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THE founding fathers of Pakistan and the Constitution of 1973 envisioned the country as a democratic, developmental and welfare-oriented state. The state was expected to encourage economic growth and spread welfare gains equitably across regions and people.

Such visions have hardly been used as the basis for public and social policy formulation in the country or to create a feeling of fraternity amongst the federating units in the course of economic development. In fact, such visions have been thwarted and the availability of economic, social, political and administrative factors for equality appears to have been crushed by the authoritarian, extortionist, and predatory clutches of the state.

The fact that every fourth Pakistani, despite some claims of poverty reduction since 2001- 02, lives below the poverty line, seriously questions the 60 years of development performance of the state in Pakistan.

Statistically speaking, more than 40 per cent of Pakistan’s population which is clustered around the poverty line has become a primary target of negative shocks to their real incomes. And the story does not end here. Under the current downturn of the national economy, this population segment has suffered a devastating blow to its long term capability to sustain the shock and fight back for survival as well.

There are two reasons for this ‘development of underdevelopment’. One reason is that with such dips in purchasing power, the vulnerable fall into the poverty trap and a vicious circle of socio-economic and political deprivations and exclusions sets in. The poor quickly lose access to mainstream economic activities and resources. They definitely have no access to a single rupee of the sixty billion that were given away as bank loans and were written off during 1999 to 2007.

The second reason is rooted in the absence of a developmental and welfare oriented activist state. This ensures that any residual social entitlements to decent public health and education opportunities as well as income and respect vanish like water in a drought. A state consistently failing to plan and execute public-sector development despite its vision of creating equality needs thorough soul-searching.

To be able to cure socio-economic ailments, the state needs to go beyond the social safety net approach and try to formulate trade, industry, investment, education, and health policies which are in sync with egalitarian outcomes of economic growth and development. The state should also know that economic and social inequality becomes an ignition switch that triggers flames of social upheaval, political unrest, and ultimately result in insolvable problems of national unity.

However, on the contrary, at the highest decision and policy-making levels, the ideas of getting institutions and interventions right for egalitarian development have been consistently neglected. The real casualty has been of those possible institutional innovations and cross-cutting interventions which could build economic assets of the poor and attempt to diversify economic growth dynamics.

Pundits of political economy claim that the state’s institutional arrangements now behave more like weapons of the powerful elites to extort riches from the economy than as systems of social protection for the disempowered and poor citizens of Pakistan. It is also claimed that politics of economic liberalisation has helped the wrong people while fundamentally twisting the state’s central role of moderating economic and political rights and obligations for socio-economic justice in society.

The Pakistani state has actually deviated from its primary role of being an entrepreneur who coordinates savings and investments and executes structural transformation in economy. The structural transformation that can allocate resources from low to high equilibrium should be fully cognisant of distributional effects of such interventions.

The state has also deviated from a primary role of being an institution builder. By becoming a high quality institution builder, it could have been an effective conflict manager and property rights protector. At this moment, the state cannot look the founding fathers of Pakistan in the eye.

Can such socio-economic injustices be remedied without giving respect to legitimate institutions provided by the Constitution of 1973 namely the judiciary and parliament? The answer is a plain ‘no’ if two manifestations of any civilised society — the rule of law and democracy — still matter in Pakistan.

To further deepen our understanding of the link between the rule of law and egalitarian socio-economic development, the United Nations’ report Making the Law Work for Everyone can be helpful. The document establishes that the rule of law has a very close connection with poverty eradication, providing secure entitlements, and improving democratic governance.

The legal empowerment of people, let alone the judiciary under current circumstances, seems to be a pre-condition to get out of the current crisis of food and fuel insecurity. In fact, the failure in establishing a democratic, developmental welfare-oriented state of Pakistan is fundamentally a failure of establishing the rule of law and democracy.

