Wake up call

HUMAYUN GAUHAR
A leader ignores the youth of his country at his peril. Nowhere is the peril greater than in Pakistan, which arguably has the largest number of young people in the world – some 90 million below the age of 21. Given our poor statistics, the figure is more likely to be 100 million. That is larger than the entire populations of most countries. Millions enter the job market every year but there are few jobs to be had. Worse, the few employers there are find our youth steeped in a bad and irrelevant education, totally ill equipped to hire. The equation is volcanic. Wake up.
When too much money chases too few goods you get inflation. When too many young chase too few jobs you get eruption. When the youth are unemployable anyway, the eruption becomes cataclysmic. Wake up. The number one item on our agenda should be the best contemporary education that equips our young to get jobs at all levels and in all skills anywhere in the world. Sadly, it is the number one item on the lip service agenda but way down the real agenda. Wake up.
That was theory. Now to practice. I was thinking that the similarities between Presidents Ayub Khan and Pervez Musharraf are uncanny. Both military rulers, development oriented and forward looking. Both have presided over the only two periods of rapid economic development that we have ever had. Both in thrall of statistics without regard to what is happening on the street, in the ghettos and villages (though lately, and happily, Musharraf has shown concern for it). People cannot eat statistics, admirable though they may be. And without jobs they cannot eat at all. A farmer ploughing his field in Iran heard on the transistor radio hanging around his ox’s neck how others were better off than him. Suddenly, he refused to accept his lot as ordained by God. It led to revolution. That was more than a quarter century ago. Today, with television showing images of how people in other countries live, our people’s aspirations have exploded while their patience has shrunk. This is a recipe for anarchy, not to be confused with revolution. Anarchy becomes revolution only when there is a leadership anchored in an ideology to lead the mob and convert it into an agent of positive change. Such leadership is nowhere in sight. In its absence, anarchy gives rise to the demagogue, as we have seen in our own sorry past. Instead of improving people’s lot, demagogues convert their parties into family limited cults and mafias, causing greater damage. And so the downward spiral goes inexorably on, down, down the bottomless pit where there is more corruption, more grinding poverty and, finally, total subservience and dependence. In a word: slavery.
Now let me tell you a true story. It was the 4th of November 1968. Some of us students of Gordon College Rawalpindi were exhorted to go in procession to the civil courts to demonstrate against the highhandedness of customs for not allowing a busload of our students to smuggle goods from Landi Kotal, as VIPs did. We waylaid a hapless policeman on the way, disrobed him except for his belt, shoes and cap, made bare his Harley Davidson, stoned cars in Calcutta House including Air Marshal Nur Khan’s with him in it, until we reached the courts. We were only raising slogans when suddenly a handful of much older men insinuated themselves into our crowd and told us that Mr Bhutto was coming by road from Peshawar and we should receive him near the Polytechnic Institute. Transport was ready and before we knew it, with our blood raging and minds in limbo, we found ourselves standing on the road opposite the Polytechnic, but peacefully. Bhutto’s car arrived; he stood on the bonnet and started speaking through a megaphone. Suddenly, without provocation, there was a shot and a bullet pierced a student’s forehead between his eyes. I was looking at him and remember thinking: why does he have three eyes? All hell broke loose. We started running towards Rawalpindi till we found ourselves at the Intercontinental Hotel. Now all sorts of people outnumbered us students. The violence reached awesome proportions. We broke the pane glass of the hotel, burnt buses, thrashed policeman and got thrashed in return.
My point is that a basically harmless protest against something small was turned into a violent anti-government rally by a few agent provocateurs. It was sabotage, pure and simple, and we were the buffoons. The mob needed a dead body, which was duly provided. The next day five people were killed on Murree road and their bodies kept in the middle, ostensibly as an example to ‘miscreants’. Actually, it was calculated to rile people further. The mob snowballed, becoming an avalanche. Rioting engulfed East and West Pakistan. On February 23rd 1969 Ayub said that he wouldn’t contest the next elections. The agitation continued. Ayub was persuaded that now martial law was the only answer. He agreed. Then he was politely told that, “It will have to be a proper martial law, Sir.” “I understand,” he said, and resigned. General Yahya Khan took over. From the hijacking of that innocuous anti-customs procession on November 4, 1968 to Ayub’s fall on March 25, 1969, it took all of five months. It later became patently obvious that Bhutto and Yahya had been in cahoots all along. Their handlers were overseas, across a continent and an ocean. The people punished Ayub because they didn’t share enough of his economic progress. ‘The Handlers’ punished Ayub for not attacking China in 1962 during its war with India and then developing friendship with it.
Ayub was followed by the darkest 30 years in our history. Pakistan was broken by megalomaniac generals and politicians, then the economy was destroyed by nationalisation, then the social fabric was rend asunder by the political misuse of religion, and then untrammeled loot and plunder collapsed the economy and took Pakistan to the verge of being declared a failed state. Then came Musharraf. Now, like Ayub, with incredible macro economic success to his credit, it seems that the Standard Operating Procedure has been pulled off the shelf, dusted down and implementation started. Common between the two is that their economic success has not gone down to the poor fast enough and to the extent that it should. The anti-Ayub movement too was preceded by an unnecessary sugar crisis. The killing of the Chinese engineers only makes it worse, for it gives the impression of loss of control.
Protesting against blasphemy is far more important than protesting against customs. Yet the anti-blasphemy protests soon became anti-government protests. If the government imagines that it is a simple law and order problem, then I fear for it. It is sabotage. It must ask itself: who are the agent provocateurs and who are their handlers? I wouldn’t be surprised if it later transpires that it were people from the banned extremist organisations, for the only gainer from this has been the MMA, the moderate face of religious politics. Come the next elections, don’t be surprised if the MMA wins many more seats, if not a majority, and form the government. Is this what ‘The Handlers’ really want? Because once in office the mullahs, not understanding the global flux, will not be able to help themselves and say and do things that will provide justification to ‘The Handlers’ to move against Pakistan. Musharraf’s honeymoon with ‘The Handlers’ is slowly coming to an end as is evident from the articles against him in their media.
Musharraf can still nip this in the bud. How? First, stop listening to only the good news and insist on hearing the bad. In a crisis, courtiers tell the King only the good news. If there isn’t any they simply invent it, or make something facetious sound like something fantastic. Good that we’ve recalled our ambassador to Denmark. Now ban trade with it; there’s precious little anyway. Musharraf should himself lead an anti-blasphemy rally in Lahore culminating in a rousing speech in Bhati Gate. Why can’t he hijack the demonstrations from the mullahs, the extremists, the agent provocateurs and ‘The Handlers’?
Then Musharraf should sit down in his favourite room, alone and undisturbed, light a good long cigar and find the time to think. He is very good at it. He should think people, he should think humanity, and find ways to make the economic gains at the top go down to the masses fast while ordering his economic managers to ensure that it is done in such a way that it doesn’t erode those gains beyond a certain point. That is what they are there for, servants of the people, not slaves of heartless capitalist economic theory. And then turn anarchy into revolution. How? The King should lead the revolution against himself by leading the mob against the present iniquitous social, economic and political order. He only has to find the will within himself. The problem is that Humayun Gauhar is a bloody idealist. But when realism has consumed itself, only idealism remains. And idealism is the stuff that new reality is made of. Put on the mental garb of the fakir that I sense is hidden somewhere deep inside Musharraf and make a new dawn, new times, a new social order. Iqbal will tell you that it’s easy, provided you have khudi. I know Musharraf has.
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