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The rich might become richer, the poor poorer, but in time there will be a bigger and more confident middle class that will demand its rights as citizens. It is not going to happen overnight but it will happen. And if not, God help us

Feudalism is often blamed for almost every ill that has ever befallen this country as well for every misfortune that is expected to occur in the future. I have never known any real feudal lords except perhaps a few budding ones while in college. As far as their behaviour or attitudes towards us presumably lesser mortals was concerned, it did not seem particularly offensive. So, I find it hard to believe that they ever were, or have now become the cause of all that is wrong with Pakistan. 

When we in Pakistan talk about feudalism, most of us conflate the big zamindars, the tribal chiefs, the descendents of the princes of Indian states and the hereditary religious divines or the pirs. The two things common to all of them are that these positions are hereditary and that but for a few honourable exceptions most of those that survived the Raj with their influence intact collaborated with the British against the Mughals, the Sikhs or whoever it was that the British were fighting against at some time or the other.

As a counterpoint, it might also be worthwhile to point out that many Muslim princes and rajas, big zamindars and religious divines played an important role in the creation of Pakistan. It is perhaps for this reason that they were quite prominent in the politics during the early years, and many of them held important positions in government during that time and performed well under adverse circumstances. However, it is not my purpose to make any value judgments about the moral standing of those that constitute this group, one way or another. Though I do feel that as a group they are not quite as influential today as they once were.

Returning to Pakistan after having lived in the US, I noticed that the number of people who lived very well was much larger than it was when I left more than 30 years ago. Of those that are ‘rich’ in Pakistan today one of the more important overt expression of their power and wealth is in the number of retainers and other such that they employ and treat as any feudal lord would treat his subjects. And here perhaps I first started noticing the malicious influence of the feudalism on our everyday lives and indirectly on our present day politics. 

What is often referred to as the VIP culture in Pakistan is in my opinion an extension of the feudal ethos. Along with remnants of the landed ‘gentry’, people from modest backgrounds who have now come up in the world have also become enthusiastic proponents of this aberrant life style. In this they are increasingly being joined by members of the senior bureaucracy, generals and successful professionals. They all live in mansions surrounded by retinues of servants, guards and retainers. Through intermarriage these diverse groups have created a new pseudo-feudal elite that now rules Pakistan. 

One of my favourite quotations from the US was that “it is better to be nouveau riche than not to be riche at all”. In Pakistan it seems that for most it is better to be nouveau feudal than not to be a feudal at all. But the original feudal systems were symbiotic to some extent with elements of loyalty and noblesse oblige being the basis of the relations between the rulers and the ruled. Instead of that what we have today is a rigid social stratification where everybody is expected to stay put in his or her place irrespective of ability or personal accomplishment. 

The reason why all this is relevant is because democracy is based on a simple assumption that all people are equal before the law. Unfortunately, this nouveau feudal order is the very antithesis of this assumption. Most of them believe that the law does not apply to them as it does to the ordinary people. And, being in positions of power and authority, they can stay above the law. But if there is no rule of law, there can never be democracy. Also, the feudal culture is in essence collaborationist. Just as a feudal lord needs subjects to lord it over, he needs an overlord and to pay homage to. Clearly, people as sovereign do not fit into this scheme of things. 

There are some who believe that if only we can abolish hereditary positions and big land holdings in Pakistan, all will be well. Undoubtedly there are feudal dominated areas in different parts of Pakistan that would benefit tremendously from such a change. The ones to benefit the most might be those along the western border of the country, where many still live under the yoke of hereditary tribal chiefs, and have little recourse to what are the normally accepted rights and privileges of citizenship even for a country like Pakistan. 

But, in my opinion the abolition of these positions is not going to benefit the rest of the country as long as the VIP/feudal culture persists elsewhere. Fortunately all is not lost! As always it is the private sector that is coming to the rescue. These pseudo feudal elite might be running the government but the government is becoming increasingly inconsequential. Few Pakistanis expect the government to be of any help any more and are depending upon the private sector to provide them with jobs, education, health care and even basic amenities like clean drinking water.

As living standards improve, people become more educated and find jobs based on their qualifications and abilities, the hold of this pseudo feudal elite will diminish. The rich might become richer, the poor poorer, but in time there will be a bigger and more confident middle class that will demand its rights as citizens. It is not going to happen overnight but it will happen. And if not, God help us. 
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