Growing disconnect —Rasul Bakhsh Rais
[image: image1.jpg]


There is still time to reverse this political trend with greater focus on effective governance, better accountability and responsible exercise of power. Otherwise rising frustrations may brew multiple social and political storms

The living conditions of the vast majority of the poor in the rural areas and in urban slums are heartbreaking. They don’t have even the basic amenities of life — clean drinking water, sanitation, and access to education and healthcare.

The reality of the Pakistani village today is different from its classical, romanticised perception of a clean, healthy and prosperous place. The village environment has greatly changed with the population explosion and land fragmentation within larger family networks, thus shrinking their resource base.

Our argument is that poverty and underdevelopment are not natural; they result from bad public policies, poor governance and irresponsive elites.

There is no doubt that population growth is one of the basic causes of poverty and misery for the majority in Pakistan. But it would be unfair to blame the poor and question their wisdom for having too many children without sufficient means. Within their limited rationality and span of reasoning, it makes sense to have many hands to help with and diversify their meagre sources of income. Poor parents have traditionally pinned their hopes on male children to get out of poverty trap.

Have they been successful? Not really, but there are other reasons relating to state policies, governance and social justice that we need to examine in order to explain the failure of the poor. 

Why would the poor and the lower strata of the middle class, pressed by economic circumstances, not think of having smaller families? The primary reason is that they are not intellectually evolved enough to rationally think of the relationship between means and family size. It is only through good education and a modern economy that individuals reprioritise values and place material well-being on top of the hierarchy of life objectives.

Let us first be clear that it is the prerogative of the individual poor, illiterate, prosperous or literate to make the social choices that he makes or doesn’t make about his family size. A totalitarian view to enforce change through draconian laws on family size like what China has done under ‘one child’ policy is too restrictive and oppressive. A country like Pakistan with somewhat liberal social and political traditions cannot even think of such prescriptions.

When and how a society acquires a sense about small family size is the subject of a lot of social theorising. And one can look the historical trajectories of development of other societies that are prosperous, stable and peaceful. Economic development and social progress through education are key elements in stabilising population growth. Investing in social development, like Sri Lanka has done, would have lowered the birth rate and pulled tens of millions out of poverty.

Population growth is just one of the areas of state failure in Pakistan that have contributed to poverty.

How do we explain this failure? The simple and correct answer is the apathy of ruling bureaucratic and political groups, from top to bottom.

There are schools in rural areas and also in cities that don’t function. There are ghost schools and absentee teachers. The quality of instruction where a few teachers ceremonially present themselves is poor. It is equally true of the health facilities that force the poor to seek services from fake doctors in the villages who have no knowledge of medical science. Or the poor resort to faith healers, even for snake and dog bites. And when sadly a family loses a loved one, its resigns to fate.

The same is true of roads and other infrastructural projects in most of Pakistan. They are built on inflated cost, most of it skimmed off by the political and bureaucratic class. They break down well before their expected lifespan. Even in the national and provincial capitals, from Islamabad down to Karachi, we see organised, systematic corruption for which each and every individual pays a high cost to feed a large rent-seeking class. And the cost of corruption for the poor and lower income groups with larger families has always been greater than the upper middle class.

The real question is: why do we have poor governance?

An instinctive answer is because there is exercise of power without accountability or regard for the citizen. It is largely because of poor governance that Pakistan has joined the ranks of many failed African states. Not only in Pakistan, but also in many other failed states, ruling groups makes sure that the system of justice, rule of law and the accountability process remain weak and subject to manipulation.

Repeatedly in our politically history, powerful individuals and groups both under military regimes and political governments have misused their authority for private ends. A country is an abstraction; what matters are its people. The losers are always the most vulnerable sectors of the society, the rural and urban poor.

There is then the issue of national image and climate of investment. Pakistan is ranked as one of the top ten most corrupt countries in the world and cannot give confidence to domestic and international investors. And without investment we cannot address the issues of poverty and unemployment.

There is growing social discontent which the elected governments must address before it is too late.

The weak regime of accountability and denial of social justice are no longer subjects of drawing room intellectual talks. The poor, the illiterate and all socially disenfranchised sections of society talk about it, along with the power outages, rising petroleum prices and the luxurious lifestyles of the bureaucratic and political elites.

This growing feeling of political alienation and social discontent at all levels of society may have serious consequences for the social and political stability of the country for two reasons.

First, the entire Pakistani political and social order seems to have become de-legitimised, with the moral basis of political authority being increasingly questioned.

Second, the growing distrust of existing political parties and their leadership has created a dangerous social and political vacuum. Those in power may not agree with us but the social reality of Pakistan has changed.

What happens when powerful ruling groups repeatedly fail to deliver on their promises? Social learning theories and experiences of other countries suggest that such practices and political behaviour cannot go on forever; and history doesn’t move in circles like a merry-go-round, bringing the same crowd in power again and again.

Social and political frustrations and dwindling trust in existing leadership may give rise to all kinds of social movements. The absence of a credible national leader and a credible national party may further fragment the political system, which may make it very difficult for the existing mainstream parties and their leaders to rule effectively and ensure stability.

There is still time to reverse this political trend with greater focus on effective governance, better accountability and responsible exercise of power. Otherwise rising frustrations may brew multiple social and political storms. 
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