Which model of governance?
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POOR countries are poor not because they lack resources but because they are ruled by indigent laws and institutions of governance that are incapable of addressing challenges and opportunities of the world they operate in. Their problems are compounded by opaque and unaccountable governance that often works as a nursery to promote the culture of cronyism and uses various pretexts for self-perpetuation.

In one of my meetings with former Prime Minister Lee Kwan Yew of Singapore, he explained the culture of governance adopted by the founding fathers of the new state of Singapore. “We faced,” Lee explained, “the classic question of governance: whether we put in place a system of laws and institutions that would sanctify rulers as a breed above the rest, and operate the system for promoting their special interests, or devise a system of governance that works for the country as a whole.”

In the case of the former, the rulers — whether civil or military — were to be generally exempted from the application of ordinary laws of the state. In the latter case, all politics and governance had to be conducted under the rule of law, and everybody, including Lee himself as head of government, would be subject to the same laws as everyone else.

The founding fathers decided to institute the system of governance that would work for everyone’s benefit, undertook reforms in governance to actualise it, and, as Lee said, it helped to “create assets where none existed”. The results have been there for everyone to see.

In 50 years of independence, the laws and institutions of governance adopted by the founding fathers of Malaysia have not only lifted it from Third World to First World status, but have also won it worldwide praise for establishing a balanced, harmonious, multiethnic, multicultural and prosperous society. Everyone, from the secretary-general of the UN to Nobel laureates, is now asking developing and developed countries to learn from its successful model of governance.

Malaysia’s model of governance incorporated into its constitution became operational from the first day of its independence. Even leaders like Tengku Abdul Rahman and Mahathir Mohamed continued to follow the same model of governance uninterrupted, and it succeeded in producing the most harmoniously balanced, stable, peaceful and prosperous society among the OIC countries.

Pakistan’s experimentation with different models of governance has never ended. The principles of governance enunciated by the father of the nation were disowned by his own party and government six months after his death. Mr Jinnah’s model was recaptured after a 25-year gap in the 1973 Constitution.

Individual rulers come and go, but if this first and only popularly approved model of governance had been allowed to work its way uninterrupted, it would have produced a stable, balanced, progressive and prosperous society in Pakistan.

But a quarter century of undemocratic governance created powerful vested interests that subverted this model of governance within four years. A radically different model of governance was forced into the Constitution by General Zia. It has continued to rule the roost since then, and is making the governance of Pakistan an increasingly difficult task.

Zia’s model of governance created big problems as it gave de facto recognition to two other sovereigns — religious clerics and military rulers — besides the people of Pakistan, and protected their agenda and interests by keeping them beyond the oversight or amending powers of parliament. This model of governance has since then been expected to deliver to the satisfaction of three sovereigns who are sometimes pulling it in different directions.

The issue is not one of the difference of interests of various groups, which is normal in every society. The problems of governance thrown up by this model lie in the absence of an ultimate forum for the resolution of conflicts of interest among the three claimants to sovereignty, in order to produce harmonious national development. This model of governance doesn’t recognise parliament as the ultimate forum for reconciliation of conflicts of interest among various sections of society.

No solution is in sight. Neither are the two de facto sovereigns accepting the sovereignty of parliament as the ultimate forum nor is the country’s politics reforming itself in order to produce powerful democratic institutions including a parliament capable of enforcing the will of the people.

This state of affairs had been witnessed in the recent past when elected parliaments could not mobilise popular support to protect themselves against their dismissals on the flimsy ground of power politics.

Its latest proof was witnessed by the contrast in public enthusiasm of the entire civil society in protecting the rule of law and judicial independence during the lawyers’ movement and the indifference shown during Nawaz Sharif’s return. The latter was seen by the public as no more than the use of hard-won judicial independence by a politician with a long record of autocratic and self-serving rule aimed at fulfilling his personal agenda.

As the last 30 years have demonstrated, the unresolved conflicts embedded in this model of governance have been a source of recurring instability in the country. These have worked as the sword of Damocles that hangs over every government and leads to sustained unpredictability in governance, which has been playing havoc with the political and economic development of the nation.

Irrespective of the good intentions of any ruler, this model of governance cannot simultaneously deliver on conflicting agendas without acknowledging an agreed forum where conflicts of interest could be peacefully resolved to produce harmonious national development.

If it is further neglected, this model of governance will continue to create severe imbalances in the functioning of state and society. Without an agreed framework for their peaceful resolution, these imbalances could harden and spread out, weakening the state itself and making the search for solutions so much more difficult.

But in the all-consuming passion of power politics and partisanship on display for quite some time, there is little realisation that this lingering dilemma in governance needs to be urgently resolved. The serious schisms and imbalances being generated by this model could well be making business as usual a fairytale in the future as non-peaceful means of advancing different agendas could nurture overwhelming negative forces all around.

The government and the opposition need to have a third party in their deliberations — independent and respected members of civil society — as moderators to assist their dialogue towards a non-partisan and fair model of governance, which respects the will of the people, is accountable to the rule of law and resolves conflicts of interest in a universally acknowledged peaceful and democratic manner.
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