Who manipulates polls?
By I. A. Rehman

THE favourite joke in the authoritarians’ club in Islamabad last week was that the Supreme Court Bar Association had requested the army to organise the election of its office-bearers. The self-gratifying rings of laughter the joke caused is a measure of the comfort those responsible for messing up the SCBA election have provided to the anti-democratic lobby in the country. The oligarchs have been quick to refurbish several of their arguments fashioned to mock rule by elected representatives.

First, the lawyers’ entitlement to talk democracy to authoritarian rulers has suffered devaluation because their highest organisation, supposedly led by the most brilliant among them, has been found incapable of holding its own election untainted by allegations of manipulation.

Secondly, if the distinguished practitioners of law can try to manipulate what is required to be a democratic election, free and fair, it only confirms what the advocates of authoritarianism have maintained — that, in Field Marshal Ayub Khan’s famous words, democracy does not suit the genius of the Pakistani people.

And, finally, the SCBA affair confirms civil society’s imbecility and underlines the military’s role as the sole messiah in the land.

It is, however, clear and to the credit of the lawyer community that it has been resisting authoritarian rulers’ pressures and blandishments for almost half a century. Leaving their key role in the subcontinent’s freedom struggle aside, they were among the first groups to challenge the disruption of democratic rule in 1958. There were times, for instance during the darkest days of Gen Zia’s dictatorship, when bar associations were alone in giving voice to the democratic aspirations of the people.

After ceaseless coaxing and cajoling by the establishment, today’s bar associations may not be considered eligible to wear the mantle of their forerunners who had faced guns in the streets of Karachi and Lahore and elsewhere, but their denigrators will be well advised to defer their victory celebrations. The lawyers, on the whole, still have a lot of fight left in them.

While generalising the SCBA election debacle in terms of a national characteristic, one is confronted with evidence of disrespect for democratic elections shown by a variety of organisations, especially the political parties. All authoritarian wielders of state power have derived pleasure from lambasting political parties for their failure to structure themselves on democratic lines. A superficial reading of Pakistan’s political history is likely to result in the indictment of most of the party outfits on this count.

The Muslim League, which continues to claim undue credit for achieving Pakistan, did not have faith in the regular enrolment of its members or the election of its office-bearers at various levels beyond nominal record-keeping and ritualistic proceedings described as party elections. Even a formal recognition of the principle of party elections was given up after independence.

Most of the parties launched to challenge the Muslim League during the first decade of independence could not grow out of their formative, pre-party-election phases. The 1958 putsch ended the age of old-style political parties. A new political culture was introduced in the country with the formation of the Muslim League (Convention) when the system of undemocratic functioning of political parties under a facade of intra-party elections was formalised.

The Convention League had nothing to do with democratic functioning and, therefore, made much of intra-party elections, although everyone knew that all party offices were filed by nomination by the supremo on the advice of a small coterie. Around the same time the system of buying a seat in the national or provincial council of the party was started. Anyone who could enroll a certain number of members and deposit Rs100,000 or so in the party coffers as their fee automatically became a member of the council. This led to trivialisation of the member-enrolment process.

A large number of people who had Rs100,000 to spare went on an enrolment spree and many a commentator wondered whether the official League’s membership could exceed the country’s population. The search for names to be put on membership forms often ended in the telephone book or the retailers’ lists of customers. This was manipulation of party elections on a massive scale.

The election manipulation virus quickly spread to many parties. One of the standard tricks was to control the distribution of membership forms. Persons suspected of designs to upset a party’s predetermined choice of office-bearers were simply not given packs of membership forms. Over time the art of fixing party elections was greatly improved.

Over the last three decades or so, political parties have fallen into the legal trap devised by the establishment. They have tended to endorse the official view that political parties need only a party constitution, a register of membership, and a report of recently held intra-party election to justify themselves.

Originally, the 1973 Constitution required political parties only to disclose the source of their funding. Then, the Zia regime election commission decided to allow party symbols only to parties that had a constitution, a membership register, and a list of office-bearers. More recently, the Political Parties Order made intra-party elections a legal obligation. After the 17th amendment, the scheme of regulating political parties has been put into the Constitution.

The current practice is centred on meeting the requirements of the Constitution and the law. On the eve of a general election, political parties take out copies of their constitutions, update lists of their members, draw up lists of office-bearers, deposit these documents with the election commission and thus become legal entities and, as such, entitled to nominate candidates in elections under a common symbol. This small facility provided by the state has made political parties oblivious to the loss of quite a few entitlements.

Everybody knows that these documents can be prepared by a single person after a few hours of light labour. As regards intra-party elections, quite a few political parties have been reporting the matter in a few words: “At a meeting of the party the following office-bearers were elected...” Some parties have started making considerable noise about their membership campaigns and schedules for the elections of office-bearers. A recent example was provided by the party now in power — the Pakistan Muslim League (Q). Several gladiators had announced their resolve to promote democratic norms by seeking election to the offices of party president and general secretary (both national and provincial). In the end, thanks to Gen Musharraf’s intervention, these offices were filled without any contest.

The defenders of the authoritarian dispensation cite the record of political parties, briefly recalled above, to proclaim that political parties’ lack of respect for internal democracy, which is confined to intra-party elections, has given rise to a tradition of electoral manipulation.

Not only they but the public in general ignore the role the state has played in promoting this process. A little reflection will bring out the fact that governments are more responsible than any civil society institution, including political parties, for the formation of a mindset that justifies poll rigging.

We surely have had throughout our electoral history candidates and their promoters who have tried to win elections through foul and unfair means — casting of bogus votes, impersonation, buying or elimination of polling officials, blocking the stamping of ballot papers and booth capturing. Since most candidates indulge in such practices, it is generally believed that the advantage a candidate acquires at a polling station, where he is all-powerful, could be cancelled at another where some other candidate may be all-powerful.

These malpractices are rarely decisive. A decisive manipulation of polls, called rigging, can only be done by the custodians of power; it was the establishment that started the organised rigging of elections and throughout the past five decades, the rigging of polls has been the rule.

The first elections after independence (and on the basis of adult franchise) were held in 1951 when provincial assemblies in the country’s western wing were elected. None of these elections was fair. The instruments of rigging were: expulsion of opposition candidates from their home districts; preventing candidates from filing nomination papers; use of district officers, especially those belonging to the police, to garner votes and organise pro-establishment polling; and finally, manipulating the vote count.

The difficulty in replicating these manoeuvres in the eastern wing forced the establishment to put off the election there till 1954 and even then the “needful” could not be done.

The elections held during 1960-69 were brazen-facedly rigged. They were neither free nor fair, nor even based on democratic premises. The very first general election that was held in 1970 is usually described as free and fair. What is meant is that the government did not interfere with the polling though its pre-poll interference with the electoral process could not be denied. The government had been persuaded to grant the people this unprecedented favour because it was convinced that a fair polling would yield the result—- a National Assembly divided into small factions—- that it desired.

In all elections held after 1970, the degree of rigging of polls has depended on the establishment-favoured party’s need of “extra votes” or “extra seats”, that is, votes and seats in addition to what it can win without direct official manipulation. Thus, it can be asserted with confidence that the state establishment has been responsible for introducing poll-rigging in Pakistan and for nourishing a mindset favourable to this evil practice.

Much can be said against Pakistan’s political parties, and the worst ones always are the parties opposed to the establishment at any given time, but they cannot be assailed as the principal accused in connection with electoral rigging. Indeed, something can be said in mitigation of the charge of avoiding legitimate intra-party election that is levelled against some of them.

The most critical problem in Pakistan politics has been the denial of the people’s right to change a government through constitutional means. All such changes throughout the country’s history have been made through undemocratic means — dismissal of duly elected governments, confrontation in the streets, or extra-constitutional deals with power-brokers. Democratic politics has depended on multi-party coalitions and one-point agendas. This as well as restrictions on political activity have made political parties avoid and often dread intra-party elections.

Today’s political parties have been shaped by the authoritarian regimes’ policy of keeping political leaders alive without allowing the right to political activity. If normal political activity had been allowed questions such as intra-party elections could have been resolved.

It is also necessary to remember that democracy is sustained by culture and not by law alone. In older democracies, the requisite political culture began evolving before the states were democratised. In new and upstart democracies (such as Pakistan) where democratic political structures were foisted upon societies that were unfamiliar with democratic culture, it was the duty of the state to guide the people towards the required cultural values. And the state failed. It has been one of the most critical of Pakistan’s failures.

As for the joke at SCBA’s expense, government agencies are the last bodies to be trusted for fair elections. This theory will be tested again in 2007, and chances of its being proved wrong are, unfortunately, getting dimmer day by day.

