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Sometimes paintings of older Lahore, whether they hang in art galleries or are pasted in scrapbooks of children’s drawings maintained by fond parents, fill the viewer with wonder.

This is not just because of the content of the artwork itself, but the vibrancy brought to it by the presence in the bright, blue winter skies of the zillions of spots of colour in the sky, depicting the kites that once formed an integral part of the cityscape.

Take the paintings of one of the artists who has most keenly depicted Lahore – Dr Ajaz Anwar. In almost every painting, the bright ‘patangs’, the ‘guddas’ and the smaller, delicate ‘Paris’ fly – each with their distinct shape, hanging up over the buildings and seeming to lift the spirits of the city as though the kite strings were pulling hearts higher into the air, giving a sense of buoyancy the city has since then seemingly lost.

Dreams no longer fly with the kites, children no longer feel the thrilling tug of a kite trying to reach higher and there is a sense of people being nailed to the ground.

No longer free, no longer able to escape even for a few moments the problems that dominate lives as unemployment and inflation soar, law and order collapses and civil problems consume more and more time, as households struggle to cope with a gas, power and consequent water crisis that has appeared simultaneously and left the mere management of life as a major priority for almost everyone.

As the few pleasures left to people – picnics in parks, cricket and gymnastics by the Minar-e-Pakistan or a cup of tea enjoyed at a roadside dhabba – one cannot help but look up at the empty skies over which fog has mercifully not descended this year. The weather is perfect for flying kites. Yet not a single one hovers over our heads. Since the ban placed on kite-flying several years back following a number of accidents that involved the slitting of throats by razor-sharp string, the annual festival of basant has vanished from our lives.

Basant has been a part of life in Lahore for many centuries and also emerged as a rare tourist attraction in a country few dare to visit. In the past, as January used to end kite-flying practices would be going on everywhere for the occasion traditionally marked in mid February – when the breeze would blow just right, but alas that is a thing of the past.

While it is true the ‘kite deaths’ are grave tragedies, road accidents that occur daily do not lead us to prohibit the use of cars, motorcycles of rickshaws. It is also true that there have been occasional deaths during cricket matches or other games played on the roadside.

Naturally, kite-flying needs to be made safer; but the number of deaths because of this has been small; what we really need is an adherence to rules that make the use of the lethal chemical-coated string that has been used in recent years illegal and possibly restrict areas where kites can be flown.

After all as we look at paintings such as those of Dr Anwar’s, it is remarkable that the kites spotted over tall old city buildings with their congested allies seem to be flown without claiming lives or stirring up controversies that involve courts and governments.

Then, kite-flying was simply a pastime that engaged millions in the city and formed an integral part of the Lahore that we are today in danger of losing. It must not be lost forever.

We need a movement of some kind to revive basant; the voices we hear are far too weak. In some cases, such as that of ex-governor Salmaan Taseer, they have literally died. The death of Taseer at the hands of an extremist is linked to the murder of basant. We need to think about these links, unusual as they may seem. It does not appear to be impossible to control deaths during the festival.

What we need to understand is that the real reason behind its quashing is the rise of orthodox ideas in society and the notion linked with them that basant is somehow a pagan or ‘non-Islamic’ event that should be wiped away from our skies.

Extremists, after all, seem to believe that all kinds of pleasures are to be discouraged. In the North, music was banned for prolonged periods under the Taliban rule and even cricket, strangely enough, was deemed inappropriate in places like Swat. The reaction we have seen to basant is a part of this process, even if it takes place more subtly and is hidden behind pretence of logic.

The need at the moment for our society is to develop greater tolerance and a broader thinking within. Basant was the only non-religious festival on our calendar. It united people across religions and across class. For this reason alone it cannot be dismissed as merely an event involving pieces of paper launched into the air using balls of string.

Much more lay behind it and the impact on the city was a significant one. It is the retrogressive pattern we have fallen into that has led to its ban. Reviving it could help us escape these chains which tie us down to a present mired in extremist thinking of all kinds and a greater and greater focus on Islamic belief in the narrowest sense of the idea.

Basant has been a part of Lahore’s culture for centuries. When you snatch away such an important part of that culture, you leave behind a much barer and less humane city.

No number of underpasses, flyovers, or other development projects put in place by the provincial government can bring back any of this culture. We need it to combat the hold of obscurantism and all that goes with it. This is perhaps the most pressing need of our time.

There needs to be an urgent realisation of this fact. Citizens need to unite to drive home this important message – both as a means to protect the past of Lahore and drive back the oppressive forces closing in life within it.

Spirits need to soar again as they do in other cities, such as those across our eastern border so that we do not remain bogged down forever in the dark underworld that has become our place of life.
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