Shocked into sensibility?
By Tahir Mirza

THE year was perhaps 1973. There was a meeting of the federal executive council of the Pakistan Federal Union of Journalists in Quetta. Nawab Akbar Bugti was prime minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto’s choice then as governor of Balochistan.

We were all taken to the Governor’s House for lunch. Nawab Bugti, roguishly handsome, wasn’t in the best of moods. The Balochistan insurgency of the time was in full swing. He was alienated from his Baloch comrades and was seen as a stooge of the federal government.

But disillusionment had already begun to set in. When some of us sought to ask for details about the military operation, Nawab Bugti said: ‘Why ask me? Ask the men in the tin hats. They are running the province.’ They are still doing it, with ever more frightening consequences appearing daily before us.

Nawab Bugti wasn’t to last long as governor. He finally gave up in nine or 10 months.

Much later, perhaps in 1981, during the recording of a BBC Urdu Service series on Afghan refugees, the virtual doyen of Quetta journalists, Ghulam Tahir, had arranged an interview with Nawab Bugti at his house in the city. People sat, majlis-style, on spotlessly white cotton floor coverings. This time the nawab’s ire was directed at other things. He had withdrawn from active politics and sat fuming over events in Afghanistan. He said, ‘do you know if you go out on Jinnah Road and stand in the middle of the road and take into your embrace as many passersby as you can, seven out of 10 would be Afghans? What are we doing to ourselves?’

He was also angry at something else, a feeling that was widespread in Balochistan in those days. Nawab Bugti said: ‘Go to the civil secretariat and look at the name plates on the officers’ doors. You will either see the name Raja or Rizvi.’ He was suggesting, of course, that the civil servants were largely either from Punjab or from the Urdu-speaking community. There were few Baloch names.

These are quotations totally from memory, but the drift is clear in the mind and they give an indication of Bugti’s outspoken iconoclasm and also his sharp understanding of issues affecting Baloch society. The comments made by him remain valid, even about the Baloch/non-Baloch tensions, which the sardar’s killing has already exacerbated. A clear explanation of what happened has yet to emerge. There’s too much waffling and double-speak at the official level. If Nawab Bugti’s was not a targeted killing, and he died in a botched up attack, then the president’s references to a successful operation must be deplored even more strongly than they have been so far. There should at least have been a word of regret for the violent death of a politician who was one of the few now remaining who had a link with the country’s past and had a vision of what people had wanted and how their hopes for independence, self-respect and political progress were ground to dust.

There can only be regret at how so many pre-independence stalwarts from the smaller provinces who articulated nationalist sentiments and had an image of Pakistan different from the majoritarian idea of a state with one religion, one language, one centre of power, one strong ruler were sidelined and reviled. If leaders like Abdul Ghaffar Khan, Wali Khan, the Baloch sardars, the Pakhtoon leadership of Balochistan, the intellectuals and activists of Sindh, the Azad Pakistan Party and the NAP leaders of Punjab, and the Bengal stalwarts had been co-opted in the shaping of the country, rather than alienated and branded unpatriotic or even traitorous (Fazlul Haq, the mover of the Pakistan Resolution in 1940), we might have been living in a different country.

It is not a question of what kind of people they, or most of them, were. Of course many were self-serving feudals, many were provincialists, many wanted their own fiefdoms to run in the name of provincial autonomy, many wanted a share in the centre’s spoils. But that really misses the point, and should be largely immaterial to the political debate. Most politicians are scoundrels, but that doesn’t mean that army generals and dictators are not.

Where are we going to find a lily-white brigade of shalwar-kameezed, black-waistcoated virtuous, honest, selfless people who will lead us on the path of virtue? The effort right from the beginning should have been to ensure how the strong points of the leaders of those days, good, bad or indifferent, and their links with their tribes and clans could have been harnessed in the national interest, by making them feel wanted, by making them feel important, by mollifying their angularities of character and attitudes.

Instead we shunned them — all except those who fitted our idea of clones. The attack should have been on the system that prevailed in the regions that now comprise Pakistan; instead, the establishment found that it suited its instincts and its desire for power and all that was needed was to exploit it for its own benefit, by pushing all others out. Is it possible to bomb the sardari and tribal systems out of existence? We will develop the backward regions, it was said. We will take prosperity to the poorer areas. But it was not until 1970 that Balochistan, the largest province by size, was even given a provincial assembly. And does development simply mean building roads and infrastructure and cantonments? These are necessary, of course; economic development and progress is essential. But it is a sense of participation in the political process that is basic to any meaningful political progress.

Ayub Khan undertook the Decade of Development and poured (as well as take out) money into the then East Pakistan but did that prevent the emergence of Bangladesh? If you reduce provincial majorities to match your own numbers, if you consider other people inferior, if you think they are undisciplined, raucous, too demanding about their political and democratic and cultural and social rights to be worth your company in the great enterprise of building this great Islamic republic of Pakistan, then you will get what you have got.

Political inclusiveness too might have proceeded, even if haltingly, if the military had not decided, less than a decade after Partition, that the country was made for it. Once the course of normal politics was blocked, already existing distortions became sharper. Denial of democracy, pluralism and representative government, all excused with a heavy overlay of ‘ideology’ and religion, have ensured that we continue to employ all kinds of non-political means to solve essentially political problems.

All this is extremely cliched, but unless we repeatedly hold a mirror to our faces we will never fully understand what we have done to ourselves or why the killing of Nawab Bugti is being viewed with such grave foreboding by so many. Even whatever development we plan for Balochistan is now in jeopardy, and certainly the future of Gwadar Port, a project already a subject of dispute in the local/non-local context, has a big question mark over it. Things can be steamrollered through force and curfews, but will they prove durable and benefit the people?

Can we change? Can even at this time the rulers, primarily the military, realise that they have to pull back and pull out? If the coming elections have to have any substance and can help in bringing about a more meaningful and democratic future, then preparations for a neutral caretaker administration should begin immediately. Parliament and the political parties must be taken into confidence and made partners in the enterprise. The decision not to proceed on the recommendations of the parliamentary commission on Balochistan was a grievous mistake, and no plausible explanation has been offered so far why its report was not implemented. It is unfortunate that the opposition’s no-confidence motion was pushed into the background by the Bugti tragedy and a debate on the performance of the government could not be publicly held. Many of the queries raised need to be fully answered, and the government must be kept on the mat on privatisation and other linked issues.

The motion was bound to be defeated, and the mutual congratulations being exchanged between the president, prime minister and their ministers are utterly meaningless and will remain so until the rulers become honestly conscious of the lack of direction and a sense of disillusionment among large sections of the people. The Bugti episode may yet shock us into sensibility. But will it? We don’t need to be run by a small band of people with a misplaced sense of their own importance. Let’s rather find our own blundering way in our own fashion.

