Who rules & to what end?
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IN the ruling dispensation under President Musharraf, the horizontal line of authority at the federal level is represented by the executive wing of the state. In the vertical line of authority, the centre dominates the provinces in every meaningful sense. How does one move towards a participatory model of democracy in this situation? Understanding and reforming the semi-presidential system of authority in Pakistan, as it currently operates within a formal and symbolic parliamentary framework, is the key to a democratic future.

The widely held view is that the president-in-uniform has concentrated all powers in his own hands. Next to him, Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz plays a merely formal and ceremonial role mainly to uphold the fiction that there is a parliamentary form of government in place. The prime minister leads the largest cabinet in Pakistan’s history. Every military government in the past took pride in the claim that it ruled with a cabinet much smaller than under its civilian predecessors. The difference lay in the need to shower patronage in the form of huge perquisites for which the nation is squeezed. The present cabinet symbolizes patronage politics par excellence and thus belies all claims to the contrary.

Like the prime minister, but also including him, the cabinet represents a political executive which is devoid of executive powers. It neither initiates policy, nor debates it with a view to formulate or finalize it, nor indeed does it implement it in a substantive sense. Again, like the prime minister, the cabinet actually provides a civilian facade to the ruling setup. It represents the president, the party-in-coalition and the clientele structure back in the electoral constituency rather than the public at large.

But then, who takes the decisions? Parallel to the formal structure of government, there is a more substantive but less formalized line of authority. It starts, again, with the president and includes the corps commanders as policymakers on top and the civil bureaucracy for implementation of policy. Underneath an ‘elected’ system, an administrative state holds the initiative in major fields of public policy. This state is buttressed by the invisible government inasmuch as intelligence agencies play a political role for the government.

Apart from the formal executive represented by the cabinet, we have the parliament comprising the Senate and the National Assembly. The parliament in Pakistan is a subordinate body as far as its relations with the executive are concerned. It functions as a forum for taking the steam out of the opposition, comprising ARD parties, MMA parties, ethno-nationalist parties such as PNP, BNM, MQM, and ANP as well as certain miniscule parties.

The supreme law-making body of Pakistan does not make laws. The level of legislative activity on the floor of the parliament is abysmally low. It deals with laws which are often initiated from outside the legislature in the form of presidential ordinances. The committee work is endless and fruitless as far as its input in policy formulation is concerned. The work of the Kashmir committee and the Balochistan committee is a case in point.

With the real executive being in control of things from behind the scene, and the legislature being engaged in procedural work carrying little substance, perhaps the judiciary could provide a silver lining under the present circumstances. On the contrary, the judiciary has come a long way from its heyday in the 1990s when judicial activism had challenged the Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif governments.

The transition from an oath under the Constitution to an oath under a military dispensation after the 1999 coup dealt a severe blow to the credibility of judges belonging to the Supreme Court of Pakistan and High Courts of Balochistan, the NWFP, Sindh and Punjab. Also, the grossly controversial elections held under retired judges of higher courts operating as chief election commissioners, including the 2002 elections and the 2005 local bodies elections, have cost the judiciary in the public eye.

At the other end, the centre-province relations are far from satisfactory. The Constitution has only the federal and concurrent legislative lists. For three decades, politicians have been demanding a provincial list but to no avail. Constitutionally, Pakistan is a highly over-centralized state. Financially, the country fares no better. Around 90 per cent of the national revenue is raised by the centre, eight to nine per cent by the four provinces and less than one per cent by local governments.

This is despite the much-trumpeted devolution. Governments in Quetta, Karachi, Peshawar and Lahore operate on the basis of resources transferred by the centre. Centre-province relations are built around tension, not around a constant process of reaching agreements with the federating units of Pakistan.

If finance belongs ultimately to the centre, so does bureaucracy. Pakistan has its superior services centralized in all aspects ranging from recruitment, training, posting and transfer to promotion. One may have an MMA government in Peshawar, but it is unable to go very far in pursuit of its agenda. The central bureaucracy sees to it that all financial and administrative matters are dealt with in a manner that does not falter away from the charted path of the centre’s preferred policy and profile. The same applies to Quetta and Karachi where coalition partners, the MMA and MQM, are administratively controlled.

While policy remains with Islamabad, patronage characterizes the provincial governments. The Musharraf government, like its military predecessors, co-opted politicians into the system through elections. The 2002 elections staged a generational transition within political families. The young leadership is being ‘groomed’ to accept the realities of power characterized by the superordinate role of the army.

What do politicians get in return? After all, they render themselves liable to accusations of being disloyal to their political parties, being turncoats, and, worse, being renegades to the noble cause of democracy. Their gain is the power of patronage. Access to office in the government or belonging to the treasury benches in general ensures their preferential treatment in terms of timely disbursement of development funds in their constituencies. They use their privileges to consolidate their hold over their constituencies.

Patronage is the name of the game in the provinces, be it PML-Q, MQM, MMA or any other party or alliance of parties in office. By choosing to operate under the Musharraf system, they fulfill the need to keep a majority-based dispensation in power on the floor of the assemblies. The provincial politicians have been at liberty to operate according to their whims or interest-based pursuits. Some of them are known for one or more of a thousand ways of getting funds or access to privileges.

The patterns of leadership are conspicuous by their absence. The nation has no political leader out in the field. The government would not like a rival pattern of leadership to emerge on the political scene. President Musharraf has shown inclination to allow the two political parties, PML-N and PPP, to be part of his system, but not their leaders.

The two parties have not countenanced the idea of joining the system without getting back their leaders from exile. On the other hand, MQM has accepted the idea of playing on the turf laid out for the political community, without ensuring the safe return of its leader to Pakistan. The difference is that both Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif have higher stakes in the system in the form of possible ascendancy to the office of chief executive.

The prevalent system has been able to withstand pressures of public opinion, civil society, media, political leadership and the electorate that can possibly vote against the establishment given free and fair elections, as well as international pressure to move forward in democratic terms. Whether political leaders of various shades will be able to make a difference in this regard depends on their potential to ensure fair elections in 2007.

