves the selection of government officials by the people being represented. If the head of state is also democratically elected, then it is called a democratic republic. The most common mechanisms involve the election of the candidate with a majority or a plurality of the votes.

Parliamentary democracy is a representative democracy where the government is appointed by parliamentary representatives as opposed to a presidential rule, wherein the president is both head of state and the head of government, and is elected by the voters. Under a parliamentary democracy, the government is exercised by delegation to an executive ministry and subject to ongoing review, checks and balances by the legislative parliament elected by the people.

A liberal or constitutional democracy is a representative democracy in which the ability of the elected representatives to exercise decision-making power is subject to the rule of law, and usually moderated by a constitution that emphasises the protection of the rights and freedoms of individuals, and which places constraints on the leaders and on the extent to which the will of the majority can be exercised against the rights of minorities.

There are several other forms. However, the ones mentioned are more common. Interestingly, no country seems to have applied the definition as it is in the book. Most countries have adapted, mixed or made a hybrid to suit their country’s polity. The US is a ‘full democracy’, a federal constitutional republic. The United Kingdom is a full democracy, a constitutional monarchy and parliamentary democracy. France is considered again a full democracy in the form of a semi-presidential system and bicameralism. India is termed as a ‘flawed democracy’ in the form of federalism, parliamentary democracy and bicameralism. Pakistan is termed as a ‘hybrid’ federal parliamentary republic, and Turkey a parliamentary republic. The encyclopaedia lists 30 full democracies, 50 flawed democracies, 36 hybrid regimes and 51 authoritarian regimes in the world. How this classification is done is not the subject of discussion here. But what I dare say is that there are as many varieties and colours of democracies as the varieties in our mangoes. Perhaps even more.

What is abundantly clear is that countries design their governance system suitable to the genre and tradition of a people and find a reliable way to ensure the incorporation of the people’s will and civil liberties, as well as effective decision making. Pakistan could have set itself on the right course if Quaid-i-Azam Mohammad Ali Jinnah had lived long enough to put democracy on the right course, or even if his address to the Constituent Assembly on August 11, 1947 was followed in letter and spirit. The constitution of 1956 was discarded by Ayub Khan, who brought in the 1962 Constitution. Then again a constitution was passed in 1973. The constitution of 1973 has since gone through so many amendments that it is quite different from the original in some ways.

The process of elections, in particular, is what needs a careful review. The present system has lent itself to exploitation by the elite powerful lobbies of landlords, sardars, the moneyed class and other influentials. The lack of education and ignorance among the masses has also contributed to the distortion of the spirit of true representation respecting the will of the masses. In a constituency with five candidates, the highest vote getter wins a seat in the assemblies, while, in fact, he does not represent the majority because the votes cast in favour of the winner are usually far less than the combined votes of the opposing candidates.

The 20th century Italian thinkers Pareto and Mosca (independently) argued that “democracy is illusory, and serves only to mask the reality of elite rule”. Indeed, they argued that elite oligarchy is the unbendable law of human nature, due largely to the apathy and division of the masses (as opposed to the drive, initiative and unity of the elites), and that democratic institutions would do no more than shift the exercise of power from oppression to manipulation. It seems mostly true in Pakistan, making democracy itself a system calling for renewed thinking.

(To be continued)
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