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Transformational national moments are not like loaves of bread or blades of grass. They are not easy to find, they are not readily available. That is why we yearn for them, long for them, ache for them. That is why reasonable grown men and women are prepared to jump off cliffs for Imran Khan, or, once upon a time, sell their jewellery because Nawaz Sharif asked for help in retiring the national debt. All those people that believe in Pakistan, believe in our people, our leaders, believe that a better tomorrow is possible, we all ache for a moment of national transformation. Because we are human, we are also impatient and sometimes impetuous. We want it all now.

The devastation of now is making this anxiety even more difficult to process. When December 16 happened in Peshawar, we felt a kind of shame and horror that is hard to describe. But we also felt a new sensation overcoming us. Surely, this was our big transformational moment. Surely, that’s what happens when we witness the slaughter of children. Surely.

Yet after Peshawar there was Rawalpindi. Having been programmed to openly and aggressively ‘other’ the Shias over the last three decades, it is harder to get as upset about an imambargah than it is about an army school. So the ‘moment’ of transformation was never really going to come from an attack on a house of worship whose very existence has been slowly delegitimised in a republic founded by a Khoja.

Eight people died in Rawalpindi. And because there was not even the ‘takalluf’ of a comparison or a parallel with the Army Public School, there was not a hint of the event in the national press 24 hours after the fact.

The Rawalpindi attack was a test of that elusive transformational national moment of Peshawar by the terrorists. Ultimately, the terrorists love Christians about as much as they love Ahmadis, whom they love about as much as they love Shias, whom they love about as much as Sunnis. Maybe the Barevlis will come before the Deobandis, but eventually, like they rhythm, this cancer is also going to getcha. When the currency is human blood, everybody’s turn, eventually, is next.

The Rawalpindi test of national resolve was followed by the horror at Shikarpur. Having ploughed through one imambargah without even a hint of national reaction, the killing machine had carte blanche to strike again. But because our fighting men and women of the Pakistan Army have, with the support of our brave police forces, struck deep into the heart of the enemy, the killing machine had to find a target outside a big city. At least that is what the explanation was. Shikarpur was small enough to hit, and big enough to leave a wound.

The outrage from Shikarpur lasted a bit longer than the post-Rawalpindi outrage thanks to some incredibly brave and powerful reporting. Then that too, like the victims of the bombing, died an inglorious death. Why? Because some jokers with a captive national audience (insert any political leader from any party here) had to be given wall-to-wall coverage so they could call each other names. That was a more important task in this country, that reportedly, because of the December 16attack in Peshawar on the Army Public School, had a moment of national transformation.

But transformational national moments are not like loaves of bread or blades of grass. They are not easy to find, they are not readily available. We should get real about who we are as a nation. We are many things, but the one thing we are definitely not, is in the throes of a moment of national transformation.

It did not have to be this way. But experience and the Pavlovian programming of our political system into a regressive, cowardly shell has caused all routes to divert to the same place: the place we’ve all been before. We are living inside Groundhog Day. As difficult as it may be to physically occupy a moment in time, we are occupying it. It is sad and depressing, and I hope it is false, but it doesn’t feel like we are experiencing a transformation. It feels like we are experiencing that great big tsunami someone has been promising us. Unfortunately, it is blood red, and acidic. And oh, by the way, there are no jobs, no petrol, no electricity, and no Churchills here.

What we do have is a third-time prime minister besieged by a cacophony of sycophants to the left of him, and a bunch of incompetent charlatans to the right. Stuck in the middle, our prime minister dithers and prevaricates. He doesn’t want to abandon the ones that stood by him. He doesn’t want to abandon the ones that may not stand by him. He is paralysed by the fear of that dreaded tsunami on the one hand, and a wretched conspiracy, or two, or three, or four, or five on the other. He isn’t a man that cowers in fear, and he is no wet-behind-the-ears neophyte. He’s just been cornered, bullied and worn down into a bunker of paralysis.

My favourite story these days is the one I heard recently about our prime minister from way back when he was elected PM for the first time in 1990. I have no idea if it is true, but having watched the slow-motion car crash that has been his third attempt at running Pakistan, the story rings true at multiple levels.

Apparently, newly elected first-time PM Nawaz Sharif immediately announced that he wanted to fast track development overnight, and the best way to do that was to dramatically increase spending on infrastructure. As budget time approached, he basically asked that the entirety of the budget be flipped so that the country’s overwhelming majority of expenditure would be on big ticket infrastructure that would transform the face of the country, and leave only a fraction for the recurring expenses. The hordes of bureaucrats around him all had a collective cow, in part because this was a radical and transformational idea.

In the end, the most persuasive among these bureaucrats was Zia-era mainstay, Sartaj Aziz, who was PM Sharif’s first finance minister. The conservative, status-quo bureaucrats, led by Aziz, won that round, and have been on an irresistible winning spree ever since (as they had been before PM Sharif). Radical ideas in PM Sharif’s cabinets have, since that fateful, evocative time, been few and far between. When they are floated, there is always a former CSP, DMG and now PAS officer to convince ‘Saaheb’ that it isn’t possible, that the khakis are lurking, that there isn’t enough money, that the ‘rules of business’ don’t allow it, that ‘Imran Khan’ may benefit, that ‘something’ bad will happen because of the prime minister’s desire to do good.

As a follow-up to our transformational national moment on December 16, Rawalpindi and Shikarpur have now been followed up with an attack on another imambargah – this one in Peshawar. This is no sick joke. It is a bloody reality. The leader of the nation will not sleep, has not slept, cannot sleep. Neither has Imran Khan. Nor Raheel Sharif, nor Afrasiyab Khattak, nor Pervez Elahi, nor Bilawal Bhutto Zardari. Condemnations all around. And a few hashtags later, there will be another round of name-calling. Then reconciliation. Democracy keeps having this revenge. Roshan Pakistan keeps lighting up the lamps of hope. Naya Pakistan keeps finding new ways of remonstrating. And the TTP-LeJ machine keeps on trucking.

Tomorrow, or day after, or the day after that, or soon thereafter, there will be another attack. It won’t always be an imambargah. It won’t always be someone who can call themselves a minority. The established rules of business, and approaches to governance, the established strategic culture, have produced these bloodbaths. They cannot produce solutions to them.

As long as this country remains hostage to established ways of doing things, it will never find that transformational national moment. Transformational national moments don’t happen because terrorists terrorise. They happen because leaders lead.
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