Democracy is our future

By Roedad Khan
A country’s Constitution, Thomas Paine cautioned in the Rights of Man, is not the act of its government, but of the people constituting the government. 
When I think of the said demise of the 1973 Constitution, memories come back to me like shards of glass. 33 years ago, when the Constitution bill was being debated in the National Assembly, Prime Minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto expressed the hope “that the whole nation now and the generations following it will protect it with their blood and with their lives”. 
Mr. Bhutto went on to say: “Today we have passed through the dark tunnel, and I see the Golden Bridge”. I watched the proceedings from a ringside seat in the official gallery. His words are still ringing in my ears. “Any attempt to abrogate or subvert the constitution”, Mr. Bhutto declared, “would be High Treason punishable with death”. Tragically, what Zulfikar Ali Bhutto saw was not the Golden Bridge but an optical illusion and a mirage. Six years later, on April 4, 1979 to be precise, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, Prime Minister of Pakistan, architect of the 1973 Constitution, was taken to the gallows by his military successor and hanged. 
It is a basic principle of democracy that army officers do not challenge the legitimacy of elected government or march their troops into the Capital to subvert political institutions. That is exactly what happened on October 12, 1999 with disastrous consequences for the country. 
Why was the 1973 Constitution so easily subverted? It was subverted not because it had failed the people, not because it had lost popular support or that it didn’t work satisfactorily. It was framed on the basis that the people, especially the brightest and the best among us, would protect it “with their blood and with their lives”. That did not happen. 
The Constitution perished in an hour by the tragic failure of its only Keepers, the people, to defend it against military adventurism. No wonder, in just six years, the constitution was defaced, disfigured, decimated and the noble processes of our constitution reduced to the level of a carnival of claptrap and chicanery. 
So where do we stand today? The Pakistan dream has morphed into the Pakistan nightmare. The constitution – the fundamental law of the land – was mutilated and changed beyond all recognition for the sole purpose of electing General Musharraf as President until 2007. A parliamentary form of government, provided for in the 1973 constitution, has been replaced by a presidential form of government. The President has the power to appoint all personnel in the state hierarchy. 
As the Supreme Commander of the armed forces, he selects the three service Chiefs. The provincial Governors are chosen by him. He nominates the Judges of the Supreme Court and the High Courts. He could at any time intervene in provincial affairs, disturb the political system and take charge of the entire administration either directly or through the Governors. 
To put it plainly, the President could arbitrarily suspend the entire political process almost indefinitely in the provinces as well as in the center. No wonder, Pakistan presents a dismal spectacle today. One doesn’t have to be a great constitutional expert to realize that we are back to pre-Independence Government of India Act 1935 with a powerful unelected President, a non-sovereign parliament and a puppet Prime Minister. 
Pakistan opted for parliamentary democracy at the dawn of independence. Parliament is one of the chief instruments of our democracy. Today, Pakistan has a rubberstamp parliament, a figurehead Prime Minister and a toothless cabinet. The country is under military rule for the fourth time. Recent events have amply demonstrated that people are denied freedom of association, freedom of speech, freedom of free movement, freedom to protest, freedom to hear the truth, freedom to give vent to their pent up frustrations and last but not least, freedom to elect their rulers. 
For too many years, Pakistanis have been mere inhabitants of their own country. Now they demand to be free citizens, and feel that they have the right to oust a ruler who lacks legitimacy and has wrought havoc on this country. 
Unless our military rulers give Islamabad, back to the people to whom it belongs, Pakistan will never take off and will go on stagnating. In history nobody has ever washed a rented car. Rather than focusing on poverty, economic and social inequities, population pressures, the issue of the moment facing Pakistan is whether our un-elected, sitting President in uniform will continue to rule or will be thrown out. No President, whether he gains power through the ballot or force is irreplaceable. Democracy thrives only when the powers of office are freely and regularly transferred. That does not happen in Pakistan.
“I believe democracy is Pakistan’s future”, President Bush said in Islamabad on March 4. “President Musharraf had made clear that he intends to hold elections”, President Bush said in answer to a question put to him at the joint Press Conference. The US President saw elections scheduled for 2007 as a “great opportunity for Pakistan. The President understands that these elections need to be open and honest. America will continue to work with Pakistan to lay the foundation of democracy”. 
At this point, President Musharraf stepped in to defend democratic credentials of his government, listing a number of steps taken to introduce sustainable democracy in the country. He talked of empowerment of people, women, minorities and liberating the media, not realizing that concentration of power in one person’s hands disenfranchises rather than empower the people. President Musharraf’s hegemonic power is close to absolute and with that comes the usual perils of absolute power. 
Admitting that his uniform issue needed to be addressed, General Musharraf emphasized that he would follow the constitutional norms to do so. He added that constitutional norms allowed him to be in uniform as the President until 2007. When President Musharraf ended his response saying “long answer”, President Bush looked at him and said: “Yes. Important answer”. 
When I heard General Musharraf defend his democratic credentials, I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Empowerment of women, and minorities has nothing to do with democracy. Democracy means first and foremost, the rule of the people. The people of Pakistan do not rule this country. 
They had no say in the election of their President. They were denied the right to elect their President in accordance with the procedure laid down in the Constitution. Elections, open, free and fair are the essence of democracy, the inescapable sine qua non. In Pakistan, elections are rigged. Ballot boxes are tampered with. Results are manipulated. People call it sham democracy. 
No dictator gives up power voluntarily or peacefully. That is the lesson of history. There will be a Presidential election in Pakistan in 2007 and it will almost certainly be a farce. The recent display of brute force was doubtlessly intended to terrorize the people and show them that if they go into the streets, blood will flow. 
President Bush talked of democracy as the future of Pakistan. Sadly, our democratic future is behind us, not in front of us. How can you have democracy in this country when the nation has been stripped of all its core values dearest to the heart of the Father of the Nation? 
How can you have democracy when people don’t have the freedom to elect their president in accordance with the constitution? How can you have democracy when elections are rigged and results manipulated; judges are bribed and shift with political winds; judiciary functions at the behest of authority and allows itself to be used against the citizen; known corrupt politicians are resurrected, and sworn in as ministers. 
Democracy presupposes free, fair, accountable institutions that protect human rights and basic freedoms. It requires a parliament that represents the people, not one controlled by an unelected President in uniform. It requires an independent judiciary that guards the constitution and enforces the law with equal concern for all citizens. 
It requires armed forces that are politically neutral and subordinate to the civilian government and respect its authority. Above all, it requires that ultimate authority in all key matters must rest with the parliament elected in a free, fair and impartial election. That is not the case in Pakistan today. 
President Bush’s message to the people of Pakistan was: Be patient. Wait for elections in 2007. If democracy is good for Georgia, Ukraine and Krygyzstan, who had never known democracy before, why is it not good for Pakistan whose people lost their democratic institutions and liberties not long ago in a military coup led by General Musharraf? Why do we have to wait? We have waited too long. 
It is now abundantly clear that Pakistan cannot survive except as a democratic state based on the principle of sovereignty of the people. There is nothing intermediate between the sway of democracy and the yoke of a single man. Pakistan cannot survive except under a constitution which reflects the sovereign will of the people, not the whims of one individual person. Pakistan cannot survive except under a system based on the supremacy of civilian rule. Pakistan cannot survive except as a federation based on the willing consent of all the federating units. Pakistan cannot survive under military rule, with or without a civilian façade, because military rule lacks legitimacy and is an anachronism in a world of global markets, information and media. 
The great French thinker, Montesquieu, said in the 18th century: “The tyranny of a Prince in an oligarchy is not so dangerous to the public welfare as the apathy of a citizen in a democracy”. A tyrannical government is the inevitable consequence of an indifferent electorate. Military rule will never end in Pakistan; politics will never be cleaner in this country, unless and until citizens are willing to give of themselves to the land to which they owe everything”. Today apathy is the real enemy. Silence is its accomplice. 

