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Preamble: 

Although democracy and human rights are often taken as two separate concepts, yet they have striking 

commonalties, which merges these two concepts to a greater extent of inseparability. This can be seen 

very clearly mentioned in Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) 1948 that" the, will of the people 

shall be expressed in periodic and genuine election which shall be by universal and equal suffrage and 

shall be held in secret vote or by equivalent free voting procedures, " 

But, infact, the links between human rights and Democracy go deeper than this. Respect for human rights 

contributes to the democratisation process and is also largely a prerequisite for this process. While, 

Democratic decision making processes reinforce the protection of Human rights. So, Human rights and 

democracy have mutually re-inforcing relationship. If Human rights at as building block for Democracy 

then at same time democracy is vanguard for Human rights. 

Today more and more people are living in democracies. More people than ever before have a legal right 

to elect government. Democracy as a concept is the best guarantor of fundamental rights of all groups of 

society. Democracy has various roots and takes different forms in different countries and cultures. 

In past there used to be debates that which form of government is the best one to rule the people. But 

now the debate is " which form of government is the best for the promotion and protection of human 

rights". 

I will try to analyse that how an active and informed parliament can playa significant role in promotion 

and protection of Human rights. 

PARLIAMENT AND HUMAN RIGHTS 

Parliament is the key '"institution in Democracy. It is the apex organization that alone can safeguard the 

basic rights of citizens. 

 

Major function of the parliament is to deliver legislation and governance that really protect people's 

fundamental rights. 

Legislatures represent masses, shape laws and exercise a degree of oversight or control over executive 

and hence can function or perform as best governing partners and thus contribute to good government 

by increasing its capacity to monitor and respond to public needs, by playing a part in passing legislation 

capable of withstanding critical scrutiny, and serving as a vehicle for improving standard of probity, 

efficiency, and responsiveness in the administration of laws. 

 



PAKISTAN'S CASE 

Pakistan unfortunately has a mix history of democratic and authoritarian governments. Democracy has 

never found strong footholds in our institutions. National Assembly, being the country's highest legislative 

institution has seen frequent ups and downs in a short history of half a century. Pakistan's record of 

parliamentary democracy may be checkered but its return to this form after each pause and break more 

than vindicates the fact that democratic tradition are deep - rooted in Pakistan's polity. 

Our Parliament does not always receive sufficient information and sometimes does not determine 

questions that are important for the country, such as military budgets or structural adjustment 

programmes. 

Some of our parliamentary members have their roots and/or affiliations in the Feudal class. Unfortunately, 

(though a few one) those members want to maintain the states quo or are unaware and have a disregard 

for the human rights violations. Some conservatives oppose human rights promotion just because they 

prefer and take pride in their traditional practices vis-a-vis human rights standards as in the care of honour 

killings. 

In Pakistan, the human rights voices in the Parliament have been heard only recently, especially with the 

efforts of members of Parliamentarians commission for Human Rights. Keeping in view the low literacy 

rate in Pakistan, it was no surprise that majority of parliamentarians in the part had a limited knowledge 

especially in the field of human rights. However, the new parliament has a whole lot of able men and 

women who can make a difference. They are well educated and are well aware of the human rights 

conditions prevailing in the country. This is evident froni the fact that they raised different human rights 

issues in the parliament and for that they organised themselves as Parliamentarians Commission for 

Human Rights. 

 

 

 

We believe that this commission has a unique opportunity to breathe life into Pakistan's democracy by 

taking up human rights issues. The challenge that members of the commission has accepted is to 

demonstrate that Parliament can indeed, practically protect the rights of its citizens and make a significant 

positive difference in the society. By pushing human rights to the centre of the parliamentary agenda, we 

hope to contribute to restoration of faith in parliamentary democracy as the effective safeguard of Human 

rights. 

(ROLE OF PARLIAMENTARIANS) 

Parliamentarians have four major roles. Firstly they are public representatives, which have direct mandate 

from various interest groups to represent them; secondly, they are legislators, charged with making and 

amending national laws and policies. Thirdly, they are scrutinizers, exercising oversight to hold the 

government (executive) accountable for all it does, and fourthly, having immense influence over masses 

they are the social reformed, helping mould society and national institutions to the challenges of the 

world. 



In every aspect of the parliamentarian's role you can find an accumulated backlog of work that needs to 

be done to safeguard citizen's rights. 

AS PUBLIC REPRESENTATIVES 

As representatives, parliamentarians are first and foremost, representative institutions. An efficient 

parliament that does not relate to its constituents is not an effective legislature. But when citizens 

knowledgeably engage in the legislative process, the legislature is legitimised as a law making institution. 

Actually, where they function, Legislatures are useful "nerve endings of the polity", because 

Parliamentarians typically operate with greater transparency, or at least with less secrecy. as compared 

to the judicial or executive agencies. They are diverse in their memberships (usually designed to represent 

a broader range of interest /characteristics / places) from which a first hearing and early support maybe 

gained. Constituents have greater access and often are more likely to feel that they have a claim on a 

representative than on other government officials. And legislative proceedings are often organised to 

maximise public attention to particular controversies and to offer participation opportunities ranging from 

contacting individual representatives to organised hearings. So, honouring the people's claim over their 

representatives we are treating public complaints also as a constituency work. We register and appraise 

complaints and try to refer the complainants to sources of relief, often using the good offices of our 

respected members to open doors in departments that should have entertained the complaint in the first 

place. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AS LEGISLATORS 

While, coming to Law-making functions. 

I must add that representing the public means more than articulating citizen preferences; it also involves 

having a role in translating preferences into policy through enacting legislation. The representative and 

law-making function co-exist in an uneasy but necessary relationship. Law making requires reconciling of 

differences once articulated, as well as pressing the legislatures claim to power against the executives and 

other power - holders, such as political parties. This requires extensive parliamentary debate and 

discussion and also involvement of general public in that process through a systemised effort. In Pakistan, 

over the last two decades, law making by ordinance, and with neither public nor parliamentary debate, 

has become the practical, as successive National Assemblies have failed to proceed with legislative 

programmes. There are many instances of the ways in which human rights have suffered in the process. 

For example, Pakistan now has twenty years of experience of implementation of the Hudood Ordinances. 

There is general recognition that the Zina Ordinances has been used as tool in domestic disputes, leading 

to incarceration of large number of women, in a way unanticipated by the drafters of the law. But in 



20years, we have not had a parliament that could impartially review this law and agree on how to protect 

the rights of those currently suffer from arbitrary powers conferred by the ordinance. This is basically our 

challenge. 

The commission have launched work on human rights legislation, by consulting with civil society groups, 

the law commission and other experts on the laws and amendments required to tackle issue such as 

protection of refugees, freedom of information, minority rights and restriction of death sentence. 

AS SCRUTINISERS/MONITORS 

Oversight occurs after a law is passed and involves monitoring executives for efficiency, probity, and 

fidelity. While most parliamentarians have some formal oversight powers, effective monitoring is difficult 

to exercise because it requires information about executive branch activities, the legislative capacity to 

process that information, legislative will to act, and the power to backup demands for improvement! 

access/responsiveness. Oversight even more than lawmaking put the parliamentarians into an adversarial 

relationship with some portion of the executive. Among the most useful oversight powers and capacities 

found in effective parliamentarians are: 

a. The power to get information from the executive (through assembly questions, notices etc) 

b.  The effective use of parliamentary practical tools such as motions, resolutions, call attention notices 

etc. to compel executive to respond to parliament positively. 

c.  The effect use of power of the purse and a functioning committee system capable of knowledgeably 

monitoring and assessing executive branch behaviour. 

All are useful in themselves and as ways of indirectly compelling the executive branch to heed legislative 

concern. 

Our members have already been pioneering the use of parliamentary questions and resolutions as a way 

of scrutinising the government's performance on protecting citizen's rights. We are trying to breakout of 

the old pattern whereby members of parliament mainly used question time to lobby for gas and electricity 

connection. Our members have submitted parliamentary questions on rights issues such as progress in 

police reforms, reform of the justice system, violence against women and abuse of the blasphemy law. 

We believe that successful monitoring or oversight in turn, can feed back into better law-making as 

experience gained in implementing post laws can be incorporated into future laws, and in better 

representation when legislators become more adept at shaping the administration of laws to consider 

impacts on constituents. 

AS SOCIAL REFORMERS 

We are well aware and fully cognisant of the fact that Pakistan has lagged behind expanding the 

fundamental rights enjoyed by its citizens. Few countries have committed themselves to few international 

human rights treaties so as Pakistan. We have started to play our role as social reformers, pushing open 

the boundaries of open debate and reform. In a small way, this is what we have done in taking the debate 

of honour killing and protection of women to the floor of parliament. We are trying to take advantage of 

the opportunity provided by the participation of members from all major political parties, to subject once 

taboo subjects to parliamentary debate. We believe that parliament has an obligation to challenge every 

law or institution that usurps rather than protects rights. By conducting consultation and research on 



Access to Justice, performance of the police and prisons, media and freedom of expression, violence 

against women, the blasphemy law and poverty, our parliamentarians have already shown their interest 

in a wide - ranging reform agenda. As we are moving into the second year of the current parliament we 

now have to prove our credentials as reformers who can. achieve real change. 

COOPERATION BETWEEN TREASURY AND OPPOSITION MEMBERS 

We are conscious of the significance of the cross-party nature of our commission. A functional democracy 

depends upon the existence of credible, competing, political parties that can advocate alternative policies 

and hold each other to account. But promotion of Human rights is an area in which there is scope for 

cross-party co-operation. For example, in the Westminster system, the Human Rights Committee includes 

members from treasury and opposition and is specifically charged with reviewing legislation to identify 

arbitrary powers or potential for undermining of fundamental rights. The committee's mandate is to stand 

back from the government's political objectives in proposing any law, and consider only human rights 

implications. This is an attractive model for Pakistan's parliamentary development, a way to combine 

principled co-operation on rights, with legitimate political opposition on policy. 

We believe that we have made a good start, but we have along way to go in demonstrating what 

parliament can do to expand the rights enjoyed by the people of Pakistan. 


