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WHILE the world moves on to pursue its socioeconomic and other loftier goals in the new millennium, the debate on the state of democracy continues in Pakistan. In the last forty years, since the time of Ayub Khan, the only progress we have made in the field is to stop denying that democracy suits the genius of our people.

The march towards a ‘real’ democracy now is the new fad espoused by another ill-advised general, who, in turn, has become part of a system over which he is told he has absolute control. Megalomania, especially of the variety found in our popularly elected or imposed rulers, comes at a price. The sad part is that the bill has to be footed by the polity, and, inevitably, by the people.

Palace intrigues abound. The so-called charter of democracy signed in London by two ousted prime ministers is no less self-righteous a document than the unwritten charter of ‘real’ democracy that the Musharraf regime is pursuing. While the former aims at reinstalling the fallen leaders on the throne in Islamabad, the latter is tailored to keep the soldier president in the saddle for the next five years, when his current tenure completes its term next year.

Both are as self-serving schemes as any that were adopted in the past by a succession of rulers. On the one hand, there has always been the ‘doctrine of necessity’ as the defining feature of the polity in disarray, while on the other there is the struggle for restoration of democracy. It is unnerving how the cliches continue to retain currency among the wheeler-dealers of power.

One constant feature of the polity has been the collaboration of the feudal elite with the powers that be to safeguard their vested interests. Others in the fray vying for a control over the people’s minds are the religious, ethnocentric and nationalist parties and groupings. These take turns in siding with or opposing a given government as and when it suits their exigencies. Meanwhile, the gap left behind in the polity by the absence of a mainstream political party that could command popular support is increasing by the day.

The PPP and the PML-N did fit the role for some time, but the subsequent lack of interest shown by their leaders in keeping their respective houses in order, and by resisting the emergence of a second-tier leadership from within their parties, has taken that advantage away from them. The defections suffered by the two parties in the aftermath of the 1999 coup point to this reality. Here, a pertinent question to ask is whether the top, exiled leaders of the two parties have shown any realisation of this reality, as they happily affixed their signatures on the Charter of Democracy in London the other day. The answer, unfortunately, is in the negative.

The feudal-minded deputies of Ms Bhutto and Mr Sharif are playing a cat and mouse game with the government and the civil and military establishments back home, and biding time. At no point has the need been felt to engage the people and voice their problems and concerns. The disdain shown towards the electorate by the so-called mainstream parties is no less incriminating than that reserved for the people by the ruling politicians and their backers in the military.

If the Chaudhries and others like them in the ruling establishment have succeeded in making Gen Musharraf believe that through them he can continue to rule this country for as long as he likes, the Bhutto and Sharif deputies have also convinced their leaders that they alone are the exiled leaders’ best bets.

It is time the two leaders woke up and smelled the coffee, for a lot of water has flown under the bridge since they were last here. The people, the ultimate deciding force in a democratic dispensation to which the two parties have committed themselves, are equally wary of the PPP and the PML-N. This, without necessarily owning the allegations of corruption and wrongdoing levelled against Ms Bhutto and Mr Sharif by the Musharraf regime.

The sentiment is based on the fact that many committed to the two parties’ commitment to democracy and development now feel alienated, because there has not been a strong party presence on the political or social fronts vis-a-vis the party workers’ concerns and aspirations after the two leaders left the country. Their feudal proxies continue to view the party workers with disdain.

The once committed party loyalists that had a strong presence at the grassroots level have been left feeling cheated. Others have joined the band of opportunists by switching loyalties. The two parties’ political activism has thus been confined to drawing rooms or to the press clubs where they hold conferences to vent their anger at the regime. In the end, what the public at large witnesses is a mudslinging match between what appear to be two equally tarnished sides: the government and the two main opposition parties. If this is what democracy is all about, then we may well have a working democracy, so to speak. Then why bother about a written or an unwritten charter?

Public accountability has to be part of any democratic order; this holds true at all times regardless of whether a given party is in power or out of it. It is this key ingredient that has been found lacking in our polity. Part of the reason is that the political process has not been allowed to run its logical course over a long period of time.

Supra-constitutional interventions into the system and then meddling with the Basic Law to seek indemnity for illegal actions have done irreparable damage to the polity. Every man in the khaki who seized power from a civilian government on one pretext or another has been guilty of it.

The problem has been that every strong man, Ayub and Zia in the past, and now Gen Musharraf, naively believed that the system they were putting in place would bring political maturity and stability to the process. We know from the two previous experiments that the opposite was the result of the manoeuvrings and distortions done to the Constitution.

Another constant in the process has been the unabashed backing of the US behind every dictator in this country. Our unelected leaders somehow are more popular with the superpower that champions the cause of democracy from Cuba to Syria and Iran, and from China to North Korea. Pakistan, perhaps, is lumped together with other ‘friendly’ dictatorial regimes, stretching from Mexico to North Africa and from the Middle East to Central Asia, which pose no immediate threat to US interests.

Meanwhile, the Bhuttos, the Sharifs and the Altaf Hussains of the developing countries are given safe pads in a democracy as centrally and conveniently located as the UK, from where they can travel across the Atlantic to address seminars, give talks, or simply to mingle with the Pakistani community in diaspora as well as “to exchange views on matters of mutual interest” with those who matter in Washington. The ‘rescue’ of Mr Sharif from an apolitical Jeddah to the Hyde Park Corner in London should be seen in that context.

There is a serious dearth of leadership in the country. It cannot be brought home from the incubators of London where it is being nursed under controlled conditions and kept out of harm’s way, until such time that it may be able to breathe again in the stifled political environment back home. Even if that were to happen, the existing leaders in exile can only fill the political vacuum as a transitory arrangement. In the years they have been away from the country, the electorate, too, has grown in a different direction. It will be hard for both Ms Bhutto and Mr Sharif to totally shrug off the baggage of the past — the stigma that they carry as failed elected leaders who were incapable of delivering the goods twice over if they worked hard and kept their hands clean.

A new leadership will have to take root in this stifled environment for it to effectively take stock of matters past, and steer the polity in the right direction. This may not seem possible under the existing dispensation, as the general continues to grapple and experiment with a system based on the exigencies of those with vested interests and their avowed loyalty to him. But this is one hope we must all live by.

