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WHAT is common in the creation of a committee to screen the ruling party’s parliamentarians for a new term, the organisation of an election cell in Punjab, the ‘disappearance’ of the PPP- Patriots, and the new parliamentary rules of conduct? The answer is: the working of a democratic system regulatory authority. The omens are unsavoury.

All parties scrutinise, or should scrutinise, the performance of their parliamentary representatives at the time of examining their request for party tickets in a new election. Traditionally this has been done by bodies all parties describe as parliamentary boards. The scheme is supposed to work like this: A board studies the credentials of candidates seeking the party ticket in each constituency, including the sitting member of a house as well as new aspirants to elective office. The board may award the party ticket to the sitting legislator or may dump him in favour of a new candidate. At least in the bad old days before independence there used to be an appellate board to hear the cases of all those who were aggrieved by the decision of the first parliamentary board.In the course of vulgarisation of politics in Pakistan, and elsewhere too, deviations from this scheme may have become common, and the parliamentary candidates’ selection may have been reserved for the party supremo, but democratic politics knows no other way of choosing party representatives for any assignments.

The criteria for selecting party candidates for elected bodies is not written in any manual. To an extent a good candidate is a person who understands and is committed to his/her party’s manifesto and has appreciable support in the constituency he/she wishes to represent. There may be other considerations, some in accord with democratic norms and some others repugnant to them. But the exercise is quite different from ACR writing by bureaucrats, and it is fairly transparent.

The committee reportedly set up to open dossiers on the ruling party parliamentarians is quite a different fish. Apparently, instead of a party outfit, it is an official entity, paid for by the state, and accountable to the government only. And its functioning is secret. Whatever the objectives of the exercise, and it is not difficult to imagine what these can be, the whole approach is anti-democratic. It amounts to regulating elections in a manner alien to democratic politics. It reveals the same thought process that had earlier given us some ugly concepts such as ‘controlled democracy’ and ‘guided democracy’.

No dissimilar is the premises of the high-level election cell created in the Punjab province. Any political party may create a cell to prepare constituency profiles, identify established vote banks in the country, and analyse the success/failure of candidates in preceding elections. This is good politics. The same cannot be said, however, about an election cell created by the state and functioning secretly. Something could be said in its favour if its findings were meant to be offered to students of electoral politics, research scholars, media persons and the public at large.

That cannot be the purpose of a secret undertaking. Since the people can recall the working of similar cells on the eve of and during general elections in the past, it is impossible to dismiss the thought that the present cell has been established to continue tits predecessors’ mission, that is, to manipulate elections in favour of the entrenched establishment. Regulated democracy begins with regulated polls.

There is nothing surreptitious about the disappearance of one of the establishment’s auxiliary companies known as PPP-Patriots. Their merger with the PML (Q) may be likened to formalisation of a partnership into a more popularly acceptable bond.

For all political purpose, the worthies concerned have for years been in the camp they have now notified as their permanent address. But for this they have had to add some adverse remarks to those they had attracted in 2002. The worldly-wise are offering several explanations – that as PPP – Patriots they could receive no accommodation with the present masters of Punjab or that they would have become homeless in the event of government’s understanding with the flock from which they had broken away.

There may be some substance in these theories but a more decisive cause of the awakening of the honourable patriots seem to be the regulatory authority’s known discomfort with diversity and its insistence on gathering its forces under a single or unified command.

What has revealed to the people the most easily recognizable (so far) portrait of the democracy regulatory authority is the adoption of a new code to punish parliamentarians who can be so ill-mannered as to violate the rules of decorum, make noise (unauthorised, that is ) in the holy chamber, and criticise the president, the armed forces or the judiciary. The message is: the dictum that democracy is a messy affair does not hold good in Pakistan, here will be grown a thoroughly sanitised brand of democracy in which nobody is out of step, nobody stirs, and nobody raises his/her voice higher than a whisper. Regulated democracy, in plain words.

Let us take note of some amusing statements made by privileged citizens in justification of the new code. It has been said that criticism of the armed forces and the judiciary is already prohibited in the Constitution and now only president has been added to them. The statement can easily be assailed. The constitutional provision under reference is contained in Article 63 (g) and it runs as follows:

“ 63. A person shall be disqualified from being elected or chosen as, and from being, a member of the Majlis-i- Shura (Parliament) if

(g) he is propagating any opinion, or acting in any manner, prejudicial to the ideology of Pakistan, or the sovereignty, integrity or security of Pakistan, or morality, or maintenance of law and order, or the integrity or independence of the judiciary of Pakistan, or which defames or brings into ridicule the judiciary or the armed forces of Pakistan.”

While invoking this provision to justify the new rules of procedure, two points need to be noted. First, democratic opinion has never accepted this sub-section, as well as the other eligibility tests for members of parliament arbitrarily devised by Gen. Ziaul Haq. The restrictions on parliamentarians interfere with their responsibilities as defenders of public interest. Now they are being made liable to arbitrary punishment Hence democratic opinion has consistently demanded repeal of the clauses added to Articles 62 and 63 by Gen. Zia

Secondly, the authors of the new rules of procedure seem to assume that any criticism of an institution, such as the judiciary or the armed forces, amounts to defaming it or bringing it into ridicule. The proposition is simply preposterous.

It has been argued that the Speaker has been given additional powers to control unruly conduct by parliamentarians in order to ensure peace and proper decorum in the house during a presidential address. The lack of such guarantees is said to have been the main reason that General Pervez Musharraf has not addressed the parliament he himself brought into being. What this matter involves is a strategy for dealing with opposition elements in the parliament. Assuming for the sake of argument that those who created noise or sought to disrupt presidential address in the past violated a sacred code of behaviour, the question is whether threats of punishment is the only way to deal with them. The democratic system does provide for resolution of such matters through government-opposition negotiations and issue-based understanding. Unfortunately, however, authority in Pakistan seems to believe that those opposed to it are only fit to be put on the chopping block.

Much has been said in denigration of the popular modes of political expression the people have followed for decades. For them politics means congregation in open space, processions, slogan-mongering in streets, and the excitement of thrust and counter-thrust in political fencing. The regulatory authority wants to put an end to all this, all that gives democracy its colour and vibrancy. This is a recipe for depoliticisation of society. And

we are already witnessing the result of this operation.

Democracy does not suffer decline by being noisy and messy, but the imposition of garrison discipline will surely choke it to death. This country needs more and more articulate, even angry, defenders of the rights of the poor and the marginlised and not tongueless models of obsequiousness that react neither to the rapacity of the privileged nor the despair of families driven to suicide by hunger and want.

There must come a day when a Pakistani citizen does not have to cry out ‘chali hai rasm keh koi na sar utha kai chaley.’

