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Pakistan's President Asif Ali Zardari (L) meets with former prime minister Nawaz Sharif at the latter’s residence in Lahore. — Reuters 

That Pakistan has paid dearly for the lack of a democratic political culture is a cliché which is usually left unexplained. Some recent developments have revealed how poor the country’s political culture is. 

The joint statement issued after last Friday’s meeting between President Zardari and PML-N chief Nawaz Sharif, although apparently drafted in a hurry, confirms the fact that the country’s political elite is primarily concerned with strengthening the sinews of the state and references to the benefits of governance to the people are at best incidental. 
The flaw often goes unnoticed because of the peculiar political culture followed in Pakistan, especially by authoritarian rulers who have invariably given priority to what they have described as the state’s stability regardless of the adverse consequences of their rule for the people. 

The first three of the 11 paragraphs of the joint statement, charitably described by the media as 11 points, merely inform the people of the meeting and the participants. The fourth reaffirms dialogue as an ideal for political forces. The fifth, sixth and seventh paragraphs refer to the priority attached to the repeal of constitutional amendments made by successive dictators, as already discussed in the Charter of Democracy, and express the hope that the constitutional reform committee will soon complete its task. The eighth paragraph takes up the issue of Balochistan and a reference is made to the aspirations of its people. The ninth is a cliché-ridden plea for unity of political forces. The 10th paragraph recognises the militants’ threat to the state’s security. 

Finally, in the 11th paragraph the problems faced by the country (national security, economy and energy crisis, price hike and unemployment) are mentioned. Although a couple of these problems are of direct concern to the people they are not specific. 

While trying to make the best of a difficult assignment the authors of the statement have, perhaps unwittingly, captured the mood of the meeting, in which the people figured as an afterthought. The thrust of the conversation was on making the state viable and improving its capacity to manage its business of ruling over the people. Unfortunately, that is not the way of looking at matters if one holds that promoting the people’s interests is the principal business of a modern state. 

Of course, it can be argued that a stable and constitutionally democratic state should yield some fruits to the people in terms of guaranteeing them happiness, progress and prosperity. Even where this formulation holds good the people get the residual piece of the cake. The people of Pakistan have not been that fortunate either. Under Ayub Khan the state was acclaimed as stable (so stable indeed that soon after his fall and largely as a result of his rule the state disintegrated) and maintained a dazzling rate of growth but while the state and 22 families got richer the people became poorer. The state did not serve the people. The substance and direction of governance has not changed over the past four decades. 

An alternative paradigm seeks consolidation of the state by concentrating on the rights and interests of the people, by ensuring that a government of the people and by the people will also be a government for the people. This course does not occur to Pakistan’s political elite because of their inability to rid themselves of the colonial mindset. The colonial rulers developed the colonies for the benefit of their own countries and paid little attention to the pauperisation of the subject peoples. The Pakistani managers of the state also allow the people only as much as will prevent them from storming the citadel of power. This, indeed, forms the utterly ugly core of the political culture of Pakistan — the state belongs to the ruling elite and the people are their subjects, to be disposed of by them as they will. 

A people-friendly declaration of political leaders’/parties’ objectives is not impossible. For instance, such a declaration would call for constitutional reform not merely because some clauses inserted by dictators should be deleted but because the basic law does not confer ownership of resources on the people, does not guarantee them the fullest opportunity for acquiring the means of a happy and contented existence, does not allow the people of federating units their rights, and does not secure peace between faiths and sects. That is the agenda for constitutional reform from the people’s perspective. 

Similarly, the problems of economy would not be presented only in terms of squabbles with donors or trading partners, though these issues cannot be denied, but in terms of the plight of the tillers of the land, the hell to which bonded haris are condemned, the lack of suitable employment for the youth (especially the highly educated ones), and the factors that have made Article 3 of the constitution (from each according to his ability and to each according to his needs) a dead letter. 

Besides, the joint statement and the effort behind it expose two other questionable aspects of Pakistan’s political culture. Firstly, it is a common practice to present mottoes and manifestos as programmes. Everybody knows the constitution needs to be reformed, the national security guaranteed, the economy turned around and Balochistan’s aspirations respected. Identification of desirable ends is not the issue; the issue is identification of means and the time frame. This question is seldom addressed by political leaders. 

Secondly, governance is viewed as the art of keeping the people at bay with fresh promises of efforts in the right direction without rendering an account of the pledges made earlier. This reminds one of the seth without resources allowing his cook an increment every six months without paying his wages for years. 

The question as to how Pakistan can acquire a healthy political culture needs to be answered by each conscientious citizen. Only a determined struggle by the people will enable them to practise the life-giving culture of a free and democratic society. It is they who have to guide the state and not vice versa. 

