Shallowness: a supreme vice — Dr Saulat Nagi

Does the expression of love necessitate acts of violence and burning of flags and effigies over a state-gifted holiday? Have all other venues been exhausted?

Voltaire said, “The Holy Roman Empire was neither holy, nor Roman, nor an empire.” According to an Italian writer/critic, “The political fate that deprived Italy of liberty and material power made it into what one could call, in the biblical language of Leviticus, a nation of priests.” This may well be interpreted as a denotation of its underdevelopment that was largely a consequence of feudalism. Following on the same premise, the gimmickry and expediency of the ruling classes of Pakistan have comprehensively revealed their impotence and ineptness. In front of religious fanaticism, the state has not only shamelessly yielded but has proverbially withered. A country already hostage to religion has been conceded to the outright fascist forces. Jinnah must be convulsing in his grave! That poor fellow could not foresee the consequences of a partition carried out in the name of religion over the dead bodies of innocent millions on either side of the divide, who had no role in this apocalypse. How the ruling classes determine the culture of their subjects can be fathomed by the malicious steps taken by the state to appease the lust-withered garden of common desires and whims of a minority of religious fanatics. Having said that, can there be an alternative interpretation? A failed state and an outmoded system are hiding behind the facade of religion to escape their responsibilities towards the nation.

In Pakistan, the middle class has been provided with an initiative to fall for religion rather than reason. It was not easy and nor has it happened overnight. A premeditated campaign was launched in the Bhutto-Zia era and what we witnessed on Friday — a holiday sanctioned by the state to celebrate the ‘love for the Prophet (PBUH)’ with marching protest rallies on the streets of this ‘land of the pure’ — was one of its multifarious expressions. No one could have dreamt of ‘celebrating love’ in such a manner. The nation was encouraged to inject a lethal dose of poison in its own veins in order to paralyse prudence and nip any productivity that may have survived through the thorns of time. Gramsci states, “Fantasies of the people stem from a (social) ‘inferiority complex’ that is the source of fantasies about revenge, punishing those responsible for their adversities...hence a narcotic that dulls the sense of pain.”

Does the expression of love necessitate acts of violence and burning of flags and effigies over a state-gifted holiday? Have all other venues been exhausted? Amongst the myriad human emotions, love is one of the most subtle feelings, which is most commonly expressed artistically. Over the centuries, it has evolved into an extremely complex yet graceful expression that requires the body and mind to act in unison and poetic harmony. One can only love when one learns to negate hate. As Oscar Wilde states, “[hate] is a form of atrophy, and kills everything but itself.” Can one express love through hate? Violence may be cathartic but is hardly substantive, although by betraying logic and reason, it signifies the extent of the malady that inflicts a nation — a sign of terminal illness. In addition, it is indicative of a nation’s backwardness. Nations that do not learn to respect a difference of opinion can never find decent means to express their dissent and exasperation. Violence of opinion is the worst kind of tyranny. If the west was using freedom of expression as a tool to hurt the sentiments of Muslims, the latter are using violence to quell their expression, forcing them to learn the lesson in the most savage way. Indeed, a kneejerk reaction is not always a sane response to a delicate situation.

The ruling classes of Pakistan are faced with a severe crisis of hegemony. They have utterly failed to rule with the people’s consent. The life of working class people has been turned into a nightmare, courtesy gross economic mismanagement, chronic power outages, and uncontrolled inflation. The all-powerful military is finding itself on the wrong side of the US, whose economy itself is in the doldrums. Although the US wants a decent exit from Afghanistan, it is not inclined to carry the weight of the ‘cadaver’ that it will be leaving behind. Perhaps flaming the anti-US sentiments to the hilt serves the interests of the ruling classes of Pakistan; by making the US exit from Afghanistan more cumbersome, it sees the potential of extracting whatever financial gains it can get away with from the US in the dying stages of this conflict.

The armies of the subcontinent are well versed in their nations’ psyche that is, in fact, a reflection of the existing social relations. In other words, a nation’s psyche reflects the prevalent economic system and the ties that bind a society together. A society having a pre-capitalist, especially feudal, mode of production has an inalienable sense of possession that, unlike capitalism, is not a commodity meant to be sold and realised for accumulation, concentration and expansion of capital, but is maintained for personnel benefit and to exercise the social function. Like capitalism, private property remains sacred but it is not a source of continuous production and nor does it provide an impetus for the development of the productive forces. Notably, political power is not separated from the owner of the means of production. ‘Free labour’, just like ‘free thought’, remain a mirage and thus the separation of emotions from reality remains a distant dream. Capitalism provides the liberty to express personal views irrespective of how agonisingly painful they may be, unless they tend to harm physically the property structure of a society. It does not stifle any criticism no matter how divisive or vitriolic it may seem. The tearing of the Holy Scripture or a critique of Christ does not make them wince, but any serious attempt to alter the property relations springs them into chaotic motion. Private property, and not religion, stands sacrosanct in a capitalist society. This may well be a reason for their lack of understanding of the ‘Asian’ norms where the past holds sway over the present. Ever since capitalism has undergone its cyclic phase of anarchy, the model of western democracy has become an antithesis to its own system. The state — an executive council of the dominant class — is introducing barbaric social cuts depriving its own people of the basic necessities of life in the name of rationalisation, which actually is the deprivation of a majority to provide a windfall to a handful of multinationals. From Europe to the US, the reaction of the public is extraordinary. While flirting with democracy, the state cannot halt the people from agitating for their lost rights, although it can get ruthless on occasion. The facade of democracy has to be maintained, at least for the time being, as it is so deeply entrenched that the people will not give it up with ease, not to mention the western hegemonic apparatus is equally sensitive to it.

Islamophobia is a post-Soviet phenomenon created by the west in the name of a clash of civilisations that, in fact, connotes a civilisation of clashes. In order for capitalism to realise itself, it needs an enemy — real or concocted. Furthermore, it requires access to pre-capitalist markets. Moreover, it ensures that those regions continue to have a backward existence. Countries like Pakistan with a huge consumer base and a large army thriving on fear of an enemy is an ideal hunting ground for rentier capitalism to invest/exploit and reap the profits. The people of the west at large are kept oblivious of this expropriation, but the same cannot be said about the media organisations that remain in the hands of the bourgeoisie. According to Holding Carter, a former assistant secretary of state, “The mass media in America have an overwhelmingly tendency to jump up and down and bark in concert whenever the White House — any White House — snaps its fingers.”

The hegemonic powers carefully plan and execute their moves in pursuance of their interests while the vulnerable ones easily fall into the snare set up for them. Who is to blame for this? The people or the state (and the system), which provides them with little or no breathing space, thereby resulting in a show of rowdyism on the streets in the name of religion, an ensemble of scruples that hinders prudence.
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