Wake-up call to Pakistan’s levellers
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My last article “We are the hollow men” (Nation, June 19) has prompted an unprecedented response. I have received many calls sharing my thoughts on our grim state of affairs and on the need for our people to wake up from their slumber and take control of their own destiny.
Indeed, in order to chart their own future, the people of Pakistan will now have to determine what they want for themselves and to delineate their own vision for a better Pakistan. Things will not change unless the people step out of their inertia and make their clarion call, this time “loud and clear” with their own voice.
Quaid-i-Azam, on many occasions, reminded the people of Pakistan of the importance of their responsibilities as citizens of this country. He regarded the ideals of democracy, equality, fraternity and brotherhood of man, rule of law, and human rights as the essence of a country’s inner strength. Our performance in these areas certainly does not live up to the Quaid’s hopes. 
The tragedy of our nation is that democracy was never allowed to flourish in our country. We deviated from our ideals. Since our independence, we have seen a continuing cycle of governmental changes through military interventions and non-political means. Invisible forces have been running a political merry-go-round.
History is witness to Pakistan’s tragic dilemmas and traumatic experiences under long spells of military rule, disrupting political process and constitutional institutions, and aggravating political chaos and instability. We have paid a heavy price during these spells in the form of costly wars, tragic loss of half the country, territorial setbacks and institutional paralysis. 
Our present political system is without any parallel in contemporary history. The closest it can be compared with is the Cromwellian era of the seventeenth century, known for its numerous governmental, constitutional and parliamentary experiments. There is a remarkable similarity in the “power game” of the two eras as reflected in the political developments and chain of events in England following the rise of Cromwell (1646), abolition of monarchy and execution of Charles I in 1649, and those in our country since October, 1999.
Incidentally, the concept of an “Agreement of the People” that I had proposed in my last article is also rooted in a historic precedent of the Cromwellian era which served as a preface to some of the earliest arguments for modern democratic norms and principles, including the basis for enfranchisement and political equality.
“An Agreement of the People” (1647) was the outcome of a historic debate within the ranks of Cromwell’s New Model Army, which, having defeated the Royalists in the First Civil War (1642-1646) established a General Council to decide the principles on which the new “civil” government was to be established. This debate was one of the first extensive discussions of suffrage in English history.
During the rise of Cromwell and his army, much of their support had come from the “Levellers” who were so called because of their “Levellers Movement” (1645-46) seeking to “level men’s estates” and an end to “propertied franchise.” While the original discord between parliament and the king had been precipitated by religious and constitutional issues, Cromwell retained the oligarchic character of the English parliament in which the “landed gentry” (feudalist class) held control because of limited franchise and representation.
The Levellers prepared an “Agreement of the People” putting together a program of sweeping economic and political reform, which was then debated in the General Council. Although the debate ended in a deadlock with Cromwell himself taking the side of the “landed and propertied gentry” using the “doctrine of necessity” by claiming that “unity” was needed in the face of renewed Royalist strength and a second civil war. By 1649, Cromwell was openly condemning the Levellers’s position. He told his Council of State, “If you do not break them they will break you.” 
Cromwell, who was an outstanding commander and an able and effective leader, known in history as “one of the greatest of Englishmen,” never forgot that the source of his authority was force and not law. He died a frustrated man within seven months after he dissolved the last parliament in disgust, having utterly failed in securing any popular or legal basis for his power.
However, most of the Leveller’s ideas survived and flourished to be taken up and promoted by political philosophers and thinkers including Locke and other proponents of universal suffrage and representative franchise in Europe and America over the next three centuries. The issues that ignited conflict in the times of Cromwell remain fresh and critically important to contemporary democracy and representative pluralism.
With our dismal record in democratic tradition, we as a nation now are on a crucial trial of our history to determine how we restore Pakistan’s “raison d’etat” and cope with the challenges of our times, including our global image as the hotbed of “religious extremism and obscurantism.”. 
President Musharraf has himself, on many occasions, acknowledged that Pakistan indeed has a serious image problem which can be managed only by moderating our national culture and behaviour. In recent years, we have spared no effort in claiming a “soft image” for Pakistan and asserting its credentials of “peace and moderation.”
No matter how much we try to wear a face of “enlightened moderation,” a deep-rooted culture of sectarian violence and terrorism-related problems afflicting our country continue to taint Pakistan’s standing in the comity of nations. Our people must wake up to their national obligation to change world’s perception of our country, which surely has many reasons and assets other than terrorism and violence to be recognized as a responsible member of the international community.
Our foremost challenge in this situation is not what we are required to do for others’ interests; it is what we do to serve our own national interests and to safeguard our national assets and values. We must overcome our domestic weaknesses through political reconciliation and national confidence-building. The country must return to genuine democracy based on constitutional supremacy, rule of law, good governance, and a culture of political consistency, institutional integrity and civilianized body politic. This is the only roadmap that will lead us to a better and more respectable place in the comity of nations.
Our country’s peculiar socio-economic and political culture, based on feudal and tribal structure, high rate of poverty and illiteracy, and inequality of wealth and power are symptomatic of a lopsided situation that warrants the beginning of an end to the current socio-economic disparities and political exploitation of the people by the privileged few of our country. In today’s context, what is important is the need and urgency for Pakistan to be genuinely sovereign and independent free of external constraints and limitations, stable politically and strong economically.
Inspired by their eternal Islamic ideals, the people of Pakistan have always valued freedom, democracy, justice and equality. They believe in human dignity and fundamental human rights which represent an indispensable asset of today’s civilization. In this era of democracy and freedom, their country is reeling under a non-democratic dispensation. They are naturally dismayed at the world community’s complacency and indifference.
World’s major powers must also recognize that a Pakistan under a democratically elected civilian government and with stable institutions, including an army with undivided professional integrity, will be a more reliable, more effective and more appropriate partner of the free world in pursuit of common goals and in defense of shared values.
With these thoughts in mind, I might take the liberty next time to propose in these very columns a draft framework for an “Agreement of the People” for consideration of the grass-root core of our people, especially the intellectuals, jurists, academics, journalists, professionals, parliamentarians and politicians sans party labels, scholars, students, and retired civil and military officials, to launch a national debate on our political and socio-economic challenges in the form of seminars and conferences under the auspices of non-governmental organizations, think tanks, forums and other similar platforms.
It is time for a wake-up call to Pakistan’s “Levellers.” There is a need for our democratic forces to work together, rising above their political affiliations or factional considerations in the larger national interest, to promote a culture of peace, development and democracy in the country, and to restore Pakistan’s respect and dignity both on regional and global levels.
This initiative has no political motive and is only aimed at generating an intellectual debate and constructive dialogue in the educated echelons of our society for their long-overdue “soul-searching and self- appraisal.” Their engagement in this process could serve as a reliable “political UPS” ensuring “uninterrupted power supply” to our democratic institutions. Since the “Charter of Democracy” signed between the two major political parties in London has been hailed as an important step towards “civilianization” and “democratization” of the country, it would be only logical to start this campaign with an endorsement of the spirit of the Charter. 
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