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Responding to the question of whether an illiberal society can produce a liberal government without the current procedural machinations requires contending with the fact that current “liberals” be they lawyers or members of civil society do not represent the “masses” whose power is routinely reified in editorials and speeches

In her article “Is this the road to democracy”? Dr Ayesha Siddiqa presents the latest iteration of the ongoing debate between the ‘transitionist’ and the ‘transformationist’ camps that has been unfolding in these pages. Her argument, venerable for its intentions, asserts that flawed processes, however laudatory their ultimate result, will fail to entrench democracy in Pakistan. She characterises the transitionist position as being merely outcome-oriented — for instance, the installation of a liberal Parliament — and deliberately ignorant of the procedural inequities inherent in such accommodation.

However, what is missing in Dr Siddiqa’s position and that of others who have supported it is an articulation of whether Pakistani society can, when provided with a truly democratic framework, produce not just “democracy” but rather a “liberal democracy”. The absence of a clear articulation of this point, suggests, disturbingly, that many of those arguing for “transformation” simply assume that out of the current struggle to entrench objectively fair democratic procedures, would emerge a liberal democracy that would automatically be governed by liberal principles — i.e., the rule of law, sanctity of the Constitution and respect for human rights and individual liberty.

Certain structural factors must be appraised to expose the problems with this un-stated assumption. One of the most notable ones is distinguishing between those that dominate the current discourse on democracy versus those that would wield the power in a system that truly pivoted on true mass power. The masses in Pakistan, numbering a gargantuan 162 million (and forecasted to rise to nearly 295 million by the year 2050) have a median age of 20.9 and constitute more males than females. Of the millions that make up our country, less than half are literate, that is over 15 and able to read and write. Notably, English remains the official lingua franca of Pakistan, despite the fact that less than 10 percent of the population can speak or understand it. One quarter of all Pakistanis live below the poverty line while the richest ten percent grab over 25% of the entire country’s resources. 

I recount these facts not to suggest, as has often been done by those arguing for the continuation of military rule, that democracy is a pragmatically untenable prospect for Pakistan because of its poverty or illiteracy. Instead, I would like to focus attention on the reality that Pakistan today, because of historical, structural and ideological reasons is an illiberal society. 

There are many substantiations of this thesis, and not all of them lie in the educational and economic disparities I have highlighted above. Take, for example, the stark fact that one product of low literacy is that very few Pakistanis have any idea of what the Constitution says or even what it is. The sanctity of the Constitution is not only poorly represented in our society that has only been exacerbated by the cavalier manner in which it is routinely amended to suit the interests of those in power. 

This issue is crucial because the Constitution is the liberal instrument of tempering the power of the masses by restraining it through law and preventing it from devolving into mass rule. Not only does Pakistan lack the institutions to enforce the rule of law represented by the Constitution, but in its current state it also lacks the social and ideological support that would demand such institutions. 

In other words, while democracy may indeed and quite realistically be possible in Pakistan if procedural fairness is adhered to, serious problems exist in assuming that the system produced by the “masses” would suddenly advocate principles of the rule of law, tolerance etc that are part and parcel of “liberal democracy” but not necessarily of democracy. 

Ultimately then, the transition vs. transformation debate focuses on an ontological question: will an illiberal society become automatically liberal by the installation of a procedurally fair democratic system or is an elite-led liberal government (with its attendant procedural illegitimacies and inadequacies) necessary to transform an illiberal society into a liberal one prior to instituting fully democratic procedures. 

Tackling this thorny issue requires grappling with the demographic and social reality that the Pakistan of today, if defined by the “masses”, is not a “liberal” Pakistan. While the lawyers who have valiantly carried the weight of the current onslaught against military rule or civil society groups that have been ardently battling against an authoritarian government to demand due process and respect for human rights are all worthy of respect and veneration, their struggles represent but a meagre percentage of the Pakistani public on whose backs a truly democratic polity would rest.

Responding to the question of whether an illiberal society can produce a liberal government without the current procedural machinations requires contending with the fact that current “liberals” be they lawyers or members of civil society do not represent the “masses” whose power is routinely reified in editorials and speeches. The “masses” defined by their lack of access to education and economic opportunity, and hence alienated from the discourse of either transition or transformation would produce a political order that may be both representative and democratic but not necessarily liberal. 

Recognising these uncomfortable facts does not automatically lead us to a solution. If one admits that liberalism and its dissemination as a national ideology must operate in a top-down fashion that recognises the threat of a democratic and representative government unrestrained by liberal safeguards such as the rule of law, then the next government’s real challenge will be whether it could transform Pakistan into a “liberal” society that can ultimately support a robust liberal democracy?

The debate then should focus not on the compromises that may be essential to the task of producing “liberal” government in an “illiberal” society, or even how soon democracy can return to Pakistan but rather on the institutional changes that must be effected to transform the structural realities of the country in a way that can lead us to the ultimate goal of creating a liberal democratic polity. 
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