Pakistan: a wasted childhood
By Tasneem Noorani

MEN and women retire at 60, while nations enter their adolescence at that age. The future of the nation after another 60 years would, however, depend on the quality of experience during childhood. In the case of Pakistan, the childhood stage (first 60 years) has generally not been good, even though there have been some happy moments.

Our ‘childhood’ has been spent coming to terms with our ‘sibling’, India. Most of this time has been spent in trying to grab back a piece of asset wrongly allocated to the Indians. This asset has determined our macro policies, which have been mainly India-centric.

We started our journey with a fight in 1948, the only one out of the many we would have, in which we had partial success as we took back a part of our lost territory. Since then we made two serious attempts, 1965 and 1999, by staking our all, to take back the territory by force, with no success. In between, India hit back (1971) and chopped us into two.

While our efforts to take back the territory by frontal attacks failed, we continued to plan constantly, brainwashing the nation to take the task of taking back our territory as priority number one, even above the priority of building on the territory that we had.

Having lost hope of getting our due through frontal force, we devised a strategy of using our Islamists by playing on their religious beliefs and convincing them that it was not just a territorial dispute but a holy war — a war in the way of Islam, a jihad.

We smirked, while these jihadis kept the Kashmir issue on the boil, not knowing that all this while our ‘sibling’ was making itself economically strong, and educating its workforce and following a sustainable method of managing itself through democracy and making friends in the world.

When our strategy of keeping Kashmir on a ‘slow boil’ got irritating for our ‘siblings’, it got its friend, the chief power of the world, who also happened to be our benefactor, to come down on us like a ton of bricks, forcing us to close the tap on our ‘slow boil’ strategy.

The jihadis trained to take on our ‘sibling’, not knowing what to do with themselves, turned on us.

In our fervour, to get back our share of inheritance due to us at Partition, which has coloured our vision about everything else in life, we had no option but to maintain a large, energetic and well-trained strike force, paying for it through our nose. This strike force engaged itself in what it was trained for, for only six weeks (three in 1965 and three in 1971) of the 60 years since it came into being.

All these 60 years, the strike force kept getting bigger, because each commander wanted to immortalise himself as the one who would get back the due family inheritance.

In this pursuit, he kept exaggerating the dangers created by the ‘sibling’ by upping the ante and convincing us that the ‘sibling’ would gobble us up if we did not have a deterrent, and, as a result, frightened us into diverting more and more of our resources to the strike force.

Since the energetic and well-trained strike force had nothing to do for 59 years, 46 weeks out of the 60 years of its existence, it turned its attention to managing us. It used its well-protected and well-funded institutional tradition and a well-trained officer cadre to subdue all other institutions, by branding them as inefficient and corrupt, in the hope that people would have no option but to depend on them and in the process keep them very fruitfully occupied.

Amongst the few happy moments of our ‘childhood’ is the achievement of our scientists to sneak technology from the West to make the atomic bomb, earning us the awestruck respect of the Muslim world and some poor downtrodden countries, and the suspicion of the powers that be.

It also brought with it its downside, as the powers that be now want to play a part in micromanaging us, in order to thwart any chance of someone coming to power here who does not toe their line completely. So it keeps the carrot and the stick hanging over us to make sure we stay in line, without regard to what is good for us internally. The deterrence of the bomb, its main justification, could not, however, convince the strike force to reduce its conventional size.

Are there any other good memories of ‘childhood’ that we can recall with a glow of happiness, as we move into adolescence?

Education: Yes, our private schooling system has become better than it used to be. Resultantly, the gap between the education levels of our elite and the masses has widened.

The government secondary and higher school level has collapsed. There has been much publicity about the government doing great things for the elementary education system, but the main beneficiaries have been the contractors who built the new schools and supplied

‘bastas’.

No attention was paid to recruit, retain, motivate or discipline the teacher who is the lifeline of any education system, because it required focused dedication and no monetary gains for the planners.

All this while, our ‘sibling’, despite its poverty and internal political squabbling, concentrated on education as its top priority, at the elementary, secondary and higher education level. It used its inherited advantage of having a significant English-speaking population to convert its huge population into an asset rather than a liability. We, on the other hand, lost the opportunity of taking advantage of the same inheritance of English-speaking traditions.

Health: Yes, there are far more doctors than used to be, because of the increase in medical colleges, even though the quality of the product is questionable. The large numbers of doctors have, however, not helped the masses, because we have not been able to induce them to work in the countryside, to provide the much-needed help to the majority of our population which is in the rural areas, The quacks have, through the indiscriminate use of unhygienic injections and drips for material gains, given us the gift of the erstwhile unknown epidemic Hepatitis B/C.

Yes, we have more sophisticated tertiary healthcare, in the form of sophisticated heart and kidney hospitals, but then, we have not devised a system where a poor man can also benefit as easily as one who can pay. All this while our ‘sibling’ has also been working on its health system.

While its primary healthcare may be the same as ours, its tertiary health system has developed so much that it is marketing itself as a healthcare destination for citizens of the richest countries. Resultantly, more and more people from the regional and western countries are heading towards our ‘sibling’ for complicated medical treatment, because it is efficient, reliable and less expensive.

Economy: Yes, our per capita may have gone up, if we discount the sceptics’ allegations that it is a juggling of figures. But it has resulted in a greater gap between the rich and the poor. A tea boy in a company would be grateful to get Rs5,000 per month while the boss of the company could be making Rs1,000,000 per month, a gap of 200 times in the same organisation.

Has anyone paid attention to the income of the landless peasant or a rural immigrant living on the outskirts of cities, while we continue to squabble over the percentage of people living below the poverty line (less than a dollar a day), with the government claiming victory, while everyone else is crying foul? All this while the poor remain a statistic.

The phenomenon of there being economic growth when a strongman comes to and stays in power for long is repeating itself, the last distinct example being in the 1960s.

The problem is that each time growth is so warped (while we are advised to wait for the trickle-down effect) that it leads to a strong backlash from the poor who get ignored in this big industry-driven growth and we go back to square one.

Our worst memory of our ‘childhood’ years is that we have not been able to learn to manage our ‘household’. At the end of 60 years, we are behind the starting line.

We are still talking of declaring emergencies to sort out internal strife; debating the option of declaring martial law; denying ourselves the right to vote for whoever we want to; changing the rules of the game as the match proceeds; and making attempts to change the referee if the match is not going our way. If we have not learned how to coexist and do no have a system based on the rule of law, who will manage our affairs for us and how can we begin to improve matters?

Unless we can sort out or overcome inheritance issues with our ‘sibling’, restrict our strike force to the professional role stipulated for such professional forces, let other institutions rediscover their stipulated role, I am afraid we will be talking in similar, or even worse terms, at the end of the adolescence period, and our father, who said to the first parliament, “I am sure with your support and cooperation I can look forward to Pakistan becoming one of the greatest nations of the world” will continue to turn in his grave.

tasneem.noorani@tnassociates.net
