Curiosity, car and awareness — Muhammad Ahsan Yatu 

Our water car too did a remarkable job. It established that we do not have brilliant scientists around, and that made us think about the status of our bomb and missiles

Curiosity Rover did a remarkable job when it touched Mars’ surface safely. NASA’s wise men deserve tons of appreciation for this great scientific feat, and so do the taxpaying Americans whose $ 2.5 billion made the mission Curiosity possible. So does the great old US leadership, which about three centuries ago evolved a political system that is functioning smoothly and improving constantly because it is based on awareness. (When it is about nations, awareness is about achieving excellence in the social and natural sciences.)

In Pakistan, a young engineer claimed that he had succeeded in using water as a fuel for cars. Some wise men of our scientific community who gave us atomic bomb and missiles appreciated his claim. Many wise men of our media and politics saw this water-driven car as a ‘miracle’ happening. The wisest among us, the ‘faith-full’, were excited over this great breakthrough.

The laws of physics finally prevailed for there are no more cars running on water barring the one that the young man owns. Nonetheless, our water car too did a remarkable job. It established that we do not have brilliant scientists around and that made us think about the status of our bomb and missiles. It is good if we do not have working weapons of mass destruction (WMD). Pakistan has no threat to its existence from outside; hence, it does not need high-cost weapons. Even otherwise, WMD are no longer meant for use. They, at best, are kept as a deterrent, and Pakistan too wanted to acquire them for the same purpose.

Poverty of expertise in the natural sciences is not the only dilemma we have been facing; our performance in the social sciences has been equally poor. This is not to say that we never had brilliant scientists around. We had many of them but their brilliance was not due to the system, it was individualistic; hence. their practical contribution was not very meaningful. However, Dr Abdus Salam was an exception, He was an extraordinary scientist, but we did not own him due to his sect. We did not tolerate Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto either — who was a genuine social scientist and a great political activist — due to many cruel reasons. While Dr Salam as a physicist knew no bounds, Bhutto as a social scientist had his limits — his love for pan Islamism, and his ignorance about the state of natural sciences in Pakistan made him vulnerable before his all-powerful enemies.

Bhutto’s genuineness in the aftermath of the separation of East Pakistan led him to discover that as long as Pakistan remained without a rational identity, it would remain in danger of disintegration. Before he assumed power, Pakistan had a religion-based identity: our civil-military-judicial establishment, the ‘faith-full’ and the US, who had a hold over Pakistan’s economy and politics, were its originators. The rational national identity according to Bhutto consisted of ideology, economy and a dynamic countrywide social connection. In his party’s motto, Islam meant ideology, socialism the economy and democracy — a dynamic countrywide social connection.

Bhutto was right in regards to democracy and socialism, but his perception of a faith-based ideology as an ingredient of national identity was not relevant to a modern state. Even otherwise, the use of religion in politics did not help Pakistan in evolving a cohesive society. Rather, it acted as a barrier to the intellectual growth of society because it curbed the right to debate, and that led to militarisation and fragmentation of society.

If Bhutto had stopped at democratic socialism, what shape would things have taken? It was certain that he would have faced terrible resistance. Even making of the constitution would have become impossible for him. The ‘faith-full’, the radical civil-military-judicial bureaucracy and the rich would have revolted against him earlier. They had opposed even his Islamic democratic socialism. In fact, they were not ready to tolerate the emergence of any political system. They tolerated Bhutto for a few years, and meanwhile worked on how to treat him finally.

Meanwhile, Bhutto, out of conviction, tried to extend his ideology also to the pan-Islamism frontiers. His ideological experiment and holding the OIC summit in Lahore in a big, big way left him friendless outside Pakistan as well. The Arabs felt threatened for their monopoly over political Islam could shift centre. The Iranians, the Afghans and other Muslim majority countries saw their centuries-old nationalism vanishing. And how did Europe, the USSR and China take Pakistan’s ideological advance is not difficult to imagine.

Bhutto’s ignorance about the pathetic state of sciences in Pakistan led him to conclude that conventional weaponry was not sufficient to preserve the national identity, and thus having nuclear technology was a necessity. And that necessity increased the intensity of the external animosity he had already earned through his ideology business. The army was waiting for a whisper, for a signal, and when it came from the Americans and Arabs, Bhutto’s government was toppled.

Bhutto was afterwards hanged, because the nexus of the civil-military-judicial establishment and the rich was not ready to spare him for the political system he gave, and for his pro-people economic policies, structural reforms, popularity and ethnic origin.

Pakistan’s efforts to acquire material for making the atomic bomb would have failed because of shortage of funds, pathetic state of science and the US’s hurdles, but the USSR’s Afghanistan invasion changed American hearts. From 1979 onwards, Pakistan got plenty of dollars and was allowed to purchase whatever was needed from the black market to make the material for the bomb. Since 1989, Pakistan has been trying to convert the acquired material into warheads; whether or not it succeeded remained an unanswered question up to 1998.

Musharraf’s Kargil adventure had one reason in the strategic vision of our security establishment. The other reason was the claim of our scientists that the bomb and missiles were in working shape. Nawaz Sharif’s so-called nuclear test blasts provided the immediate reason. And when the time came, a stunned Musharraf found that there were no deterrents available. It was good for Pakistan that there were no WMD to exhibit. Deterrence does not lie in weapons; it is a function, responsibility of the mind. The mind can also change for the worse, particularly when its awareness compartment is empty.

Knowledge can be achieved to a certain limit no matter what the circumstances are: poor, rich, militarised, soft or orthodox. But to achieve excellence in knowledge, in social and natural sciences, an environment full of curiosity, commitment and tolerance is needed. It is very difficult to create such an environment in a faith-based ideological state or in a vulnerable political system.
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