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A significant aspect of the peasantry’s endless tribulation, one which also makes for additional exploitation, is that the most vulnerable among them have neither a voice nor an organisation. –Photo by APP/Akram Ali 

‘Here I should like to give a warning to the landlords and capitalists who have flourished at our expense by a system which is so vicious, which is so wicked and which makes them so selfish that it is difficult to reason with them. The exploitation of the masses has gone into their blood. They have forgotten the lesson of Islam. … There are millions and millions of our people who hardly get one meal a day. Is this civilisation? Is this the aim of Pakistan? Do you visualise that millions have been exploited and cannot get one meal a day? If that is the idea of Pakistan, I would not have it.’ — Quaid-i-Azam, Delhi, 1943 

No apology is necessary for flinging a somewhat longish quote from the state’s founding father in the face of his successors who have stopped respecting his legacy. 
Instead of using national days to broadcast meaningless resolutions about fulfilling the Quaid’s mission, it would be appropriate tomorrow (Independence Day) to face the question: has Pakistan become the state the Quaid-i-Azam would not have?

The expressions used by the Quaid are exceptionally strong. He was not given to disowning the ideal of Pakistan in a huff. There should thus be little doubt that the foremost justification for Pakistan’s existence must be a consistent effort to end the exploitation of the masses at the hands of ‘landlords and capitalists’ who are amenable neither to reason nor to the call of Islam.

To divert attention from the foremost ideal of guaranteeing the masses a decent standard of life quite a few half-baked theories have been concocted to exonerate the state of Pakistan. One of the most puerile statements that has been going round is that had Pakistan not been created this famous lawyer might have spent his life as a district pleader’s clerk or that the finance wizard would have been lucky to hold the ledger for a non-Muslim moneylender.

Needless to demonstrate that this defence of the state is as childish as it is vulgar. The heavens would not have fallen if some Muslims had been unlucky in undivided India, they would certainly fall if a majority in Pakistan is no better off than hewers of wood and drawers of water. The fact is that not all of those who have prospered in Pakistan were the most deserving ones and no count has been kept of the hordes who have never had the opportunity to realise themselves. It is these masses the Quaid spoke about and it is these people whose plight must be at the top of the state’s concerns.

These masses comprise peasants and industrial workers. A great majority of them are engaged in agriculture. The worst off among them and at the lowest rung of the farming hierarchy are the landless tenants. Their exploitation has been assuming ever more vicious forms. Deprived of work on land a large number of them have become bonded farm workers or raised one generation of slave-like labour after another at the brick kilns.

The small owner-cultivators may be somewhat better placed than the landless farm labourers but only marginally. Together these two sections of the agricultural community constitute a majority of both the population and the civil labour force and are usually disposed of under the label of ‘peasantry.’ 

The Quaid’s dictum apart, responsible states are supposed to work for the greatest good of the greatest number. That too should convince the keepers of the state of Pakistan of their duty to ease the misery of the country’s huge peasant stock. A significant aspect of the peasantry’s endless tribulation, one which also makes for additional exploitation, is that the most vulnerable among them have neither a voice nor an organisation. The discourse about peasantry has been dominated by small owner-cultivators. It is not fair to accuse the latter of neglecting or suppressing the demands and rights of the landless tillers but there is no doubt that they have not given the matter the attention it deserves.

The international community recognised the right of agricultural workers to organise themselves more than 70 years ago by adopting an ILO Convention and this convention was duly ratified by the pre-independence government. However, no government in Pakistan has fulfilled its obligation to facilitate the rise of representative peasant associations. Instead they have displayed much unholy zeal in crushing genuine peasant organisations. This despite the realisation that any authentic statement about the needs and rights of a community can be made only by its own duly accredited representatives.

Much has been made of the token representation allowed to the peasantry in the local bodies. Everybody however knows that in most cases the seats for peasants have been grabbed by elements hostile to their interests. The situation will not improve until the state apparatus, the political parties and the trade unions act collectively as well as severally to promote peasant associations and save the existing ones from excesses by landlord-police combines. 

Pending the creation of peasantry-state consultative mechanisms the need for quite a few steps for doing justice to the peasants has become evident. If the exploitation of the masses is to end and the greatest good of the greatest number guaranteed, some urgent measures are needed.

— The state has cowardly surrendered to the blatantly flawed court judgment that has ruled out land reform. Parliament must demolish the bar and open the way to just and rational land utilisation patterns that respect the rights of farm labour.

— All policies of giving away land to any people other than landless tenants must be abandoned.

— State institutions and recognised banks should meet the credit needs of tenant-cultivators.

— No state institution/functionary must be allowed to interfere with the formation and functioning of peasants’/tenants’ associations.

— Early steps should be taken to implement the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ratified last year), especially regarding the recognition of the right to work, a fair wage and social security and equal wages for equal work.

— All laws affecting the rights of tenants/farm labour, such as the Tenancy Acts and the Bonded Labour System Abolition Act, must be streamlined and effectively enforced.

— The principle of reserving seats for peasants should be extended to the provincial and federal legislatures. Seats in the Senate need not be reserved for ulema and technocrats; there is much greater justification for reserving them for peasants and workers.

Action along these lines will be only a part of the effort required to save Pakistan from failing the standard set by the Quaid-i-Azam.

