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For to judge aright, one should esteem men because they are generous, not because they have the power to be generous; and, in like manner, should admire those who know how to govern a kingdom, not those who, without knowing how, actually govern one.

––Machiavelli, Discourses on the First Ten Books of Titus Livy.

The arbitrary and unenlightened exercise of power by successive democratically elected governments between 1988 and 1999 paved the way for Musharraf’s coup and ensured that it was met with a combination of public apathy and relief.

Now the arbitrary and unenlightened exercise of power by the Musharraf regime has set the stage for the restoration of democracy. If the democratically elected governments taking shape at the national and provincial levels in the aftermath of the 2008 general elections fail to exercise power in a manner significantly better than the 1988-1999 period it will only be a question of time before they lose the people’s confidence and are overthrown, or worse, with barely a public whimper.

Perhaps the most important consideration that must be weighed by the incoming dispensation is that the state apparatus is much less effective now than it was in 1988. While the democratically elected governments of Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif wreaked havoc on the state apparatus through their whimsicality and incompetence, the Musharraf regime took this process one step further.

In May 2000, it decided that placing the district administration under the control of elected nazims was the best way to break the power of the District Management Group, which had hitherto contained the assumption of direct administrative control by the military. Indeed, in the National Reconstruction Bureau’s “Structural Analysis of National Reconstruction” of May 27, 2000, the brain-trust of the Musharraf regime reasoned: “The civil service is effectively controlled by the DMG. The group has close relations with international donors… Other groups in the public administration chafe under the control of one group and would welcome a democratisation of civil service structure. The end of the domination of the bureaucracy by one group is a necessary pre-condition for the attainment of administrative power by the Army and the creation of conditions for national reconstruction.”

What is remarkable is that in February 2000, Zafar Iqbal Rathore, a retired police officer and former interior secretary enlisted by the military government as the chairman of its focal group on police reforms, had presented the then interior minister with a sound diagnosis of and prescription for the crisis of state. This submission took the form of a three-page long paper titled “State and Order” focused on the criminal justice system (police, judiciary and jails) but readily applicable to other sectors of the state apparatus. Much admired for both his generosity and wisdom, Rathore is quite possibly one of only a handful of individuals in Pakistan with a conceptually integrated understanding of the state and its exercise of power.

In “State and Order” Rathore warned that the whimsical and unlawful exercise of power over decades had left Pakistan with a “status-quo oriented near-anarchy.” Rather than working for sustained improvement of the quality of the state apparatus huge sums had been squandered on “development”. This occurred alongside the conscious and subconscious subversion of the administrative practices that Pakistan inherited from the British empire in India and we had regressed into a condition similar to that of the subcontinent after the death of the last great Mughal emperor in 1707.

If the situation was to be redressed the servants of the state had to be insulated from arbitrary intervention and treatment by “the powerful members of the executive.” Provided that this was done alongside investment in the training, remuneration and internal discipline of the state apparatus then, gradually, its quality and effectiveness would improve. This, in turn, one can infer, would lend itself to the perpetuation of the government which brought about the reforms and provide it with a steadily improving medium through which to execute policies.

Rathore concluded on a sombre note warning that “As the state of order has nearly collapsed throughout the society, some areas being more affected than others, instead of trying for sustained improvement, we seem to panick, to react by promising huge funds and powers to individuals and departments that promise to rid us of this nightmare. This solution has neither worked before nor is likely to work now.”

Provided that the principle that the levels of arbitrariness had to be reduced in order to save the state was accepted, the management of personnel in the bureaucracy could be entrusted to “neutral” bodies “of eminent persons” constituted under a statute with fixed tenures. In effect, Rathore asked the political executive to reduce its discretionary powers vis-à-vis the state apparatus in order to enable the state to be gradually reconstituted as an amalgam of autonomous institutions operated to the greatest extent possible in accordance with law and merit.

Had Musharraf and his acolytes heeded this advice they may well have earned themselves a rare dignified place in what has been an altogether undignified political history. Instead, they embarked upon the deliberate destruction and marginalisation of the residual autonomy of the state apparatus through measures ranging from the devolution plan to the recent sacking of sixty members of the superior judiciary.

While the internal discipline and quality of the state deteriorated the challenges to its ability to maintain order mounted. The revolution in the electronic media and telecommunications sector, for instance, badly exposed the regime’s incompetence and effectively nationalised the numerous localised breakdowns of order. That it took so long for a public reaction to set it was attributable not so much to the incumbent regime’s relative competence but to the absence of alternate leadership. The judicial crisis, the Lal Masjid crisis, the breakdown of order in Balochistan and the NWFP, and Benazir Bhutto’s assassination, combined with severe economic shortages, have served to overcome that particular inhibition.

It is commendable that some parties, such as the PML-N, have taken a principled stand on the autonomy of the judiciary and are prepared to carry on, at least in theory, that struggle come what may. It is in the enlightened self-interest of the political parties in the process of forming governments to also commit themselves to ensuring the autonomy of the executive function, especially the district administration, police and higher bureaucracy, from erratic and malevolent treatment at the hands of the members of the ruling parties and other politicians.

The function of the politicians is to make policy while that of the servants of the state is to advise and execute in accordance with the law. The greater the merit, probity and esprit de corps of the servants of the state the greater is the effectiveness and faithfulness of their advisory and executive capacities. This would also serve to protect the reputations of their elected superiors and in time, at the very least a generation, allow for the peaceful containment and rollback of the military’s domination of the state.
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