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THE failure of successive civilian governments and military regimes to carry out any meaningful land reforms or to dilute the feudal hold on national politics has been extensively discussed. Large agriculture incomes have continued to enjoy tax exemption in one way or another.

Over 60 per cent of the population depends directly or indirectly on agriculture, yet rural poverty is appalling and widespread. The share of agriculture in GDP has been declining and is reportedly 22 per cent now against 25 per cent two years ago. According to a Business Recorder editorial this month, agriculture contributes less than five per cent of the total taxes. The total income tax collection probably does not exceed Rs 1.5 billion, with Punjab’s collection stated to be around one billion rupees or less.

But feudalism in our context should not be considered merely in terms of the size of land holdings or incomes, although these, of course, contribute to making the feudal class powerful. It is the feudal mindset dominating politics that needs to be understood and countered. Even those of our political leaders who are not born feudals try to ape the ways of the feudal lords whom they secretly envy.

The military has also encouraged its officers to become feudal lords by generous doling out of farming land and when these officers come into power they also display a feudal attitude in running the country’s affairs — the same arrogance, the same impatience with dissidence and the same use of force to cow down opposition as the landed families. Indeed, a military-based society has inherent feudal overtones. Even the MQM, which began on the hopeful note of being a middle-class, anti-feudal party, succumbed to the use of feudal tactics of browbeating and intimidating opponents.

One of the first steps that should have been taken after the creation of Pakistan was to initiate land reforms and seek to end the feudal control of politics. But how could the Muslim League, dominated by and depending on the support of the big landlords, undertake to change the system? It goes to the credit of the then leadership in East Pakistan that a land reforms bill was passed in 1950, and the process envisaged in the legislation completed in the province in 1954 — but, then, East Pakistan was always far ahead of us here in terms of democratic progress. Here, landlordism and the feudal mindset have continued to influence our electoral politics, and people from a feudal background continue to be preponderant in our assemblies. This has prevented the growth of a vibrant, politically involved middle class, which is the backbone of any democracy.

Feudalism has thus been a major impediment in our democratic and social evolution (the enshrinement in the Constitution of religion as the guiding policy of the state has perhaps been another impediment, if not per se then because of the latitude it has permitted for the exploitation of religion for political purposes).

Feudal ideology and plain and simple tribal ideology have often taken the form of religious orthodoxy to block secular and liberal progress. The zamindar, the mosque imam, the patwari and the local police boss have been locked together in an oppressive, exploitative political equation in the hinterland.

Representatives of the feudal order have also provided unqualified support to military and dictatorial regimes except in cases where regional interests have clashed with federal policy, when ‘nationalist’ politics has been invoked as a tool to fight the centre. Feudal interests have often masqueraded in the garb of demands for provincial autonomy, which otherwise is, of course, a matter of urgent necessity for our survival as a democratic country. The real motive of the feudal elements is localisation of political and economic power in their own hands.

The feudal mindset has had a definitive influence in shaping the way we have been governed, the people being taken for granted like the serfs of mediaeval times. The system of perks and privileges enjoyed by the ruling classes is itself feudal. The manner in which opposition politics has been treated by all governments — the disruption of public rallies, the use of money to win over the loyalties of politicians, the kidnapping and harassment of those who don’t toe the line — also betrays a feudal approach. This has permeated down to the lowest level possible, and an incident may be cited here to show how.

When the Nawab of Kalabagh was the all-powerful governor of West Pakistan, he had kept an army of strongmen to deal with recalcitrant citizens. One of these strongmen was Accha Pehlwan in Lahore. The film critic of the daily Imroze had reviewed a film in rather unflattering terms, little knowing that the film was financed by Accha Pehlwan. On the morning the review appeared, the film critic found a hefty man waiting for him in his room when he went to work. Without waiting on any ceremonies, the man asked the critic whether he was the man who had written the review. The critic said yes. “Then come with us,” the man said, “Accha Pehlwan Sahib has asked us to fetch the man who wrote the review (‘bandey nu chuk liao’).” It required energetic efforts by the Imroze editor to get to Kalabagh’s military secretary to win a reprieve for the film critic.

That’s how it works, and if a particular ruler does not exactly have the services of loyal henchmen at his command, he always has the faithful sleuths of the intelligence services to do the needful.

The feudal attitude has also affected our social value system. Male domination is intertwined with feudalism, and hence the cruelty to women and the practice of honour killings. The entire jirga system has its roots in feudalism, and yet we continue to temporise over it. Bonded labour and private jails are also all manifestations of feudalism; bonded labour in addition provides a bank of captive electoral votes. Thus, feudalism is no longer a matter of the acres held by the landed gentry, but a phenomenon we encounter everywhere in our approach to governance.

How we get out of this vicious trap should occupy the attention of both political parties and civil society. The country’s two biggest parties are full of feudals, with the PPP headed by a representative of the feudal order and the PML-N by a person who is not feudal by background but has acquired all the worst features of a feudal. But a conscious effort can be made by them to field middle-class candidates in the next elections and give up leaning on feudal chiefs for support.

Some hope perhaps lies also in the present generation of feudal families who have had the benefit of a liberal education. Many from among them are now in the assemblies. True, they have been elected from family fiefdoms and enjoy their present positions because of their feudal connections.

However, they should be able to see that unless we discard our feudal trappings and work to establish a democratic, responsive society, so much else will be lost that the loss of their acres will pale into insignificance. Only regular elections, fairly held, can dilute the feudal hold and bring the middle classes to the fore.

