Let’s start looking long distance
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I was at a seminar the other day which was also an interactive discussion between selected panelists and an invited audience. The panelists, barring one, were all known for their alternative point of view and had definite left of centre leanings. That notwithstanding, it was an interesting discussion. Ayesha Siddiqa, who was the main speaker, said that she had concluded with the help of extensive research that people inhabiting our part of the world were genetically predisposed to being able to see only short distance. She emphasised that our short history was a testament to the fact that we lived from year to year, government to government, switching loyalties and principles with ease. 

If that is true, I suppose one can blame all our problems to our genetic predisposition and this ‘flavour of the month’ syndrome that we follow. How all the wives of senior civil and military bureaucrats started to cover their heads to exude piety in General Ziaul Haq’s tenure is a case in point. If you recall the era, then you, probably, also remember how quickly the saintly habit was dropped within days of his moving on by most of them.

The movers and the shakers of our destiny, or the civil and military bureaucratic powers, are waiting yet again to see which way the dust will settle and what the coming days bring. It is a foregone conclusion after the Prime Minister’s accusatory and angry outbursts on Thursday that lines are drawn and it is back to ‘us versus them’ once more. The ‘us’ is the PPP government and ‘them’ is obviously the boys in khaki. The rest of the country, adhering to its best short-term vision, is gearing up to safeguarding its interests by siding with the potential winners. 

The ones caught in the middle are the PML-N guys, as it is their petition regarding memogate in the Supreme Court, which has brought about this clear divide. The PML-N has been the loudest in its harangue against military takeovers and, ironically, it is being forced to side with the khakis on the memo issue. As the song goes, “na na kartey piyar tumhi sai ker bhaitey!” 

Not that any takeover by the military is imminent. It is just that there appears to be a major disagreement over some issue, which seems to have been the last proverbial straw for Prime Minister Gilani’s government. The military, under General Kayani, has been extremely careful about staying within its own domain and (despite chafing at the bit in private conversations) has refrained from interference in the affairs of the government. Had the delivery from the government been even just a shade better in any key area, it would have further ensured that the military automatically lessens its control on some of the policies it controls currently. It is, indeed, distressing for those who support democracy and the continuity of the system that they can say so little in defence of the present set of rulers. It is also such a nuisance to have the bearing of the USA in each and every situation regarding our country. Just for his stand on this one issue alone, I hope Imran Khan is elected by the majority. 

In 2012, we must change ourselves forcefully and start to plan and visualise long-term. The songs by Strings and Shahzad Roy alone are not going to cut it on their own. Our future generations must have level playing fields and the same opportunities that children of developed countries do. A future where anybody with merit and leadership skills can think of coming into politics and become successful without any help from dynastic stepping stones. 

The current state of disenfranchisement of the people was so evident at the recent PTI jalsa in Kasur where people walked off afterwards with the plastic chairs, which had been placed there for them to sit on. Even though we live in a country where we think we have seen the weirdest of things, this was a first! 

Sadly, things have come to a pass where many now think it’s ok to steal whatever they can lay their hands on, because they have such poor role models in those who have governed this country in its 64 years and for whom short-term and personal benefits have always been more important than long-term and national ones.

Postscript: Islamabad recently lost two wonderful citizens, who made a huge contribution to the country. One is Dr Zaheer Ahmed, who was the founding President and CEO of Shifa International Hospital. He was a true visionary and after building Shifa Hospital went on to build the Shifa College of Medicine and then the Shifa College of Nursing. He also wanted to contribute to the cause of education by building a university, a mission that his team says they will translate into reality. Despite having built an empire, Dr Zaheer was self-effacing and has left robust systems for smooth running in place. If only we can emulate him in our national institutions too.

Another well loved and well respected young lady, who was perceived as a symbol of courage, was Saima Ammar. She was visually impaired and was the CEO of PFFB (Pakistan Foundation Fighting Blindness) for many years, ably running the foundation and helping countless people with disabilities. She was intelligent, well educated and never let her impairment stand in the way of her bubbly and happy self. A year ago she was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis, a nervous disorder which paralysed her from neck down. Saima travelled to many countries to attend conferences on disability issues. At PFFB, she was head of five projects for the blind, which included Audio World, Darakhshan, and the first internet café for the blind. Despite being visually impaired, Saima could see so well into the souls of people. 
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