What’s for the people in the 18th Amendment? 
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THERE’S a lot of gloating and back-scratching going on these days among our bloated parliamentarians. Besotted with success that took a full 9 months to take shape, they are jubilant as if they’ve found the Holy Grail of democratic emancipation after wandering through the wilderness of autocratic mauling and mangling of Pakistan for such a long time. 

One could afford to be justifiably charitable to these parliamentarians who have otherwise little to show in the achievement box for all the money and resources spent on their comfort. The proposed amendment to the disfigured constitution left behind by Musharraf would, after all, restore power to parliament where it should reside in a parliamentary democracy, such as the one our puffed up leaders and democracy gurus claim to be working for.

Not surprisingly, however, there’s little or no festivity among the people of Pakistan to mark what’s being hawked as a ‘historic milestone’ in Pakistan’s crooked march to democracy’s cherished fairy land. 

On the contrary, the people of Hazara, in their bastion in Abbotabad, are reacting vociferously and violently to what they see as a clever attempt to short-change them and usurp interests and rights; they’re up in arms against the renaming of their province as Khyber Pakhtoonkhwa, a macabre name in any case that makes little sense. 

But while the Hazara people have an axe to grind with the deal-makers in the parliament — and seem ready to sacrifice blood to make their point — the rest of Pakistan is manifesting its disgust with the prevailing order, which includes the government and parliament, by taking to the street, en masse. From Peshawar to Karach, the people’s protest against a cruel and sadistic power shortage is making itself felt literally in flames; burning tires are translating their disgust in massive plumes.

The parliamentarians may congratulate themselves on having crossed the Rubicon to slay the demon of autocracy, but the people of Pakistan have little patience left for empty rhetoric and inane slogans. The parliamentarians may be concerned with the exercise of raw political power but the people of Pakistan are getting desperate about the appalling shortage of that power that should light their lamps and cool their sun-baked homes, not to mention turning again the idled wheel of the economy that gives them their daily bread after so much toil. 

That the narcissistic legislators are infuriatingly out of sync with the people’s sentiments is evident in the obscene haste with which the bill of the 18th Amendment to the constitution has been rushed through the lower house of the parliament. The Rabbani Committee took nine long months to deliver a draft that seeks to amend about 100 clauses of the existing 1973 constitution — covering nearly one-third of it — but the members National Assembly took a mere two days to put their seal of approval on the detailed document. No deliberation, no discussion, no debate; nada. The Assembly has once again lived up to its reputation of being a rubber-stamp body whose denizens know not when to put their thinking caps on. 

The callousness of the MPs is put into the sharpest relief in what the much-touted 18th Amendment doesn’t have for the people as well as for other pillars of the state. 

Most ominously conspicuous by its absence is any blue-print in it for the empowerment of the people — the so-called font of the parliament’s powers to which their representatives masquerading as ‘democrats’ and ‘democracy-lovers’ never tire of paying lip service. 

Pakistan’s perennial problem isn’t just bad governance, which stands exposed in all its damning dimensions in the present state of near-anarchy on the streets of Pakistan. Equally aggravating the malaise is the perpetuation of a non-democratic — if not plainly anti-democratic — culture holding the country’s myriad political parties and factions in its thrall. The proposed amendment doesn’t offer any clue or willingness on the part of its framers to offer a remedy in this department.

Bad governance that has now virtually paralysed the system is simply a symptom of the cancer of non-democratic values eating into our body politic. It isn’t surprising, therefore, given more than a half-century of un-interrupted corralling of power in the hands of a well-entrenched ruling elite, that governance today is being abused by a coterie of corrupt cronies and sycophants loyal only to Zardari and virtually saying pox to the people of Pakistan. 

The 18th Amendment to the constitution merely re-cycles the concentration of power, from one set of wielders to another, within the established ruling order. It doesn’t make any attempt, at all, to inject the element of democratic culture in the sinews of established political parties that have had no infusion of fresh blood for a very long time. 

In fact, the latest amendment brazenly removes the mandatory requirement of regular and periodical elections (sub-clause 4 of Article 17 of the constitution) within the ranks of political parties. How should one interpret this blatant disregard of a basic norm of democratic culture by our self-anointed ‘reformers?’ 

The ineluctable reality is that every political party in Pakistan is democratic in name only. They’re, otherwise, nothing but family concerns operating on the template of a private limited company, with all the shares and assets concentrated among family members and a select band of loyal and unquestioning cronies. 

The PPP is a fief of the Bhuttos and, lately, of the Zardaris. PML-N is a family business of the Sharif clan and its familial acolytes. ANP is owned and hogged by the Wali family, and the JUI by Fazul Rehman and some like-minded faithfuls. The Chaudhris of Gujrat have their lock on PML-Q with Musharraf-loyalists making up its second tier. No wonder Chaudhry Shujaat is threatening to rock the boat in the Senate for the passage of the bill; the strategy for it may have been worked out in Chaudhry Pervez Ilahi’s recent meeting with Musharraf in London. 

The urbanised, middle-class and intelligentsia-based MQM is perhaps the most telling example of how undemocratic the culture of our political parties could be. For public consumption, MQM is run on a collegial model with the Raabeta Committee supposedly taking major decisions by consensus. But the Raabeta itself is an un-elected and fully nominated outfit on the model of a Stalinist Politburo. Worst, still, is the fact that the Politburo can be overruled by the party’s reclusive ‘leader’ who operates from the shadows like a typical mafia don; his word is Delphic and can’t be questioned. 

How could these undemocratic and feudal-minded parties which have never held elections of any kind within their ranks, profess to be democratic and extend their claim to speak for the rights of the people — the principal stake-holders of a democratic polity? Investing the nurturing of democracy in their grubby and soiled hands is tantamount to letting Al Capone run the Revenue collection. 

The bottom-line is that the people of Pakistan have nothing to feel upbeat about in the present dispensation of power because it offers no room for their participation in the process or for their emancipation and empowerment. Pakistan’s tenuous democracy remains incarcerated within a ruling elite whose sole concern is focused on recycling power within its domain so that each stake-holder may have a stab at wielding it periodically. 

Back to why the parliament is showing such contempt for comprehensive debate on the proposed amendments and betraying unwarranted alacrity to get done with rubber-stamping it? The devil, literally, is in the details, especially those relating to the appointment of judges to the apex court. 

There was ostensibly no justification to appoint a special committee for doing away with Musharraf’s blatant 17th amendment to the constitution. That could have been done by the parliament in the same manner it has approved the 18th Amendment; all that was needed was the will to do it. But the will wasn’t there. The ruling cabal was keen to drag its feet on the demand, just as it had procrastinated and finally licked the dust in humiliation on the restoration of Chief Justice Iftikhar Chaudhry. 

The idea was to buy time and come up with some institutionalised mechanism to have a foot in the door on the appointment of judges to the top echelons of the judiciary. The rulers just wanted to get even with the top judiciary which had been restored much against their will because of the people’s power. 

The rulers got lucky in their strategy for the judges as they found a consensus among all the stake-holders in the parliament on their appointment. The consensus wasn’t hard to reach because no political party worth its salt relishes the idea of a fully independent judiciary, notwithstanding their robust and loud-mouthed protestations to the contrary. 
Musharraf wasn’t the first to assault the judiciary; he was only the meanest and crudest, by far. Some of the very same ‘democrats’ now feigning their allegiance to an independent judiciary were no less brazen in their own assault against the ramparts of the apex court. 

The obscene haste to get done, in a jiffy, with rubber-stamping the mechanism of parliamentary ‘oversight’ of the judiciary, woven into the matrix of the 18th Amendment, has only one purpose: stymie the people of Pakistan with a fait accompli on an issue for which their civil society fought a well-heeled and dug-deep dictator tooth and nail. The assault on the judiciary’s independence is still on, albeit in a more humane and civilised disguise. 

The people of Pakistan have been thrown another gauntlet. It’s their call now. Will they take it? Will they have the stamina left, after a whole-sale draining of their body fluids as a consequence of 16-hour-long power black-outs, to rise to the occasion and call the bluff of their dictatorial democrats? The jury may remain out on an answer for sometime.

