Resolving old disputes
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SOMETIMES to go forward, you need to look back. At this difficult time in Pakistan’s history, the country must move forward by taking care of the stresses the economy is currently facing. Serious adjustments will have to be made and these will be possible only after people realise that some sacrifices are required.

Some time ago, game theorists such as Professor Nash, who went on to win the Nobel Prize in economics for his efforts, postulated that the solutions to the conflicts involving many people and many groups are possible only when all the participants recognise that in arriving at an accommodation they will have to accept an outcome that does not guarantee them all they wanted but something less than what they desired. This kind of a solution is more likely to survive and thus prove more durable than those in which the contestants attempt to attain all they wish.

There are several disputes and contests that have gone unresolved in Pakistan even 60 years after the country’s birth. In fact, some of the more important ones grew because of the way that the Pakistan Movement was organised by those who campaigned for the creation of Pakistan. They were also the product of the dynamics unleashed by the way the British partitioned India. I will briefly trace some of the political and economic difficulties Pakistan faces today to what happened 60 to 70 years ago.

It will be recalled that the demand for a separate state for the Muslims of British India was first articulated by the leadership groups from the Muslim minority provinces — the then provinces of Bihar, UP, New Delhi, Bombay and Gujarat. Firsthand experience of Hindu discrimination coupled with Hindu resentment against the Muslims because of the latter’s long rule over India created the perception that the Muslims would not be well treated in a Hindu-dominated independent India. Once this community failed to secure protection for themselves in the political structure that was contemplated for an independent India, they raised the demand for a Muslim state — Pakistan.

The Muslims who lived in the Muslim majority provinces of India — provinces such as Punjab, the Northwest Frontier Province, and, to a lesser extent, Sindh — were comfortable with their situation under the British. They did not think that they needed to worry when the transfer of power meant the creation of a Hindu governing majority. The leadership groups in these provinces, therefore, were not particularly enthusiastic about the idea of Pakistan.

When Partition resulted in a mass movement of people it brought about significant economic, political and social changes. These changes also led to disputes and tensions — unresolved to this day — among several groups of people. In a short period in the latter half of 1947, eight million Muslims came to Pakistan and six million Hindus and Sikhs went in the opposite direction. There were two streams among the migrants who came to Pakistan, each with its own socio-economic characteristics. Because of these differences, they sought settlement in different parts of the new country.

The migrants from the Muslim minority provinces were mostly urban, with better education and with a more liberal view of the political structure in the new land to which they were moving. They went to Karachi since that city had been chosen to be the country’s capital. There was expectation of jobs in government, industry, finance and commerce. And, to some extent, these expectations were initially realised. Accordingly, when Pakistan came into being, representatives of the migrant community gained access to power in the central government while the landed leadership of Punjab, the NWFP and Sindh were largely sidelined.

The second large stream of migrants came from the eastern part of Punjab which, after Partition, became a state of India. These people were mostly rural with the skills needed to run an economy based on agriculture. They sought accommodation in the western Punjab countryside, on the land vacated by the Sikhs. (The Hindus did not own agricultural land in western Punjab.)

The first major conflict that gained prominence in Pakistan’s history was between the migrant community in Karachi who had come to dominate politics and also, to some extent, the economic landscape and the political leadership of Punjab, Sindh and the NWFP. The migrants’ hold over political power could be ensured as long as the central government remained all-powerful and as long as the country’s capital remained in Karachi.

Ayub Khan, by moving the capital from Karachi to Rawalpindi, a city in northern Punjab, and by readmitting the landed aristocracy into the political arena, weakened both conditions that would have ensured the migrant community to remain in the saddle. From active participants in the political process, the migrants were to become marginal players. Their resentment at this change resulted in the rise of the MQM as a political force in Karachi and in some other large urban centres of Sindh. The migrants were comfortable with centralisation for as long as they had a large role to play in the central government. Now they want autonomy.

The other source of persistent tension arose because of the gradual dilution of the autonomy that the constituent provinces of Pakistan had enjoyed while they were part of British India. The military that has governed the country for more than half its life believes in central command and control systems. Under it, Pakistan became more of a centralised state than was envisaged in the Constitution of 1973.

One way of dealing with the tensions that continue to exist in Pakistani society is to allow much greater autonomy to the provinces. The new prime minister has already declared that his administration will do away with the Concurrent List, transferring all subjects included in it to the care of the provinces. He has promised to do this over a period of one year. For autonomy to lead to effective governance by the provinces, two additional changes will need to be made in the way the country should manage its economy and plan for economic growth.

The provinces should be allowed to formulate their own development plans based on their own priorities which, in turn, should take cognisance of their separate endowments. In developing these plans, the provinces must have greater say in the formulation of trade and industrial policies which hitherto was done by the central authority. Decentralisation and grant of considerably greater autonomy to the provinces should help to resolve some of the disputes that continue to generate political instability in the country.

