A rotten structure
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THAT from the mid-1950s Pakistan has been ruled by an oligarchy, is beyond doubt. To begin with, this oligarchy was led by the civil bureaucracy but in October 1958, the leading role was assumed by the military. 
Needless to add, all powerful groups and the elite were either part of this oligarchy or supported it from outside.Pakistan did well in its initial years because the momentum of the British administrative system kept things going in a smooth manner and the founding fathers of Pakistan took the Indian challenge rather seriously. They wanted to disprove the Indian leadership’s perception that Pakistan was not a workable entity and that its economy would crumble very soon.

But then things started going downhill. Firstly, it was the totally unnecessary 1965 war which, among other things, derailed the process of economic development. Secondly, increasing disparities led to discontent among the deprived regions and classes. Since power was concentrated in a few hands and the ruling oligarchy was not ready to share it, dismemberment of the country was the natural result.

The fall of Dhaka was the time to learn lessons. Under a visionary leadership, we could have evolved a system of governance to meet the aspirations of all people, and a process of economic development, sustainable over the long term, could have been ushered in. However, this was not to be.

Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto’s nationalisation of educational institutions and administrative reforms proved to be a retrogressive step.

Ziaul Haq’s martial law continued the process of decay and deterioration. His main ‘contribution’ was opening the floodgates of corruption. As a matter of fact, apart from corrupt military officials, non-representative politicians, disgruntled civil servants, mullahs and other right-wing elements were his main constituency.

By the time Zia was removed from the scene, the process of all-round deterioration was complete. If ZAB played havoc with the economy and administration, Ziaul Haq was responsible for destroying the social fabric of society, robbing it of its intellectual element and dehumanising it. The trauma was so great that even after two decades, with several regime changes, things remain almost the same.

Where do we stand in July 2011? From malgovernance we have graduated to the absence of governance, and finally reached a stage where the Pakistani state has lost a lot of its ‘stateness’.

Because of Pakistan’s descent into chaos, some call it a failed state, others a dysfunctional entity. Call it by any name, but one thing is clear. With all the resources and power at its disposal, Pakistan’s oligarchic system is not in a position to deliver.

Joseph Cohen of Brookings Institution is right when he says that Pakistan’s oligarchy may be strong enough to prevent state failure, but not strong and imaginative enough to impose the change that might transform the state.

Given this situation, what are the alternatives?

With the prevailing atmosphere, the question that springs to mind is: is the rising power of militants the real threat? Do they have the power to capture the state or replace the system, as the oligarchic tradition continues? Historically, Islam was not an issue. Mr Jinnah included a Hindu law minister and an Ahmadi foreign minister in his cabinet and no one raised any objection.

In his Aug 11, 1947 policy statement, Mr Jinnah categorically stated that in Pakistan religion would have nothing to do with
the affairs of the state, and there was no hue and cry against this speech.

There is a view that the passing of the Objectives Resolution, just after six months of Mr Jinnah’s death, was simply a political ploy. Similarly, many believe that the 1953 riots against Ahmadis were more a result of intrigues against Khawaja Nazimuddin, than public demand. In our short political history, Mr Bhutto is taken to be the most liberal and progressive leader, but the ascendancy of the mullahs was witnessed when his parliament declared Ahmadis non-Muslims and took steps strengthening obscurantism.

The vested interests of the oligarchy again came to the fore when Ziaul Haq seized power in 1977 and found it easy to use Islamisation as a tool for legitimacy. What happened between 1977 and 2011 is a story told again and again. The growth of fundamentalism and militancy is not a genuine phenomenon in Pakistan. The mullahs’ electoral strength has never gone beyond a small percentage, but they were strengthened because powerful oligarchic groups used religion as a tool to protect their vested interests.

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 changed the scene with everyone involved in supporting the war against the ‘infidels’. Even after 9/11, the army is alleged to have continued to support some jihadi groups and ‘good Taliban’ for proxy wars. As always happens, some of these militants have become so powerful that they are challenging the state.

The happenings in Swat and the tribal agencies are known to all. We have witnessed murderous attacks on political and military leaders, and audacious assaults on our military installations. Incidents like the Mumbai 2008 strikes show that the militants have enough power to attack any place. They also have street power to stifle the government. But it is also true that they have as yet not captured political power through the ballot or through armed insurrection.

Our oligarchic system, by all standards, is rotten to the core and has no capacity to deliver or to impose reforms, and there appears to be no real alternative to replace it. What needs contemplation is that if there are no options, what will happen in the immediate future? Will we be condemned to face more anarchy and more chaos?
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