In whose interest? 

 

 

Hussain H Zaidi
Thursday, November 24, 2011 


Not every change is an improvement. Nor is transition necessarily a transformation. During the last 64 years, the nation has had so much of transition but too little of transformation, so much of change but too little of improvement. The reason: we believe in and go for peripheral and cosmetic, and not systemic and real, changes, change of form and not that of substance, change of bottles and not that of the wine. The latest champion of this sort of change is the cricketer-turned politician-cum-social worker Imran Khan.

Let’s forget Imran Khan for a moment and look at some of the major changes that have taken place in the Land of the Pure. Starting with the Government of India Act, 1935, the country has adopted five constitutions-the 1956, 1962, 1972 Interim Constitution and the present 1973 Constitution. Twice the national constitution has been abrogated (1958 and 1969) and thrice suspended (1977, 1999 and 2007). We have experimented with presidential and parliamentary forms of government, democracy and despotism, centrally planned and free market economy, nationalisation and privatisation, socialism and theocracy. But the polity continues to be a plutocracy with a handful of elite ruling the roost and the vast majority condemned to an abject lot.

The nation has had 14 prime ministers, excluding the caretakers, four governor-generals (including Iskandar Mirza before he became president on March 23, 1956), 14 presidents, including four in uniform, and one civilian chief martial law administrator who later was also the first popularly elected premier! We have had presidents and prime ministers who were enormously powerful, as well as those who were no more than figureheads. 

But what have these changes accomplished in reality? Replacing mayors with nazims and then reverting to the old nomenclature, abolishing and reviving the office of the deputy commissioner and, at most, increasing or diluting the powers of the president by adding to or deleting from the Constitution Article 58 (2) (b).

Half the time the country has been ruled by civilians and half by generals. Whenever the armed forces step in the political arena, they attribute this to the serious threats posed to national security by an “incompetent” or “corrupt” civilian leadership. The men in uniform believe that they can succeed where the civilians have failed, that’s to say they can give the country a neat and clean, competent and efficient administration. That’s why “across-the-board accountability” forms a key component of the initial policy agenda announced by every military ruler.

But soon the generals realise that, notwithstanding all their powers and clout, they need a political constituency of their own to get things moving. That explains why every military government in Pakistan hobnobs with political forces and tries to cobble together a political arrangement to further its own interest. This also accounts for the failure of successive military governments to live up to their promises of across-the-board accountability. The very people who have to be made accountable for their acts of omission and commission are needed to provide political support to the regime. The result is a marriage of convenience, sometimes also called controlled democracy, between military rulers and their crony politicians. 

Every military regime ends up creating a mess of its own, forcing the people to look to democracy for a turnaround in their fortunes. But the way they govern, popularly elected governments cut as sorry a figure as despotic ones. Rule of law is the soul of democracy, without which democracy degenerates either into tyranny or mobocracy. However, civilian leaderships in Pakistan have by and large paid only lip service to the rule of law. They look upon political power as an instrument of extending patronage and are impatient of rules and regulations. 

Little wonder, then, that the version of democracy that we have had is elitist democracy – which in fact is democracy only in name – rather than people’s democracy – the real democracy. In our political system, the wealthier one is, the more votes one gets; the more votes one gets, the more powerful one becomes; the more powerful one is, the wealthier one can get, and so on. 

Coming back to Imran Khan, as a politician he has been in the wilderness for 15 years. All along, he has been a staunch critic of the status quo and a strong advocate of neat and clean politics and social and political transformation. Though hitherto unsuccessful in electoral politics, Imran did carve out a niche for himself in the political arena – of one who prefers principles to pragmatism, political idealism to Realpolitik.

But now that fortune is beginning to smile on him and for the first time in his political career he fancies his chances of making it to the top, Imran Khan has conveniently chosen the path well trodden – bet on potentially winning horses. There’s nothing wrong, per se, in choosing people who are likely to fare well at the polls. In our country, in most cases, candidates obtain votes for one of several reasons: (a) they are backed by a popular political party; (b) they come from an influential community or family; (c) they have a good record of public service; (d) they arouse public sympathies or emotions because of some traumatic experience they or their family has passed through; and finally (e) they can spend a lot of money in their constituency either out of their pocket or from the public exchequer. Seldom is a candidate elected because of his or her personal qualities, such as academic credentials, achievements in arts or sciences, personal integrity or high morals. 

It follows, therefore, that a party which wants to taste power – and all parties want to, so let’s have no doubts about that – must put its money on potentially winning candidates. But, then, that is pragmatic, and not principled, politics, politics of transition and not of transformation. The Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) argues that once on the bandwagon of Imran Khan, the bigwigs will become apostles of real change as if the former skipper had a magic wand which would effect a metamorphosis of the supporting political elite. Such a magic wand, we know, doesn’t exist. Just as old stuff doesn’t become fresh if put into a new packaging, the political elite cannot transform merely by joining another party. 
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