To boycott or not?
By Anwar Syed

MISUNDERSTANDINGS are a common occurrence in one’s everyday interaction with others. They arise because the message being conveyed is complex, the language is ambiguous, or because the listener’s own prejudices and predispositions have intervened to influence his interpretation.

In politics and statecraft misunderstandings may be contrived to advance the interests of certain parties. Announced repeatedly, they may begin to be taken as gospel truth. Such, for instance, is the proposition that the three ‘pillars’ of state (executive, legislature, and the judiciary) must work together harmoniously if the country’s good order is to be preserved.

Not long ago talk of ‘checks and balances’ was in vogue. That advocacy seems to have been left behind somewhere. General Musharraf says he has sent a majority of judges in the Supreme Court away because they worked at ‘cross purposes’ with the executive. It should not be surprising that he thinks that way. Harmony and, going further in the same vein, uniformity are highly valued in authoritarian regimes.

In democracies each of the three organs of the state does its own work and, in addition, keeps an eye on the others. Even in parliamentary government, where the executive is but an agency of the legislature, the latter maintains surveillance of its functioning through several devices (the question hour and adjournment motions).

It is unquestionably the judiciary’s function in a democracy to determine, when asked, whether the laws formulated by the legislature conform to the country’s constitution. It also sees that the acts of the executive do not violate the constitution and the law. When a victim of the government’s lawlessness goes to the courts with his grievance, it is their inescapable obligation to look into the matter and provide redress if that is warranted.

Public officials in Pakistan are notorious for acting outside the law. Their employer, the government, cannot profess commitment to the rule of law and yet expect the courts to overlook the lawlessness of its agents.

General Musharraf’s government used to cite as one of its great accomplishments the fact that, unlike their predecessors, the assemblies elected in 2002 had completed their full five-year term. This is at best a half truth. The first Constituent Assembly, elected in the fall of 1945, had served four years longer than its originally intended five-year term when Governor General Ghulam Mohammad dismissed it. Its successor served until a martial law administrator dissolved it in 1958. The National Assembly elected under the Constitution of 1962 completed its appointed term.

The Assembly elected in December 1970, which began its tenure in the early spring of 1972, served until its leader, Prime Minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, requested its dissolution at the beginning of 1977. The next Assembly, which resulted from a rigged election, was once again dismissed by a martial law administrator, General Ziaul Haq.

The National Assembly was dissolved prematurely in 1988, 1990, 1993, and 1996. It happened because, in each case, the president insisted on playing a dominant role that did not belong to him in a parliamentary system and the prime minister resisted his moves. The Constitution did not allow him to dismiss the prime minister if he commanded majority support in the National Assembly whose leader and nominee he was.

But if the Assembly itself were dismissed, he would have to go with it. In all of these cases the Assembly was dissolved merely to get rid of an unwanted prime minister. In 1999 it was again a coup maker, General Pervez Musharraf, who dissolved it.

General Musharraf, president and army chief, has been the effective head of government even after the elections of 2002. The ruling party in the National Assembly has been his creature. The men serving as prime minister have understood that they must be content with the limited and subordinate role he allows them. When his convenience required an incumbent to go, he went away quietly. There was no need to dismiss a prime minister and therefore no need to dissolve the National Assembly. That the assemblies elected in 2002 completed their term is not anything for the general to brag about.

The idea that a boycott is an exercise in righteousness seems to be a part of the Pakistani political culture. Heads of certain political parties have been saying that they intend to boycott the elections scheduled for January because they will be conducted by individuals and agencies that they do not trust. Resort to boycotts is also made on lesser levels. Opposition members of the National Assembly boycott its sessions fairly often; sometimes because the Speaker will not let them have their way, other times because the ruling party will not listen to them or because it has brought in a bill to which they object strongly.

A boycott is essentially an act of abstention or non-participation. Those who undertake it intend it to be, at minimum, a gesture of their disapproval of the proceedings in question. They expect also that it will render the proceedings illegitimate and dysfunctional. These expectations generally turn out to have been misplaced.

A year or so ago the Islamic parties in the National Assembly boycotted the consideration of a bill relating to the protection of women’s rights. It accomplished nothing, for the bill passed both houses of parliament and became law. The Movement for the Restoration of Democracy (MRD) decided to boycott local elections ordered by Ziaul Haq in the early 1980s and subsequently came to regret that decision, because its boycott left the way clear for its opponents to win.

The MMA parties, PML (N), and TI want to stay away from the coming elections because they think these cannot be free and fair. All elections in Pakistan, except one, have been rigged. More or less. All governmental and political institutions and their workings are tainted to some degree. That is the way Pakistan is. That is the way many other places in the world are.

This is not to say that we must settle for the existing state of affairs. But I do think that those who wish to change this country for the better must learn to fight evil by targeting it from within.

The election in January will most likely be held even if some parties boycott it. PML (Q) and its allies will have an easy win if their opponents stay out. The legitimacy of such an election will be in doubt. What will happen then? The people at large may repudiate the election and come out protesting. In other words, the current political crisis may continue.

It is hard to say who will bring it to an end and how. It is possible also that none of this will happen and life will return to its usual ways. But if the opposition parties do participate in the election, chances are that their participation will restrain the forces of improbity. Their presence in the arrangements of governance that emerge from the election may likewise have an improving effect.
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