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Corruption, both moral and monetary, is not a trade in which only politicians excel; state functionaries who run the state from behind the curtains are also partial to it. That is why there are thousands of names of civil servants in the infamous NRO compared to the meagre hundred or so politicians

It was neither unexpected, nor unprecedented news. In the six or so decades of our existence, we have been programmed to believe that the solution for all evils in the country lies with one institution, the Pakistan Army. In many ways, the Pakistan Army does seem to show signs of being a stable institution amidst the other famously non-functionary institutions of the state. The proponents of the theory that the Pakistan Army should replace the current corrupt system of governance believe that such a move would herald a new era for Pakistan. 

The only problem with this theory is that it is fundamentally wrong and misguided. For if we were to analyse the current system of governance in Pakistan, and to assume that all elected members of the provincial and federal parliament are corrupt and useless, then it would leave us with a figure of 1,238 people. Surely, these individuals, so vilified by the press and public alike, are not the real reason for Pakistan’s failures.

As a first step in trying to understand where the problem with governance in our system lies, we must first try to understand how the ‘system’ works. The system in Pakistan, much like everywhere in the world is, contrary to popular myth, run by a breed known as civil servants and not politicians. Depending on the climate of the fatherland, the moods, attitudes, capabilities and priorities of these ‘servants’ vary dramatically. These are the people who usually remain behind the scenes, pushing files, making policy and all the while weaving another net of security around their already impregnable civil service domains. They remain anonymous all their lives, barring the rare fame or shame their offspring bring to their name.

The people who represent the system that we all seem to hate a little too religiously these days are not politicians, who are mere faces of the machinery. The real state is the bureaucratic machinery in the country, formed and based on the requirements of an Imperial Britain to rule and subjugate its subjects. This machinery remains in place come rain or sunshine, and has ruled in the name of civilian and military leaders alike. They have seen politicians and dictators come and go, and if they are ambitious, like our former President Ghulam Ishaq Khan, the highest office can be a fair reward for the unrelenting services rendered to the country.

Corruption, both moral and monetary, is not a trade in which only politicians excel; state functionaries who run the state from behind the curtains are also partial to it. That is why there are thousands of names of civil servants in the infamous NRO compared to the meagre hundred or so politicians. If one is to look objectively, there is a despot in each of the people who represent the Pakistani establishment. They do not care for politicians much because they have grown to understand that politicians are commodities that do not survive for long in our land. 

There is something incessantly wrong with the kind of constitutional and organisational protections provided to these individuals, people who, for the most part, have done more harm than good to Pakistan. So, even if the Pakistan Army, adorned in its starched khaki uniforms, takes over Pakistan tomorrow, it can solve none of the problems that Pakistan faces at this moment. Even though the Pakistan Army has always believed itself to be the saviour rather than defender of the nation of Pakistan, jumping in to take control of the mess that Pakistan is would only harm their already fragile credibility.

That the current system must change is inevitable, but we must not make it a fight against political institutions. We must teach ourselves to ask questions that other journalists should be asking on our behalf. We should find the moral courage to ask why civil servants in Whitehall — our former colonial masters — do not live in Mayfair, while their third world counterparts lavish in Danepur Lane for decades on end, where their children spend their entire lives before being shipped off to foreign universities.

We should ask how the government servants, right from scale one to the federal secretary level, enjoy absolute guarantee of continuity whereas none of the other state actors except the army enjoy such luxuries. Unless real reasons of the failure of governance in Pakistan — the failure of the civil services to deliver anything substantial — are not addressed, Pakistan is going nowhere. If we do not understand this then many military interventions and political stints later we shall find ourselves exactly in the same place we are in today. 

States are not changed or made in a couple of years; it takes decades of planning and follow up for ideas to turn into reality. It is time the meddling middle-class, rather than brandishing the term ‘bad governance’, do some real research into who really governs Pakistan, and who the real enemy is.
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