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The upcoming elections are a good opportunity to look at the fundamentals of democracy in Pakistan. The popular perception is that we do have “democracy” finally, however imperfect. The army has come to accept it. All we need to do now is to let the “system” continue and it will perfect itself, with the help of the judiciary and our “free and vibrant media”. I am afraid this is visionary at best and illusory at worst.

 

Except perhaps for Ayub Khan’s martial law all other take overs have been opportunistic, where the army took power amid a complex of “favourable” conditions. These were: excuse of civilians’ failure, sufficient time lag between the coups, some public support, relative ease of governability of Pakistan, and potential benefit from political power. Barring the first one no other condition has been present in the past about five years – the script has been incomplete. Not to mention that the army has been under siege fighting security challenges and has at times been quite unpopular, at home and abroad. This is not to imply that it had wanted to take over but could not. The suggestion here is that we do not quite know if the army refrained from taking power because of commitment to democracy or simply because it could not do so.

 

The fact is as long as the army remains committed to its present size, strategic ambitions and corporate interests its need to appropriate or influence political power will remain as will Pakistan’s need for the army, if it keeps living dangerously. The only way its ambitions can be tamed and its image as a saviour of last resort erased is by an outperforming civilian system that should be able to redefine the state and put the country on the road to progress and stability. But by remaining a security state you are judging the country’s accomplishments largely in terms of defence capability and thus ceding ground to the army.

 

The second illusion: let there be a few more elections and the system will correct itself. This would have been true if only the army posed a problem. The depressing reality is that the civilians have done no less damage. And now segments of the population also have become part of the problem. Fused with religiosity and ultra nationalism, in part incited by America’s post 9/11 wars and in part by our decades of living dangerously, they have only a confused vision of Pakistan that sits unquestioningly on intolerance, violence and isolationism. All this undermines the already weak democracy which in turn limits its ability to address the challenges Pakistan faces, putting a question mark over a successful democratic evolution. We cannot simply let things go on; the outcome will be uncertain at best and dangerous at worst.

 

Democracy has many components and all need to be functioning well to facilitate the march of democracy, and of the country. First, there is the constitution. Then there is politics which is a process and means for the people to relate to those mandated to govern on their behalf and to respond to their aspirations for justice, human security, economic well-being, and basic freedoms. Of course a credible electoral process as well to help people choose political leadership, the principal architects of democracy. And no doubt the institutions, providing mechanism for good governance reflecting democratic values and the will of the people. Not to mention the enabling conditions to foster democracy – education, tolerant habit of mind, and a culture that respects the rule of law. These ingredients and conditions are all organically linked and are creatures as well as creators of democracy. And finally the media and the judiciary, which have an important supportive role.

 

Regarding the constitution, the fact is it may be the bedrock of democracy but is not the whole edifice. Constitutions by themselves do not change societies. Political players do. Yes our parliament is to be commended for the constitutional amendments but for immediate purposes all that the amendments have done is define the rules of politics and redistribute power within the same set-up.

 

How much has the Balochistan situation improved? How much has the lot of the people of Pakistan ameliorated? If these have not improved one wonders if the earlier lack of constitutional amendments was the only issue involved here. The fact is the social and economic justice that affects people’s daily life or the rights of minority groups and provinces is a function of integrity of political leadership, governance institutions, rule of law, and economic policies, as much as of the constitution, if not more.

 

As for the role of support actors, you have of course the media that can stimulate the growth of democracy by creating an awareness of issues and instigating pressure for change. But has it really played that role? It has played some but needs to do much more by broadening the scope and quality of discourse and bringing a sense of moral purpose to the message. Its commitment to people has to outweigh the concern about ratings. And judiciary, it is like an arbiter. It can enjoin respect for the rule of law and interpret the constitution and even try to enforce it, and that is what it has been doing. But it cannot and perhaps should not do more.

 

We liberals applaud constitutionalism as if democracy begins and ends there, relishing judiciary executive fights as if democracy was a video game. And the economists among us have their own narrow focus on growth rate. Barring some notable exceptions, the economists by and large tend to ignore political realities, specially how in fractured societies the security challenges, extremism, political instability, corruption, international isolation, class interests, cultural wars, and lack of sense of direction, strategic thinking, domestic consensus on major national issues, and sound economic policies affect the economy.

 

Yes, there are changes in the economic structure and signs of rise of the middle class and urbanisation in Pakistan but these are waiting to be harnessed as is the resilience and hard work of the masses. And this is not an economic challenge. It is political. And don’t expect this challenge to be resolved just by elections.

 

Whosoever comes to power, whether traditional political parties or Imran Khan, will have to address the challenges of Pakistan seriously. In the ultimate analysis we are talking here of the fundamental reforms in the society where so much has gone wrong. The simple truth is that the policies and way of life that brought about Pakistan’s decline cannot help its rise.

 

At the heart of the reform effort of course lies the challenge of addressing the traditional panoply of power comprising the army, the whole range of Islamic elements, and feudal dominated politicians. These are not fringe elements; these are political forces with their own world view, national vision and constituencies. They have long been embedded in Pakistan’s body politic, enjoying sometimes electoral, sometimes non-electoral power, and paradoxically contributing both to its instability and stability. With their class and corporate interests and ideology they have a stake in Pakistan’s survival but their script is only good for its survival not for progress. And survival, too, only as a handicapped nation. Pakistan of illusions and emotions that they have created for their own benefit is now beginning to take its revenge.
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