Pakistan’s feudal demon
By Sohail Salahuddin

THIS is a good time to redirect our analysis before the next series of social explosions in Pakistan. The time to build socially is now to survive the coming storms. Why? The facts don’t support the paradigms being used till now to describe civil society actions, the lawyers’ movement, media views or businessmen’s predictions.

Despite references to groups, this is a nonpartisan scientific analysis for all parties and segments.

Facts: Fifty to 100 citizens have been killed; orphans and mentally challenged children were abused in an Edhi welfare village; thousands remained stranded at railway stations in the country; and people were terrorised by stoning all over the country. Public property that serves the poor and working classes has been damaged to the tune of billions of rupees; railway stations, trains, buses and over 1,000 cars have been attacked and burned. This is just a limited count in two days of mayhem.

This came in the wake of former Prime Minister Benazir Bhutto’s assassination. Many television reporters include all this as part of the protests in the same series as the lawyers’ protest and the ‘civil society’ agitation in support of democracy.

Analysis: But these facts don’t fit the motivations and theories put forth by different social segments for demonstrations in the last few months. There is no protest by lawyers against human rights abuses. Locking up workers in a factory and burning them is a heinous crime, worse than anyone losing a job. But no one is asking for foreign police to come and investigate.

NGO groups are not demonstrating at the Press Club against the killing or the abuse of children. The sick and ailing prevented from going to hospitals for three days is not an issue. These facts support the paradigm that recent struggles by these groups want to ensure that the right to life and property is only for a few elite people. The rest of society is just fuel for this cause.

Businessmen and economic experts interviewed over the last year projected no such explosion. Else they would have stockpiled mineral water from before rather then stampeded the stores for hundreds of bottles. Many told me the media is very sophisticated in this country when I said last year that I could not watch the daily business TV coverage for more than a few seconds.

Television commentators are not clamouring for investigations into destructive protests nor calling them rights abuses. There is no eulogy for those killed nor any tribute being paid to them, nor three days of mourning. And this time there are no Taliban to blame nor the military. Nor are those killed considered shaheed or martyred.

End-game: This could be the last call for all of us to accept that something more fundamental is wrong with us than just the presence of external extremists or a Musharraf. If the upper echelon believes that the right to life and property and health is just for a few elite defined by wealth or a particular caste or zaat then get ready for more explosions.

Getting rid of Musharraf or the Taliban will not rid us of our own internal contradictions. There will be new demons. The big demon of Hindus was removed 60 years ago so that Muslims could live in peace. That argument has changed completely. The country’s leaders are proclaiming that really the demon is now coming as Muslims in the form of Taliban extremists!

How many such demons will we destroy senselessly before turning to the contradictions within our own society?

An alternate paradigm that better explains the current crises is that feudal values ingrained in our society are inconsistent with any form of the western market paradigm that would lead to economic growth. Capitalism and free markets are based on free flows of labour and capital and land that cannot coexist with a feudal process and values.

Production and consumption thrived in the West because they allowed labour to work and produce regardless of caste, class, gender or religion. Getting rid of these discriminations is also a necessary definition of democracy.

Feudalism allows a few to have billions in expenses without producing any goods or services. They can have palaces without investing in real plants and machinery.

In our era, systems with rights for a few have been overthrown in South Africa. Legends like Gandhi and Martin Luther King garnered millions to walk with them and overpower the separation of rights and services created by race and class. In contrast, a major event recently invoked hereditary feudal rights to establish the leadership of a party and its billions in assets.

The right to food and water is a human right but the staple wheat is missing in the local market. Lentils and rice are being sold at prices beyond the poor man’s reach. Free drinking water is gone for most. Doctors and tests cost thousands of rupees. Imported goods have dollar prices.

But drivers, maids, waiters and the emaciated carving out those marble stones for the big houses in Karachi’s Clifton and Defence localities are making Rs5,000 a month. Consumer prices have doubled in a short span but not wages.

People with feudal values see nothing wrong with this because its fits with their traditions and habits. Injecting feudalism in analytical frameworks explains what is happening in the country better than just assuming this is an industrialised society that can be fixed by removing one president.

The notion that we have had a functioning judicial system serving all classes is not supported by any evidence or study on Pakistan.

Many current laws in the books were written by the British during their rule, some as far back as 1880. Possibly the oldest law bookseller in the city remarked, “Why do you need law books written when everything can get done using money?”

The big contradiction is that the rest of the world has moved on and ordinary Pakistanis can see that. Global values of respect for the rights of all classes have seeped in through television and other modes of communication. Civil society needs to adapt and accommodate the 98 per cent banished to the ‘other’ group, or perish.
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