Foreign pursuits
By Umar Latif


Obsessed with foreign policy perceptions and pursuits, successive governments have left national development to chance
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COMPOSED of heterogeneous elements, an exceptionally strong urge among us as a nation is the obsession for anything ‘foreign’. This obsession is as strong in individuals as it is in our society and rulers. Despite the often unsavoury outcome, this fixation doesn’t seem to come to an end.

Each successive government of Pakistan focuses sharply on its foreign affairs and tries to make it its biggest success story. Carried to a frightening extent, this preoccupation of our rulers leads them to ignore national issues in pursuit of their foreign policies. And ‘success’ has always resulted in huge failures at home. The loss of East Pakistan has been a result of this and the Kashmir issue remaining unresolved despite the loss of hundreds of thousands of precious lives. These are the sour fruits of the obsession of our rulers for success in foreign affairs while remaining oblivious to the significance of domestic affairs. And this has been one of the reasons why no Pakistani ruler has ever been popular and has been eventually rejected by the public. However, the length of their rule is not a reflection of true public opinion as they have held onto their position by sheer force and foul play.

Successive governments in Pakistan were obsessed with getting more and more foreign aid and assistance to ‘enrich’ the country. This was an elusive pursuit and the outcome has been disastrous. Foreign assistance ought to be limited to meeting the shortfall of resources to finance mega development projects and not for meeting the current needs, or what is referred to as budgetary deficit. This ought to be met by domestic means and resources. Preferring to consider foreign assistance as the preferred and easy way out has led to the current state of our society and crippling of the economy.

It is unfortunate that the charm of foreign investments has overtaken all other considerations in our economic system. Day in and day out, be it President General Pervez Musharraf, Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz, Governor State Bank of Pakistan or anyone at any level in the government’s hierarchy, they are keep harping about the increasing foreign investment and their untiring efforts to attract more of the same. A foreign investment of billion dollars is claimed as an achievement par excellence! Foreign investment in the banking sector brings in instant approval from all directions, and investors receive a rousing welcome that may include meetings with the president or the prime minister.

Another national obsession of ours is that of foreign education. Foreign degrees, even the most insignificant of courses from substandard institutes, are held in high esteem. The current state of education maybe one of the reasons for this but we mistakenly assume that anyone who has studied abroad must have been a protege of Einstein. The standard of education in the country had not been as low in the past as it is today. Had it been patronised in a proper manner, the educational standard would have been far better today.

Before nationalisation of education during the 1970s, it was organised and managed by social organisations and their record was impressive by any standards. But the decay in the system started taking place after the uncalled for nationalisation. A proper strategy should have been made to improve its standard in the public sector domain and the implementation of competitive examinations would have improved the levels of both the students and the institutes. There is the current trend of acquiring a degree of ‘Doctor of Philosophy’ (Ph.D) from abroad. Extra fondness for foreign degrees is not a solution of the problems prevalent in the educational sector.

Pakistan was a leading nation in education, banking, industry and farming sectors prior to nationalisation of the first three sectors. Among other reasons, the excessive obsession of foreign goods and services has led these sectors to decline to their current positions. Since each successive government hedged its own success to foreign affairs, it set the unfavourable trend of others aiming for similar pursuits. This eroded national talent and its recognition, as it has been the case of goods and services from the domestic sector. No society can flourish by its excess reliance on foreign fundings. Similarly, it cannot salvage its socio-economic position by the obsession of foreign goods and services.

The fascination of foreign goods extends to almost all items, even shoes, as is apparent from the unlimited amount of imports flooding the markets. The quality in many cases is poor, and the prices are attractively low because of the advantage mass scale production. The flooding of the local market with Chinese goods is a case in point. Even handbags for ladies and other small fancy items are in excessive supply, with footpaths overflowing with these ‘imported’ goods that are greater in numbers than their possible buyers. Needless to say, the quality is generally inferior.

A peek at the construction and building industry shows that there has been a great dependence on imported building materials. But not all of it is due to the necessity of meeting the growing demand. Buildings and houses being made these days are becoming more luxurious and fancy than ever before and this increases the dependence on imported construction materials and accessories. Our obsession to have our houses covered with fancy fittings and decorations results in some bathrooms costing as much as a two-bedroom apartment because of the French and Italian fittings in it.

Imported clothings and international designer labels are all you need to enhance you image these days. From children to the oldies, everyone is very label conscious. Locally made fabrics and clothes are not favoured, especially by the youth. This obsession is depriving the local industry as more and more international labels flood the markets.

Foreign films, foods and drinks, confectioneries, and imported neckties, designs, brands, cosmetics, toiletries, medicines, bottled drinking water, phone and phony instruments, even foreign dreams and, consequently, dogmas and fears have become dominant in our society. Nothing national is of interest to anyone as it lacks the mark of excellence. How much one spends on foreign goods and in return acquires mental slavery by it is not being assessed and given a thought to. If blindly pursued, this trend will render foreign goods eventually inaccessible. No economy can persistently afford to thrive on imported goods, it will only draw doomsday nearer.

Many men are seen to favour foreigners as wives, without considering its long-term influence. A few such people have the capacity to satisfy this lust while others are prevented in fulfilling this desire by economic or social constraints. In brief, this obsession is crashing our cultural norms and degrading our social values.

This obstinate obsession has sadly been on the rise, instead of it receding and eventually fading as we grow older as an independent nation. As a consequence, this obsession has emerged as an obstacle in shaping the national identity in the relevant spheres. Under the corroding influence of this obsession, the ideology of the creation of Pakistan has been sadly lost. The prime slogan of our independence and its struggle being ‘unity, faith and discipline’, which helped in crating a galvanised identity of this nation has been lost in the strong winds of foreign influences. No trace of that unity exists. No trait of faith is seen. No form of discipline is being observed.

The beauty of unity in diversity, the finest natural form, has been rendered ugly as diversity has become the divisive force for the fragmentation of the nation. The urge to hold on to power has been in full force, erasing the traces of independence. Successive governments in Pakistan have held no popular base of acceptance which has been both the cause and effect of their obsession for a success-oriented foreign policy. In hot pursuit of it, the basic principle that a government should stand firmly by people’s wishes has been lost. By administrating doses of foreign assistance as the right prescription for economic progress, the nation has been forced to carry the burden of large foreign debt. Our society has not thrived but has been rendered poor. The fact that Pakistan has managed so far, despite the ‘debt trap’, is due to the inherent strength of its resource base, together with its strong, hard working and competent manpower. If this facts are realised and recognised, and put into an imaginative working mould, the governments would have been stable and successful in the real sense of the word.

National development is not a lopsided affair to advance, as deficiently conceived and poorly practised by our policy-makers and their gang of followers. National development is comprehensive in its composition by holding all spheres together in single frame. Either there is progress or regression in all dimensions. Either there is prosperity for all or pauperism the fate of all. Nations thrive or falter as a single integrated unit. National development, as David Cushman in his book National Development and How it Works precisely points out: “National development is too important to be left to chance”.

Science and invention have, of course, led to revolutionising the lives of people during the past two centuries. It simultaneously sparked the urge and created a demand for political freedom. This phenomenon prevailed worldwide. The countries/societies which refused to realise the force of this phenomenon and tried to suppress popular demand for political freedom have failed transform into a nation, an unification imperative for peace, progress, harmony and happiness in sequence and rhythm. Sound political system works well in sound economic development. Pakistan is seen bedevilled by political disunity, and its derailment all along for want of democratic dispensation. This has been due to, among other reasons, one key factor of being overwhelmed with foreign policy perceptions and pursuits as key to success of all forms. It has been an improper pursuit since national strength squarely emerges from internal unity, integration and consolidation. By faulty modes, people’s aspirations were being checked rather than being allowed to blossom. As a result, national disunity has been dominant which has, deceitfully in general and consciously in some cases, fed on the fad for foreign items and influences.

Tracing its history, from October 1951, soon after the first Prime Minister of Pakistan Liaquat Ali Khan was killed, as many as 25 persons were rolled over in the position of either the prime minister or the president to lead the nation! In this lot, the four branded as caretakers were for a short stint. Barring them to be without initiatives assignment, all others were found excessively indulged in ‘fortifying’ the foreign policy! In the process, their faculty for improvements, overdue in internal national integration and consolidation, were overshadowed. The performance of each was assessed as unsatisfactory, creating frustration and leading to disenchantment among the public. Each one of them unceasingly boasted of creating a good governance at home but each faced peoples’ displeasure and, as a result, none gained respect and the nation’s complete confidence to command. Each was eventually toppled unsung, unceremoniously, from the top position. No one cried for them, even crocodile’s tear were not shed. None ever opted to bow before the public uproar. So on the departure of each of them, the public did not express sympathy but relief. What a tragedy!

As each successive government ignored the importance of internal stability as a prerequisite to achieve strength in external affairs, it failed to progress in either of the directions. So a major deviation at the highest national level set the tone of adopting of a similar attitude towards foreign influences in all walks of our national, public and private lives without distinction. This has led to failures, as it was bound to. The Pakistani nation could not be placed on path of progress and prosperity, as is evident by the present state of inflation and poverty level.

Despite Pakistan possessing one of the best irrigation networks in the world, the agricultural sector could not progress as it should have and faced fluctuating fortunes time and time again. This instability put a heavy burden on the economy as often there is a need to import food grains. Indeed a costly affair.

Development is deemed a national right. It grips each sphere of national life — political, economical, social and even religious. Not that everything old is meant for demolition, but progress and the economy depends upon making new arrangement out of old one. This is presently branded as ‘re-engineering‘ and ‘synergy’ pursuit. It is primarily aimed at putting the resources available in better layout which overcomes irritants, renders functions smooth and achieves better results at a lower cost of funds, time and energy.

The nation of Pakistan needs to realise its internal strength, of manpower and resources, assessed as substantial. But for this, the obsession for foreign goods and aid needs to be curbed. This can be started by shifting our main focus away from foreign policy to internal unity and stability, accompanied with a lower dependence on foreign investments. Solid economic growth has been an elusive dream for the common man of Pakistan for over half a century. And if things remain the same, the nation will be in a worst state after another half a century.


