Revisiting the old country
By Anwar Syed

I have recently returned home after a four-week visit in Pakistan. As always, I have had a marvellous experience. The secret of my bliss may have been that I have never had to deal with any government agency. Second, not being a demanding person, I am easy to please.

If I may have the reader’s indulgence, I should like to recount some of what I saw and did. My primary objective was to see family and old friends. Needless to say, the family showered upon me unbounded affection. Of the old friends, quite a few have passed away. Among those still living, even if not exactly “kicking,” I spent a wonderful day with Professor K.K. Aziz, a prolific writer and one of the country’s foremost historians. We talked of interpretations of Muslim history in the subcontinent, and then we exchanged reminiscences of our time together in Government College, Lahore, from where we had graduated way back in 1946. We talked of places and events, teachers with whom we had studied, friends we had cherished, platforms we had supported or opposed, and the “distractions” and misadventures of those younger days.

My second objective was to meet professors and students at some of our universities. I saw a friend at LUMS, and lectured at the Government College University, and the Lahore School of Economics; Islamia University and a women’s college in Bahawalpur; University of Sindh (Jamshoro campus); Institute of Business Administration (IBA) in Karachi; Iqra University and the Pakistan Institute of Legislative Development in Islamabad. I also addressed a session of an international conference on Islamic civilization organized by the department of history at the University of the Punjab.

The topics preferred by the host institutions, and the ones that evoked lively interest on the part of students, included issues of regional identity and provincial autonomy; nationhood and nationalism; westernization and modernization and their interplay with democracy; “clash of civilizations”; building and preserving of political institutions.

I am happy to report that students at these institutions are alert, inquisitive, ready to question and argue if and when something other than the “run of the mill,” something exciting or provocative is said to them. Our young people are potentially just as capable of world class scholarship, innovation and inventiveness, as any other group anywhere else. One hopes those responsible for awakening their minds, and training them in the arts of scientific inquiry, do their job.

In terms of this potential women students are in no wise less promising. My exchanges with students at the women’s college near Bahawalpur were surprisingly vigorous. I discovered also that the number of women at public universities — even at places like Multan, Bahawalpur, and Jamshoro — now exceeds that of men. This trend signifies that in time they may surpass men in public employment and the professions.

I had numerous “drawing room” conversations with friends. Grievances concerning poverty on the one hand, ostentatious spending on the other, unemployment, widespread corruption, breakdown of law and order, extremism and terrorism, political instability, military’s intrusions into governance, rigged elections, absence of democracy, etc., were voiced as one might have expected.

At the end of each such conversation someone asked the million-dollar question: what is then to be done? Those given to despair said nothing could be done, and that things would simply keep going from bad to worse until we fell into utter anarchy. Then there were those who hoped that God might some day send us a “deliverer” who would set things right. (“marday az ghaib ayad wa karay bekunad.”) As the realization dawned that God did not send “deliverers” except rarely, participants became sceptical on this score.

I tried to argue that when things get as botched up as they have become in Pakistan, reform is necessarily a slow process. It is not likely to be initiated by the forces that are themselves the corruptors and wreckers of the systems that were once reasonably good and viable. Nothing will be gained, for instance, from asking the PML-Q managers to please let the next elections be fair and honest. The pressure for change has to come from other forces, the “organs of civil society,” including not only the opinion makers and professional associations but also the barons of commerce and industry and their organizations. Governance will not improve until the latter bring their power and influence to bear in aid of reform.

One can find reasons for both despondency and hope. Corruption and incompetence in government spread lawlessness. I heard of a home-owner whose tenant is getting away with default on payment of rent because his lawyer has been obtaining adjournments of the court case to evict him for the last several years. It appears to be part of an extortionist strategy to tire out the owner and force him to sell the house to the tenant at a throwaway price. This may be simply one of the thousands of instances in which influential persons are able to oppress those who are not quite as resourceful or devious.

On the other hand, I have heard also of a man who, while wishing to remain anonymous, is providing three meals every day for several hundred patients at the Mayo Hospital in Lahore. Donations to charities and voluntary contributions of time for worthy causes appear to be on the increase. An old friend of mine in Karachi and some 15 others have joined together to establish a clinic, and hospitalization, for the treatment and care of mentally or emotionally disturbed persons. They have raised a good deal of money and the facility is already in place and functioning. Good heart and generosity of spirit are not wanting among our people.

Two events took place during my stay in Pakistan that I found to be both perplexing and disturbing. The MMA had called for strikes and street demonstrations to express Muslim anguish and anger at the publication of cartoons denigrating our Prophet (PBUH). These became violent and protesters destroyed the property (automobiles and buildings) of their own fellow citizens, notably, in Lahore and Peshawar. Gangsters, thieves, and robbers infiltrated their ranks and plundered stores.

Orators from the pulpit declared that Muslims loved the Prophet more than anyone else in the whole world, and that they would die defending his honour. A bewildering notion of love and honour was involved here. Normally when you love someone you do what he/she asks you to do. Muslims will kill and get killed if someone disparages any of the Prophet’s sayings or actions, but in the actual conduct of their own daily affairs they will feel free to disregard or violate his advice, recommendations, and injunctions. They will die but not live for him.

Seeing the intensity of the protest, the MMA leaders took the wrong leaf from the book of PNA’s experience in 1977. They decided to channel the anti-cartoon public sentiment into a nationwide movement to overthrow General Musharraf. The protest lost steam after a few days, but what would have happened if it had continued, and if the MMA had succeeded in its design? In 1977 the Islamic parties in the PNA sought to convert the protest against electoral rigging into a movement for enforcing Islamization (“Nizam-i-Mustafa”). As a result, they gave the country not Islam but Ziaul Haq’s 11 years of tyranny and corruption. One may wonder what makes the MMA spokesmen think that the results would be different this time, and that any anti-Musharraf movement they may launch will bring us real democracy, parliamentary supremacy, and all the other good things.

On March 3 President Bush came to Islamabad following his longer visit in India. I shall say more about his visit another time, but suffice it to say now that he had nothing to tell us that he had not already said any number of times since 9/11. General Musharraf goes to Washington several times each year to hear that Pakistan is America’s vital ally in the war on terror. As in earlier encounters, Mr Bush asked the general to do “more” to stop cross border terrorist infiltrations into Indian-held Kashmir. It is possible he told Bush his government was doing all in its power toward this end. Conceivably (even if regrettably), he may have promised to do even “more.”

That Mr Bush spent part of his one day in Pakistan watching, and playing cricket is enough to show that he did not have much to discuss or do here. Why did he come at all? A few years ago, President Bill Clinton went to India for an extended visit. He did not wish to come to Pakistan, but someone from our side bent on his knees to plead with him. On his way back from India he stopped in Islamabad for four hours, and that only to scold the Pakistanis for their various failings in a television address taped while he was still in India, and which our government had already agreed to broadcast. Why did we want Mr Clinton to come at all?

Did Mr Bush come to Pakistan on March 3 because our spokesmen had begged him, or because he thought we would feel slighted if he did not? Why could we not have told him that we were mature enough to understand that America had its business with India, that it had its business (of a different nature) with Pakistan, that visits had to be related to business at hand, and that we would not feel bad if he went back home after concluding his business with the Indian prime minister without playing cricket in Pakistan? General Musharraf is now telling us that we should not be “India-centric.” That is good advice but I hope that not only the Pakistanis at large but he and his ministers will also heed it.
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