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For much too long we have been led to believe that the problems of our country will be solved by men (and women) of ability and sincerity. While such persons have been difficult to find but whenever and wherever they have been placed in positions of authority where they can influence our lives and that of millions of the deprived in the country, they have failed miserably. 

The scenario is so repetitive that one wonders why we continue to put our faith in such persons time after time. Why do we not realise that the political and economic system under which we have lived for the most part of our emergence as a free nation, and even prospered for a time, has now turned decrepit, paralysed and self-destructive? It does not and will not meet the aspirations of 180 million people.

The situation today is vastly different from what we inherited when power was transferred to us by the colonialists. In the leadership then there were people of outstanding merit, distinguished lawyers, educationalists, thinkers as well as people of action. In spite of the enormous disruption during the massive devastation of partition, the leaders set about their tasks with earnestness and dedication: consolidating external frontiers, rehabilitating a distraught and multiplying immigrant population. In discharging their task they introduced improved systems of economic and social management.

All this was accomplished on shoe-string budget as the new nation was starved of funds for various reasons, including the adamant and unsympathetic stand by India’s then home minister. It is a well-known fact that in the absence of pins and clips in the secretariats files were stitched together by thorns of the babool plants!

While policy planning and governance was vested in the hands of people with limited administrative and fiscal experience, untrained in official correspondence etc they made up for the shortfall by dint of hard work, honesty and commitment to tasks for public good and to nurture a new country with their dedication and devotion. The results were encouraging as history of the times testifies. 

Over the years, however, power has come to be concentrated in the hands of a select few – bureaucrats, civilian as well as uniformed, feudal lords and industrialists, while political leadership comes from the groups in the past six decades. Decisions are taken not for equity and balance in society nor even to help the deprived but to dole out licences, awards and benefits to favoured few. Issues are not being tackled resulting in calamitous economic conditions as seen from declining productivity in every sector of the economy.

The failings of political management are matched by the failings of business management. Installed capacities are not fully utilised on account of shortage of power, raw materials, poor quality machines, untrained manpower; and inept and corrupt management starting from the very top. Hundreds of thousands of workers sacked from jobs are pushed below the poverty line, children removed from schools and made to work at tender age or perform dangerous pursuits like drug pedalling and turn foot-soldiers for terrorist acts. 

The signs are ominous abut massive unemployment and uneducated populace, mostly children. Girls’ education and children’s health are under constant threat of extremists whose sole aim is to break the cohesion and security of national life. Pakistan has the dubious distinction of having the largest number of out-of-school kids, after Nigeria. 

In a corrupt society harassers can be found all around, from the pettiest to the most significant national endeavour. The policeman picks up his daily ‘hafta’ from the meek and the frightened while without the purchased attention of the all-important linesman defective cables will refuse to work or trip all too frequently. The telephone ‘chappie’ will disconnect your line on the slightest of pretext. 

A certain DE is known to have disconnected the telephones of a school for failing his son in the examination! The corrupt practices of the income tax, customs and excise staff are too well-known and experienced to need repetition. In short a system that was designed to serve people of this country is now working against them.

It is hardly surprising that BPS 11 officers in certain government departments own posh bungalows in Clifton and Defence while income tax officers move around blatantly in imported luxury limousines while many district magistrates and sessions judges (some of them are now elevated to the high court benches) own carpeted and chandeliered houses they claim was really a part of the wife’s dowry brought along by her. 

Wrote Oscar Wilde a long time ago, “The only way to get rid of temptation is to yield to it. Resist it and your soul gets sick with longing for the things you have forbidden to yourself.”

Whether it is cronyism between large corporations or low-level bribery to customs and judicial officers, corruption undermines rule of law, strangles economic growth and hurts the poor and the weak most severely. 

The worst offenders of corruption are doubtless the merchants of death and devastation – the producers, salesmen and buyers of arms and armaments, bombs and suicide jackets. Some of my rich friends talk contemptuously about corruption in society but little do they realise that for every taker of bribe there is one who is only too willing to give and grease the palm to get work done. Large corporate organisations have no qualms about paying their lawyers, income tax advisors and company staff especially engaged to keep the tax officer at bay. Ironically it would cost them much less to pay their tax honestly and in doing so benefit the country in many ways. 

In addition to reforming the system we must all, individually and collectively, refuse to surrender to corrupt practices. This is important because it would not only expose corrupt elements of the society but also bring to the forefront persons who are struggling to bring integrity to public life. Only then can we win the war against corruption. Takers, anyone?
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