What civil society must do to assert itself
By S.M. Naseem

THE fragility and pusillanimity of Pakistan’s civil society owes as much to the overarching hold of the civil and military bureaucracy of the land as it does to the obeisance, insensitivity and lack of courage of its intellectual elite, who survive largely on the sufferance and patronage of the former. The heavily security-laden atmosphere of the country has become increasingly suffocating in recent months, but civil society has hardly demurred.

Particularly affected is the nation’s capital. It is besieged with the visits of a continuing inflow of the regime’s benefactors who are now demanding their pound of flesh in return for billions of dollars which the rulers claim to have received as “prize money” from the CIA. While the country’s elite enjoys the false prosperity brought about by the largesse received during the past five years, the rest of the population is engulfed in an atmosphere of fear from the daily occurrence of violent incidents - the nemesis of our eagerness to become a frontline state in the war on terror.

Caught in this surreal scenario is the visit of last year’s recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize and the pioneer of the microcredit movement, Professor Muhammad Yunus of Bangladesh. He and Professor Amartya Sen are the only two living Nobel laureates in South Asia. Professor Amartya Sen who received the Nobel award in economics in 1998, is known for his seminal work on hunger, poverty and famine and is originally from the part of Bengal which is now Bangladesh.

Both have acquired celebrity status around the globe for their practical and theoretical work on one of the most important developmental challenges - the eradication of poverty.

The late Professor Abdus Salam, Pakistan’s only Nobel laureate, who was accorded only subdued recognition in our country because of his religious affiliation, was enthusiastically felicitated on his achievement not only by the scientific and academic community, but also by governments and civil society organisations in many developing countries, including India and Bangladesh.

Unfortunately, Pakistan has not only ignored its own Nobel laureate, but also those of its neighbours, even though their work is of great relevance and inspirational value to our country. The celebration and recognition of their achievements should do no harm to our national ego. Instead, it would greatly encourage the emulation of the universal virtues of the search for knowledge, scientific inquiry and societal change. It would have been most befitting if such persons were invited and honoured by civil society and academic organisations of the country. But our civil society and academic institutions are so dysfunctional and so closely tied to the apron strings of the government and donor agencies that they have no autonomy left to act together and take such initiatives.

It is indeed a shame that the visit of Professor Muhammad Yunus is being organised under a cloak of secrecy (reminiscent of the visits by terror warriors such as Dick Cheney and Condoleezza Rice) which would embarrass, rather than flatter (as is probably intended), a war-on-poverty crusader like Professor Yunus. Ironically, the event is being organised by the investment wing of the ministry of finance.

The official invitation issued by the “senior joint secretary” to selected institutions (including some universities) for an interactive session with CEOs/heads of microfinance institutions and a “three-member delegation of Grameen Bank Bangladesh led by Professor Muhammad Yunus visiting Pakistan from March 3-6, 2007, on the invitation of the government of Pakistan”, describes in typical bureaucratese the nature of Professor Yunus’s visit.

The invitation continues in the same way: the advisor to the prime minister on finance and revenue will deliver the welcome address to be followed by the keynote address by Professor Yunus and thereafter an interactive session of one-hour duration. Refreshments will also be served to the participants. A premier educational institution has been requested to nominate the professors and associate professors (about 10) along with five brilliant students of its economics department to attend the session. Furthermore, the institution has been requested to provide the list of participants along with their identity card numbers.

The only other event connected with Professor Yunus’s visit to Pakistan to which there is limited public access, again strictly by invitation, is a “short function” by a microfinance foundation, based in Lahore, run along the lines of the Grameen Bank, at a hotel in Islamabad.

Professor Yunus’s visit is totally controlled by the ministry of finance and even the government-sponsored NGOs in rural development and poverty alleviation have not been consulted in the drawing up of a befitting programme for the distinguished guest visiting Pakistan for the first time after receiving the Nobel Peace Prize.

International dignitaries - of much lesser stature than Professor Yunus - visiting Pakistan are often accorded ceremonial welcomes along the route from the airport to the Aiwan-e-Sadar with colourful banners flying on flag poles and awarded the country’s highest awards. It is not unlikely that the humble professor from Rajshahi who sowed the seeds of a people’s revolution in his country may well receive that treatment if his announced intention to throw his Grameen hat into the political arena bears fruition in the near future.

If so, he may well be able to set the precedent in South Asia of replacing by popular movements the civil and military elites who at present control the destinies of most countries in the region, with the possible recent exception of Nepal which has followed a politically more radical route.

The mandarins in Islamabad are either unaware of the potential of their unassuming guest or they are too well aware of it and are trying to guard against the contagion of his egalitarian influence spreading too widely on Pakistani soil.

The way Professor Yunus’s current visit is being stage-managed and appropriated by the Pakistani bureaucracy and by the thought-control being exercised by the military in various subtle and unsubtle ways highlights the ineffectual role of civil society institutions in Pakistan.

They are, with a few exceptions, being used by the military regime as decoration pieces in its living room of “enlightened moderation”, to impress the visiting foreign dignitaries, donors and the media. One only hopes that his hosts will not be able to pull the wool over Professor Yunus’s perceptive eyes which discovered a major source of poverty in his country.

Although it would be unfair to be dismissive about the many good initiatives taken by individual civil society organisations in Pakistan, especially in the field of raising public awareness, their major failure has been their inability to work together to remove the curse of poverty, marginalisation and exclusion of a large section of the population and to take an independent stance.

Rather than look upon each other and evolve joint strategies and a common agenda to solve issues through the mobilisation of internal resources, they have tended to compete with each other for financial and other favours from the government and the donor community.

This has seriously compromised their ability to criticise the policies of their benefactors and to take a united stand on major social and economic issues, while both the donors and the government use them for their own self-serving agendas. This prevents a serious and holistic debate on the various issues facing the nation.

Apart from the problem of deliverable agendas, Pakistani NGOs carry a heavy overload of cultural baggage which they are unable to shed because of the continuing hold of the feudal, military and bureaucratic dominance of the governance structure.

The so-called second generation reforms which were supposed to have taken place for the rehabilitation of the Washington Consensus doctrine have failed to take root and new forms of bureaucratic structures have emerged with marginal, if any, improvements over the older ones. The NGOs themselves have become bureaucratised and have tarnished, if not totally lost, the pristine vision of development that many pioneers such as Akhtar Hameed Khan had dreamt of.

Much more culpable are the country’s institutions of higher learning and research, especially in economics and the social sciences. There is a total absence of the assertion of the autonomy theoretically available to them.

The universities are highly centralised under the Higher Education Commission which micromanages and controls all activities in the academia, with minimal inputs from within the academic community. Except for a few academics, few dare to exhibit any degree of dissent or challenge established orthodoxies.

The Pakistan Institute of Development Economics, which is regarded as a leading think-tank, has always been under the administrative leadership of the Planning Commission. In recent years, the director has often acted as the chief economist and has implicitly identified the institute with the government’s policies, rather than articulating alternative policies.

The institute’s major activity in the last 20 years is the holding of an annual conference under the auspices of the Pakistan Society of Development Economics which is run primarily on whims and personal predilections, rather than on the basis of internal or external consultation. The main effect of the PSDE on the economics profession has been the stifling of the Pakistan Economics Association which has been dormant since the PSDE’s birth.

The episode relating to Professor Younus’s current visit to Pakistan should serve to awaken the academic community and civil society institutions in Pakistan to assert themselves in a manner that their space is not taken up by the civil and military bureaucracy.

They should endeavour to play a proper role in enabling the society at large to benefit from interactions with prominent foreign experts such as Professor Yunus and Professor Sen, who should be considered as shared intellectual assets of the subcontinent, deserving of our respect and their achievements worthy of our rejoicing.
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