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“MAN is born free; and everywhere he is in chains. One thinks himself the master of others, and still remains a greater slave than they. How did this change come about? I do not know. What makes it legitimate? That question I think I can answer.

“If I took into account only force, and the effects derived from it, I should say: “As long as a people is compelled to obey, and obeys, it does well; as soon as it can shake off the yoke, and shakes it off, it does still better; for, regaining its liberty by the same right as took it away, either it is justified in resuming it, or there was no justification for those who took it away...

“The strongest is never strong enough to be always the master, unless he transforms strength into right, and obedience into duty. Hence the right of the strongest, which, though to all seeming meant ironically, is really laid down as a fundamental principle... Force is a physical power, and I fail to see what moral effect it can have. To yield to force is an act of necessity, not of will — at the most, an act of prudence. In what sense can it be a duty?....”

“Let us then admit that force does not create right, and that we are obliged to obey only legitimate powers..” (Selection from “The Social Contract” by Jean Jacques Rousseau)

There is ample food for political thought for us in Pakistan in the above lines from one of the great proponents of democracy rooted in the will of the people. For centuries, political philosophers have sought to determine the nature and meaning of a good society, a good state and just laws. Their interpretations have been used in western political thought as diverse concepts of an ideal state.

Four of them, namely, Aristotle, Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau, in particular, have made a great contribution to the development of the concept of an ideal state, giving their theories about “methods of government.” Each one of them established a set of premises and, based on them, suggested idealistic or pragmatic approaches to the structure of society, role of leadership, rights of individuals and the nature and basis of justice.

Aristotle provides the conceptual framework of the state, citizenship and the nature of government. Hobbes believed that the state must have sufficient civil power to enforce covenants and to curb the basically anti-social instincts of individuals. Locke and Rousseau placed more emphasis on natural liberty and rights than on natural self-interestedness. Both shared the assumption that society must reflect the needs and desires of its citizens as the foundation for the “social contract.”

There may be no ideal state but Rousseau’s ‘Social Contract’ presents his ideal of a state, simple and small enough for the individual to take an active part in its government, thus ensuring that a citizen’s needs are answered by the state. Rousseau accepted Hobbes’s concept of absolute sovereignty, but equated sovereignty with the legislative power of the people as a whole. His democratic philosophy upholds the principle that sovereignty resides in the people alone and that all other power is dependent upon this fundamental sovereign power.

As to the form of an ideal state, Rousseau favoured a republic ruled by laws, in which the government, run by popularly elected officials, would implement the “general will”. According to him, there is no substitute to a democratic system in which sovereign power rests with the people, for they alone are in possession of an “inalienable will.”

Among those philosophers who dealt with the issues of leadership and power, Machiavelli stands out for his universally known “doctrine of necessity” and for his radical views on what a ruler whom he describes as “prince” needs to do to maintain his full personal power.

The sum-total of these historical contributions leads us to the conclusion that states and methods of their governance are always based on a “social contract,” which provides for the security and protection of its citizens and their property by utilising the whole force of the community. In joining this arrangement, each person is, in fact, preserving his freedom, and obeying no one but himself.

For any state in the contemporary world, its constitution is its solemn and inviolable “social contract” which guarantees fundamental freedoms and basic rights of its citizens, including their inalienable right to choose or change their government through independently cast ballot, and which establishes the power and duties of the government and provides the legal basis for its institutional structure.

In his historic address to Pakistan’s first Constituent Assembly on August 11, 1947, Quaid-i-Azam Mohammad Ali Jinnah had urged the federal legislature to function as a fully representative and completely sovereign body. Unfortunately neither the then Constituent Assembly nor the subsequent parliaments in our history have been able to function as a “full sovereign body” as was envisioned by the Quaid. It took our politicians nine years and several governments to frame Pakistan’s first constitution in 1956 which was abrogated in less than three years.

Since then, we have had two constitutions, one promulgated by a military president in 1962 and later abrogated by the next military president in March, 1969, and the other adopted by an “elected” legislature of a truncated Pakistan in 1973, which has since been amended 17 times leaving very little of the original text in its substance. It is a different constitution altogether.

Throughout this process, Machiavelli’s political philosophy based on his infamous “doctrine of necessity” became an integral part of our body politic. In fact, we allowed this doctrine to circumscribe the supremacy of our Constitution, and opted for systemic aberrations with no parallel in political philosophy or contemporary history. The sole beneficiary of this system in our country has been the “wilful ruler” who was either “the child of fortune” or was “born into power” or who “acquired power through deceit and force.”

No wonder, we have been among the very few followers of the Machiavellian school of thought. We deviated from our own ideals and have yet to discover any theory of state and methods of government which will suit the genius of our nation. For decades, we have had a parliamentary system without our parliament ever functioning as a “full sovereign body” or playing any role in the country’s decision-making. The only laws they make are those that preserve their privilege and perquisites.

Another lesson of history that we have not yet learnt is that the basic nature of man requires peace, not war, and a state, in order to survive and prosper, must be organised for peace. In our case, throughout our independent existence, we have been living under a perennial state of “military primacy” in our national priorities and policies. This has been one of the alibis for the frequent and protracted spells of military rule in the country.

The Quaid had the ability to see far ahead of his times. Addressing the officers of the Army Staff College, Quetta on June, 14, 1948, he reminded the armed forces of their constitutional responsibilities, urging them “to understand the true constitutional and legal implications of their oath of allegiance” to the country’s Constitution. Indeed, he had foreseen the ominous writing on the wall. The tale of our country’s subsequent political history is a sad reflection on our successive failures to uphold and preserve the sanctity of our Constitution.

Fifty-nine years after independence, where do we stand as a nation and as a member of the comity of nations today? What has happened to the vision that our Quaid had for our country as a democratic and progressive state which he thought would be “one of the greatest nations of the world?” Why are we known as the “ground zero” of the war on terror? Why is every act of violence anywhere in the world linked to our country?

These are painful questions and need an equally painful self-reappraisal to be able to find their answers. With an uncertain future ahead, our people need to look back on their own failures and shortcomings. It is time for them to wake up from their slumber and take control of their own destiny.

We have had a Charter of Democracy drawn up by Pakistan’s two mainstream political parties as a blueprint of their plan of action for the “civilianisation” and “democratisation” of the country. A cross section of society including retired public officials, jurists and intellectuals, no matter what their past affiliations or leanings, have also started expressing their concern and anxiety over the current state of the nation, and are speaking of remedial measures.

No doubt, a momentum is building up for a long overdue systemic political change in our country. The next 12 months are crucial in this respect. We will be failing ourselves if we, as a nation, do not spell out our own “vision” of what we consider to be a genuinely “democratic and progressive” Pakistan. The educated echelons of our society must start a national debate on how to respond to the challenges threatening Pakistan’s stability and survival as an independent and a “self-governing” state. Many would agree that we do need durable “self-governance” and a permanent “demilitarisation” of the political set-up in our country.

To be able to play a role in national decision-making and to be masters of our own destiny, our people will have to make a choice now; either remain under the feudal stranglehold for ever or gain direct access to political and economic rights by freeing our political culture from the exploitative elitist and feudal political structures.

Our nation needs a fresh democratic impulse to promote a culture of real peace, people-centred development, and undiluted democracy. We need our country to regain its lost respect and dignity with a new image as a “civilised” and “civilianised” member of the comity of nations.
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