Form without substance


PRIME Minister Shaukat Aziz was stressing the obvious when he said that Pakistan had all the essential elements of democracy. In this context, he pointed to a “sovereign parliament”, an “active opposition”, “unrestricted political activity”, a “free press”, an “independent judiciary” and “good governance through transparency and accountability” which he claims Pakistan possesses. Admittedly, all the institutions listed do exist but they are not functioning as efficiently and effectively as Mr Shaukat Aziz would have us believe. The fact is that Pakistan’s democracy is quite dysfunctional and because of that it does not inspire confidence in its future. The basic elements that are the hallmark of a democracy — an in-built mechanism of accountability and an electoral system which enables the voters to unseat a government for its failure to deliver on its promises — are missing in our case. Even the other institutions, such as the parliament, the press and the opposition, can hardly play the role assigned to them in a thriving democracy. The performance of the National Assembly and the provincial assemblies leaves much to be desired. In the last five decades these bodies have not been in existence for long periods or when they have been there, they have often acted as rubberstamps of despots. Even though the press is technically free at present, journalists are often intimidated — and even killed — to silence them on vital issues. In the absence of a culture of tolerance in which dissent is accepted as an integral part of democratic traditions, the opposition has not had a smooth sailing.

The question still remains why our democratic system has failed to strike root over the years. The basic reason is the frequent intervention of the military in the country’s politics. By preventing the continuity of constitutional rule, it has also retarded the growth and development of a strong party system. Democracy is something which grows over a period of time and develops corrective mechanisms of its own, making its working subject to checks and balances so that the system does not become impervious to majority opinion in society. When the democratic process is interrupted again and again by men in uniform, it is not surprising that our political system has failed to provide the country with a stable and responsible form of representative government.

