Is it a societal change?
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ARE we really engaged in a process of societal transformation? Is our growing intolerance towards others an indication of that? If we are moving towards any change, it is undoubtedly for the worse. No society can be changed through edicts.

The change must come from within. It is a long process in which every individual must be involved. Looking at ourselves nearly 60 years after independence, there is a sense of dismay. But our frustration is of our own making.

Wrong priorities, faulty premises and unrealistic dreams lead to distressing conclusions. Any comparison with neighbouring India irritates our rulers. But we can talk about another Muslim country, Malaysia, which has made phenomenal progress despite many limitations. It has racial problems but it has learnt to solve them through democratic means.

Eleven general elections have taken place in Malaysia since it gained independence in the 1950s, and practically all have been impartial. The other notable feature of the Malaysian political system is the total absence of military interventions. For a visitor used to the situation prevailing in Pakistan, the absence of any uniformed person anywhere in the country is an unbelievable sight. Islam is the religion of the state. But it does not interfere with the affairs of the administration. Misplaced stress on rituals is not welcomed.

Nobody can inflict any harm on our religion. In India, Hindutva, so widely condemned, could not drive away the Muslims, nor convert them. Earlier the Shudhi movement had failed in a similar manner. Religion is a personal matter. Innumerable faiths are practised in the world. People have the freedom to choose any one of them. There is no coercion,

Seen in this perspective, it can be said that before partition Islam was not in danger in India. But the Muslim community was. Muslims freely practise their faith in India today. But what held them back from progress then (and does so today in a global context) was their stunted vision and lack of initiative to keep pace with the changing world.

Mohammad Ali Jinnah was aware of this fact. He wanted Muslims to be part of a flourishing, expanding world order. He used religious slogans and relied heavily on the lexicon of faith in order to assemble Muslims speaking different languages and having varied cultures on a single platform. For the success of his movement this was an essential strategy which worked wonders. He knew the limitations of his two-nation theory. That explains why on the eve of independence he advised the Muslims staying back in India to remain loyal to the government of India.

Some of the top Muslim League leaders might not have been aware of the implications of the Pakistan movement, but the Muslims of the minority provinces knew what it would mean. The partition plan did not include any provision for the total exchange of population between India and Pakistan. Neither was the idea conceived at any stage, nor was it a practical solution.

During the days of the freedom movement, and even today, it is stressed that Pakistan is a great citadel of Islam. There are already over 50 such citadels in the world where normal laws governing national life are enforced. While Europe has evolved a mechanism to function as an integrated region, and has a common market and a common currency, Muslim countries have failed to make any move in that direction.

The Muslims of India could not catch up with the changing world because they continued to cling to old values. Although many reformers including Sir Syed Ahmad Khan had emphasised the need for modern, westernised education, only a minority took to the idea. Even Sir Syed favoured education only for a limited section of the population. The concept of the ‘ashrafia’ and the reluctance to educate women eventually harmed the growth of an enlightened, balanced society.

Why has Pakistan lagged behind in so many areas? It is because the two countries which achieved independence practically on the same day followed two different paths. The two priority items on India’s agenda were constitution-making and the integration of over 600 princely states into the Indian union. India achieved both these objectives in a few years. It could do so because even when engaged in the liberation movement, it had set up various committees to prepare policy papers on various aspects of the country. The committees worked tirelessly and by 1947, India was well-equipped to deal with all administrative issues.

The situation was totally different in Pakistan. It was not political leaders but hardened bureaucrats at the helm of affairs. They were to take political decisions for which they were not trained.

It would be wrong to think that the founder of Pakistan did not have the vision to understand the implications of governing a new country. He knew that the Muslims of India could be unified by a strong binding force — Islam. He was aware of the fact that his two-nation theory was only intended to mobilise the Muslims and convince the British rulers that Hindus and Muslims could not live together without any well-defined plan for the protection of the minority community. This is evident from the fact that Jinnah had accepted the Cabinet Mission Plan which had no provision for the partition of the country.

After independence the two countries followed two different courses. India continued to strengthen its democratic institutions.We wasted many years before coming up with a constitution. Moreover, we did nothing to change the structure of land holdings. Big landlords and jagirdars flourished with no regard for the poor. Two parallel systems operated in the country with impunity. The sardars had their own defined territories, their own forts, armies and prisons. Their word was the law. This situation was largely accepted by the ruling elite of the country. As a result there was practically no development in those areas and the people continued to live like serfs.

Democratic institutions were not allowed to be strengthened. Frequent army interventions further weakened the base of society. The military rulers knew that they could not stay in power without any dependable political crutches.Ayub invented basic democrats, Yahya, perhaps, had no political ambitions, Zia recruited a band of religious zealots to support him. At one stage, federal cabinet meetings during the Zia era used to start with sermons by his favoured religious scholars. (This was almost the same pattern of reciting from Mao’s quotations from his famous red book before starting any work. Thankfully, China has discontinued this ritual).

General Pervez Musharraf knows that the style of his military predecessors will not work in a changed situation. He has come up with the concept of enlightened moderation and societal transformation. But societies do not change through catchy slogans and beautiful phrases. Nor do they change by using helicopter gunships and landmines to quell unrest. That is a lesson that people who respect history learn faster than others.

