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I am deeply grateful to my friend Kanak for inviting me here, to Himal Southasia and to the Alliance 

for Social Dialogue (ASD). I think the introduction that I have got has been far too generous. I am 

merely one commentator, one activist out of very many. The news that I bring to you from Pakistan 

is not particularly good.  Some of you have already heard, but it is something that one encounters 

every morning upon opening the day's newspaper. When, my wife and I left, it was a bakery that 

had been bombed, and 24 people were killed, but then this has faded into history already because 

probably by today something else must have happened.  It goes on. Pakistan is a country in distress; 

it is a cause of concern for not just Pakistanis but for all its neighbours, and for the world at large.  

Because of the situation, one is seeing a flight of its best talent. So we are losing our doctors, 

engineers, scientists, professionals, and they not coming back.  The ones who had been sent out on 

government expense have decided to remain where they are. This is a qualitative understanding 

that you got from Kanak and a bit from me, but there are quantitative assessments as well. The 

Legatum Institute, which is based in London, recently made an index called the Legatum Prosperity 

Index.  And I am sad to say that it ranked Pakistan at 109 out of the 110 countries that had been 

considered in the survey with only Zimbabwe beneath us.  

It will be the purpose of my talk to understand, at least to try and understand, why this has come 

about? And what may be needed to reverse it? Because it is a source of a great pain to all those who 

live over there, and those who live elsewhere too. Now, one could at a very superficial level say that 

it is all because of the army and its dominance over the civilian structure from very early times. 

Many Pakistanis have deceived themselves into believing  that problem comes from outside,  that 

there are elements out to subvert the well-being and prosperity of Pakistan, and  they would rather 

believe that than  acknowledge that there are  internal issues as well.  

I am not sure what I have to say is the right thing, but I do believe that one can make a beginning 

towards understanding the state of Pakistan today based upon history and based upon plain, simple 

reasoning. Before I take the specific case of Pakistan, I want to take a wider, more panoramic view 

of where things are at for all of us because each one of us grew up in a nation-state; of course we 

had no choice where/which nation-state we were born in, but there is nowhere in the world that 

you can be born today and not belong to a nation-state. It is to  that nation-state we must pledge our 

allegiance, which is sort of strange because if we had been born a hundred years ago, instead of two 

hundred nation-states or so that exist in the United Nations, there might have been something like, 

well maybe  a hundred or a hundred and ten.  So many states came into being later, and yet we 

think that we actually belong to that country.  



ALLIANCE FOR SOCIAL DIALOGUE PUBLIC LECTURE I 

 

 www.asd.org.np |Edited transcript of the lecture 

 

In fact, as all the social scientists in this audience know, the notion of a state is very recent one. 

Human have been around on this planet for nearly a million years, and the notion of the nation-

state, at least the modern notion, came about after the treaty of Westphalia in 1648. Now, we all 

bear allegiances to those nation-states which came at such a late stage in the history of human kind. 

Since I'm to address this issue, Pakistan: In Search Of Nationhood, I must be very clear in my 

definitions. First of all, we talk about states, what is a state?  And here, Max Webber, who is one of 

the foremost social scientists of our times, and of all times I would say, defined a state as "an 

organised political community occupying a territory and possessing internal and external 

sovereignty, that enforces a monopoly on the use of force”. So the state is that which has a 

monopoly on the use of force. So there is an army, there is a police, and that in the name of state can 

go and get what it wants done, that is considered legitimate. Now, similarly, a nation is human 

community as well. It has different attributes; there has to be, for a nation, a strong common 

identity, a shared sense of values, and common goals. You have to have a common mental makeup 

in order to constitute a nation. You can, of course, have a nation without state, the examples being, 

of course, Palestinian or Kurds. They are historically constituted people, they have a common 

perception of the world, a common mindset, yet there is no place where they can be, where they 

live.  

Let me now come to Pakistan. By the definitions that I have given you, Pakistan has been a state 

since 1947. Although it has been a state, it has not been a nation. It was disparate regions of the 

subcontinent that were welded together by the force of circumstances and made into a state. But it 

has, so far, not become a nation; so you could say a certain geographical boundary is the name of a 

land and of a people inside that boundary, but it lacks some crucial components for nationhood. It 

lacks a common language, of course, but that is not an insuperable difficultly; after all, other nations 

have got many more languages.  

There is something over there that has not quite gelled, and so you can see evidence of that in that 

the Sindhis do not consider themselves to be Pakistanis in the sense that Punjabis consider 

themselves. The Baloch are so angry that they do not fly the national flag, they do not sing the 

national anthem in schools.  And, in fact, there is an open rebellion over there; their desire is for a 

separate country. In Karachi, the city is run essentially by an ethnic group called the MQM 

(Muttahida Quami Movement), and very recently, the Pukthun, who are primarily in the frontier 

region, NWFP, insisted that that region now be defined in terms of its ethnicity and it is now called 

Khyber Pakthunkhwa.  

So Pakistan has not yet become a nation although I do not say that it cannot ever be one, but so far 

it is not a nation. How deep this is, I will let you gauge from the admonition that I received from my 

relatives in Sindh, I am a Sindhi. They tell me, Pervez, why do you go to Punjab, to Islamabad and 

teach our enemies there. Ah, well, hello, heck we are one country.  So what explains this ideological 

confusion, the fact that even after 60 years or more, Pakistan has not come together? To understand 

this, we must go back to the genesis of Pakistan, to 1947, and around that time. 
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It was Mr. Jinnah's insistence that on this subcontinent they lived two separate nations; there are 

Hindus and there are Muslims, and on the basis of what he called the two-nation theory, enunciated 

in his 1940 lecture in Lahore, Mr. Jinnah made the demand for Pakistan. He said, "Hindus eat 

differently; they dress differently; they have different heroes; they have different goals; and we 

have different goals, and they can be they, and we will have to be ourselves”. That was the demand 

for making Pakistan, the two-nation theory, and so it was one that was ultimately successful as we 

know, but Mr. Jinnah did not have a plan of going beyond partition. 

It is said that he, (he died in 1948) would have given us a plan for Pakistan had he lived longer, but 

in fact, he had quite a lot of time in which to define the contours of the country to be. He could have 

said that our future state will emphasise education, science. He could have laid down the contours 

of a state that was to comprise of one-fifth of the total population of the subcontinent, but he did not 

do that. In fact, he wrote no books, he wrote no programme or manifesto for Pakistan. And so, when 

he died, Pakistan was still wondering what it was all about.   

Still it was not such a bad place. That was the time that I was growing up in Karachi; my neighbours 

were Parsis, Christians, and a few Hindus, and it was among my school friends, I still can count 

people from of every kind, but then they slowly started leaving, and comes 1979, a major change 

comes over Pakistan No longer is it to be the open society or the relatively open society that it used 

to be in 1950s and 1960s. No longer were there wine shops in the city as used to be at one time. No 

longer would the Christian and the Hindus, and the Parsis feel secured. In fact, they started leaving. 

The change that came about was, as I said, in 1979; this is the time that General Zia-ul-Haq had 

taken over Pakistan, he put Zulfikar Ali Bhutto to the gallows, and then he made Pakistan. He came 

with a vision; this was a man who came with a vision.  He said, “I do not want Pakistan to be a 

Muslim state. I want it to be an Islamic state. A Muslim state is only that for the  majority  are 

Muslims, and an Islamic state is that  which is  governed by Islamic law,  by the  Sharia. Zia-ul-Haq 

worked very assiduously towards this goal, and Pakistan started changing, it didn't change at once, 

but Zia-ul-Haq focused on the essentials. The most essential thing for a country are its young 

people, and so it is the young people who have to be convinced above and beyond all else that 

Pakistan was created in the name of Islam, for Islam, so everything then became Islamicised. No 

longer would you read about history, which went back to the old civilisations of Mohenjo-Daro and 

Harappa. Now you would learn that history started in 714 when Muhammad bin Qasim came to the 

subcontinent, and you would learn about Mahmud of Ghazni, and you would learn of all the great 

things that the Muslim had done in India. You would hear of their opponents as sly, evil, cunning, 

and so forth. Even those who were at the forefront of the Pakistan movement had their roles 

distorted.  Mr. Jinnah was personally, as you know, a very secular man. He not only drank wine, but, 

heaven forbid, he ate pork; now you cannot mention that in Pakistan because, you know, wine is not 

good but pork, well, of course, that is what was on his shopping list.   

Allama Mohammad Iqbal suddenly became the paragon of virtue and paragon of hard-line Islam. 

And so everybody who was in the Pakistan movement became heroes of Islam, not just Pakistan, 

but of Islam. History was manipulated, twisted, distorted in a way so as to promote this view, and if 

you wanted to get into government service or if you wanted to become, let’s say, even a professor of 

physics, you have to have your Islamiat right.  
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So in the time that I was at Quaid-i-Azam University, which spans about 38 years and so, I  came  

before a long time  before  Zia-ul-Haq took  over, and I was taken on the basis of my knowing a little 

bit of  physics. But now the ones who were over coming in had to be tested, not on physics but on 

whether they could remember Dua-e-Qunoot, a very difficult prayer. I could not remember it now 

even if my life depended on it. They had to remember all the names of the holy prophet's eleven 

wives. I mean what has that got to do with physics, but the head of every department had to be the 

imam for the prayers, and while the head of my department at that time, the poor chap was liberal 

but he had to do it and he did it, but he did it three times before somebody said, oh but he might be 

a closet Qadiyani, and so after that that stopped. Now, this relentless propagandisation was at first 

resisted. People said why on earth when we meet, must I say Assalam Walekum wa Rahmatullah 

wa Barkatu? Why should I not say, Salam? Simpler, but that is what Zia-ul-Haq's government 

demanded that you do.  

This was resisted in that time, but then once it got incorporated into the curriculum, once it got 

taught for generation after generation, it started taking hold.  So when Zia-ul-Haq died in that 

mysterious plane crash, which nobody knows anything about, that relentless effort to Islamicise 

everything didn't stop. It did not stop because already there were too many vested interests who 

wanted to keep that system going, and  this is what led to Pakistan changing, slowly at first and then 

rapidly. And this is the key ingredient to our being a society now that has been steadily Saudised. I 

had never heard of the word abaya, I don't know what it was?  It is not a word of Urdu, and this was 

as late as 10 years ago. In the last 10 years, I know what an abaya is. It is that cloak which women 

now wear around themselves in which you can see the face, but that is it. Now I teach in my physics 

class, I cannot see the faces of more than half the girl in the class. Steadily this Saudi influence upon 

our society has increased and increased and got to the point where people want to identify with 

Saudi Arabia and the kind of Islam that it stands for.   

This was by deliberate design but the difference between us, Pakistanis and Indian and everybody 

to that side, grew and grew and grew.  The words that belong to both Hindi and Urdu, it was 

preferred that you not use them, it was preferred that you use an Arabic alternative.  So the 

arabization of language also happened. It happened so successfully that earlier when we would 

part, we would say Khuda Hafiz to each other, but now that is gone, you say Allah Hafiz.  At the 

beginning, people said, hey, that is not right because Allah is a word of Arabic.  Khuda which also 

means god is a word of Persian, and Allah Hafiz just does not make sense because Hafiz is a word of 

Persian. So you are marrying Arabic and Persian together, but never mind the linguistic objections, 

it became Allah Hafiz.   

I have given you this example, but the language, the culture, how you dress, and above all what you 

read and what you see on television that started changing. The consequence of all this was a steady 

change of cultural values, social values, but these by themselves are not enough to explain where 

Pakistan is at the present time because there are also external elements that are important in here.  

In 1979, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan, and it is at the that time that Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, 

and America joined together in the great global jihad to expel the communists, and so with funding 

from Saudi Arabia, training and logistical support from the United States, and with Pakistan as the 
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base, the first jihad that spanned continents was launched from Pakistan.  It was an enormous 

effort; the US Embassy became the largest CIA base in the world. The finest fighters were recruited 

from across the world, the most ideologically hardened were sought because people fight when 

their faith is at stake, and the US had no problems with fundamentalist Islam at that time although it 

does now.  

So you had all the great ones who today are the terrorists coming as our guests.  You had not just 

Osama Bin Laden, but you had Al-za-wahiri, you had Islambouli, you had all of them, one after the 

other, thousands and thousands of them. It worked, it worked brilliantly. Comes 1988, the Soviet 

Union is desperate to withdraw, actually it was desperate to withdraw two years earlier, but 1988 

is the withdrawal from the Afghanistan, and at that time, I suppose the Pakistan Army, which is 

essentially the government as far as decisions of this kind are concerned, could have disbanded this 

team of religious warriors, but it chose not to do so because there were other tasks for it. Kashmir 

had to be liberated, and Afghanistan had to be protected from the Indian influence, so they were 

kept. They were kept and they were trained in camps along Azad Kashmir on the Pakistani side of 

the border.  

Well, everybody was saying that there were camps over there, but, of course, the Pakistan 

government denied it and denied it. It says there is nothing at all, it is all propaganda. It is only after 

2001 when Al-Qaeda had carried out those attacks in the World Trade Centre that Pakistan was 

presented with a very difficult choice. That choice was, are you with us or are you against us.  After 

all, the Taliban have been trained in Pakistani madrasahs, Pakistan had recognised the Taliban 

government before any other governments in the world.  And the Taliban were beholden in just 

about every possible way to Pakistan.  It was a difficult decision on the part of General Pervez 

Musharraf but he took it. And he said, "All right! Now, we are against the Taliban”, except that was 

not true. It was at that time that Pakistan started a dual policy. Those Taliban which were not a 

potential danger to the Pakistani state but could be used for countering the Indian influence in 

Afghanistan were considered good.  And the others were not to be fought against but ignored 

essentially.  But this could not last for too long because within the Taliban ranks, between within 

the Islamist ranks, there grew a great resentment of this, and eventually what happened was that 

the Pakistan Army was attacked in Waziristan by their former students.   

In response, Pakistan drew a number of treaties with them, the Treaty of Shakai in 2004 being one, 

the Treaty of Miranshah in 2006, but these treaties did not last very long, and steadily the spread of 

Islamist influence became so obvious and it was so great that there was no way that Pakistan could 

pretend it was in control of its own territories. Even today in South Waziristan where the Pakistan 

Army claims that it has liberated those areas from the Taliban, the fact is that Taliban are very 

much there. In North Waziristan, it is entirely a Taliban state, it is an emirate. 

I am sure it all must be very confusing to you, so let me tell who is fighting who in Pakistan today. 

Well, one is the Taliban led by Mullah Omar versus America, and there are based in North 

Waziristan as well as in all the border areas that are contagious between Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

They are also then attacked by drones.  
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There is a second category and that is the Lashkar-e-Taiba, the Jaish-e-Mohammed, and the Hizb-ul-

Mujahideen. These are groups that are principally focused upon India, and these are considered as 

"our assets", so there are means by which means to wage a war without directly confronting the 

Indian Army. As we know there is a huge difference in terms of the number of tanks on both sides, 

the number of armoured vehicles, aircrafts and so forth.  And so these mujahidin have been viewed 

as assets against India.   

Then, there is a third category, which is the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (the TTP). these are the 

Pakistani Taliban versus the Pakistan military. These are the people who carried out the attacks on 

Mehran base, a week or ten days ago.  They are the most organised and the most hardened fighters 

of all.  Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan began as an offshoot of the Afghan Taliban, but very soon it 

developed differences with the Afghan Taliban. The Afghan Taliban insists on attacking only the 

Americans, with Pakistani Taliban saying, of course, we must attack the Americans, but the Pakistan 

Army is controlled by the Americans, it is just a tool that they have and so it is equally legitimate 

and in fact preferable to attack the Pakistani military. It turns out as we have seen from attack after 

attack that they have considerable following within the Pakistan military. Now, let's look at the 

attack that happened 10 days ago which has really shaken up Pakistan. This was a bunch of 

attackers, maybe 6, maybe 10, maybe 20, and they do not even know how many there  were.   

The base was defended by something like a few hundred soldiers, yet these attackers were able to 

scale the walls, get in, go exactly to the right place, and with their rocket launchers   take out two of 

most expensive aircrafts that Pakistan had purchased from the United States, the P-3C Orions, each 

one of them worth about forty million dollars. They stayed there for close to twenty-four hours; 

none was captured.  They knew exactly where to go and exactly where to attacks from. There was 

absolutely no question that they had been informed by insiders. 

When a journalist by the name Saleem Shahzad who reported on this and made the claim that there 

are Al-Qaeda cells within the Navy, and he actually went beyond making a claim; he said that in 

three previous attacks upon the Navy, there been lots of Navy officers and its soldiers, and sailors 

killed, some suspects had been apprehended.  They were to be interrogated, but they could not be 

interrogated because of the orders from their superiors, suggesting, therefore, that there was active 

collusion between Navy officers and between the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan. This was the first part 

of his article, written below was that the second part will be published later and will expose the 

collusion between Army officers and the Air Force officers as well.  

That second part will not be published because the writer of that article has been bludgeoned to 

death. Saleem Shahzad was murdered in the most secure area; he was kidnapped from the most 

secure area of Islamabad, one which we happen to pass by twice a day and know that every few 

hundred yards there is a barrier, there are police check posts, but as he was going from his house to 

the television station where he was a guest on a show, he was abducted and his body found two 

days later, but hundred miles away. So there seems to be little doubt that there is active collusion 

over there.  
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Then, there are Lashkar-e-Jhangvi, Sipah-e-Sahaba and other sectarian organisations that focus 

upon Shias, upon Hindus, upon Christians, and those are purely sectarian or purely anti-minority. In 

the list of all that the Pakistan state is being confronted with, I will also mention over here those in 

Baluchistan.  There the struggle is secular, it is for a secular state but it is not for religion, and yet 

there is where the Pakistan Army shows its brutality in the most clear possible way. Now, with the 

establishment and the people of Pakistan having become increasingly Islamiat, there is now a real 

state of tension within the country. One can understand a little bit about the depth of this tension 

when you consider the fact that the serving governor of Punjab, Salman Taseer, was assassinated by 

his own bodyguard, and assassinated because he was seeking to protect a poor Christian woman 

who has been accused the blasphemy. That assassination provoked absolutely no anger among 

Pakistanis. Sadly, it provoked the opposite; it provoked a measure of honour; it made the murderer 

of Salman Taseer into a national hero.   

I will tell you a little bit about what had happened. This Christian woman, aged woman, who was 

sent by the Muslim women from her village to go and fetch water. When she came back with the 

water, she came back in a vessel that she had already drunk from. When she gave it to then, they 

said that you are a filthy Christian, how dare you drink from this yourself? Who knows what 

happened after that. They say that she made remarks against the Prophet, but those remarks can 

never be repeated because to repeat those remarks would constitute blasphemy itself.  Therefore, 

she was awarded the death sentence and was in jail, awaiting the death sentence.  

Now Salman Taseer was the governor of Punjab, belonged to the ruling party, and a man of some 

conscious because he went over there to inquire about the facts of the situation and to give support 

to this poor woman who had been locked up in a rural jail. It is simply this support for that women 

and his remark that the blasphemy law is a black law that led this man, Mumtaz Qadri, to pull out 

his gun and put 22 bullets into him.   

The day this happened I had gone to get my car fixed, and I heard it over the radio while driving 

back. When I got back to my office, I got a phone from an FM station that this incident had 

happened, would you care to comment upon it. So I said, look, why do you want me to comment on 

it, and get some religious leaders and get some Maulvi to condemn it, and the anchor says, 

professor, I cannot find anyone  in the religious establishment who is willing  to say that this was 

wrong, can you please say something?  All right, so I said. The next day I was invited to a television 

programme. It was one that had two Maulvis; one was Barelvi. The Barelvis are supposed to be the 

liberals. There was the spokesperson for the Jamaat-e-Islami, Fareed Paracha, and there is myself, 

and there are 100 people in the audience. The anchor is really very shaky, and she says, this is the 

most difficult programme that I've done in my life, please audience, don't say anything, don’t boo, 

don't clap, don't do anything. And she begins by a statement that we Muslim have always been 

tolerant, we have been forward-looking, and we have always had differences of opinion yet been 

very good about dealing with them. So she asked the Barelvi Maulvi, what has gone wrong over 

here? Are we becoming intolerant?  He says, absolutely not.  He says, we Barelvis are the most 

tolerant of all people; when our leader was gunned down by the Deobandis (the hardliners), we did 

not do anything, but we have rockets, we have machineguns, we have Kalashnikovs, whatever, but 

on this issue, anyone who blasphemes against the Prophet, I say death to him. And the audience of 
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hundreds of students or so, they applaud, they burst out into clapping.  Then she goes to Fareed 

Paracha, she says, what do you think? He says, I think it is exactly like Maulana, this is what it says 

in the Quran, it says that if somebody has blasphemed, well, then, that's the only possibility. And 

then he quotes verse after verse of the Quran. Then the anchor says (to me), well, do you have 

anything to say after all is there in Quran? I said, look, I'm not a scholar of Islam, never claimed that, 

but I do know that in Indonesia, Malaysia, Egypt and several other Muslim countries there is no 

death penalty for blasphemy. If it had been written into the Quran, then it would have been there in 

half of a dozen or two dozen Muslim states,  there is not, except over here.   

I will not go into all the details. It was back and forth, it was very ugly. The students applauded the 

Mullahs. I will just tell you about this.  Towards the end, I said, Maulana Sialvi, it is not Mumtaz 

Qadri who is the killer of the Salman Taseer, it is you and people like you who put that fire into 

people; your hands are covered in the blood, Salman Taseer ka khun aapke hatho par hein, and he 

looks at his hand and he says kaash ye hota; he says, "I wish, I wish I had Salman Taseer's  blood on 

my hands, I would  have killed him with my own hands.  Again, applause. By the way, a survey was 

done later, 80% Pakistanis believed that Mumtaz Qadri is a hero, that he did right in this. So Zia-ul-

Haq has worked, his strategy has worked. He has changed the way in which we Pakistani 

collectively think.  

This then makes the space for pluralism a very small one, there are pockets, there are people who 

speak out. Our English newspapers are liberal; you will have more critical commentary over there 

than you would have in newspapers probably anywhere else in the world. If you turn on our private 

television channels, not PTV because nobody listens to or watches PTV anymore, you will find 

devastating critiques of the government. So Pakistan has the most feisty, argumentative public 

media that you could want or imagine. Is that good or bad? I have been thinking to myself a long 

time–is that good or bad? It depends upon what that media is seeking to project into the minds of 

its viewers. And now what has happened is that the bulk of our channels are so imbued with a 

fascistic mindset that the anchors are those who believe in wild conspiracy theories, the anchors 

are also those who have come from the ranks of the Islamists that today I am not sure that a free 

media is in the best interest of people, any people.  

It is a paradoxical situation; maybe it will be true that in 10 years from now, because sufficient 

members of alternative views have also come forth and made an impact upon people, therefore, this 

will be reversed. I do not know, but what I have been seeing consistently now for at least 10 years 

or so is that the freer media has made the preaching of xenophobia, the preaching of hatreds much 

easier because it is they who have control over the channels.  That is not very good news for 

Pakistan, but I believe that there will be self- realization, simply because there is no alternative. 

Here is now the Military which is being attacked from within by its own people, not just this Mehran 

incident of a week ago, but of the incidents that have occurred over the last two years. The 

headquarters of the ISI have been blown up in Multan, Faisalabad, and Peshawar.  I saw the one in 

Peshawar after the suicide attacks; it must been a good heavy truck because the only things that is 

left now are bricks.  



ALLIANCE FOR SOCIAL DIALOGUE PUBLIC LECTURE I 

 

 www.asd.org.np |Edited transcript of the lecture 

 

We saw the attack on the general headquarters in Rawalpindi, carried out by those who were from 

within the ranks of the Army. We saw that whenever there are troop movements, somehow the 

other side gets to know about them, and there are ambushes.  So the situation has become so grim 

that I am sure at some point self-realization is going to kick in because this is a path of suicide.  

What is necessary in order to prevent the suicide, and here I will give you a wish list. First of all, 

Pakistan now needs to start concentrating upon its own problems, rather than seeking to extend its 

influences outside its borders. No doubt, I'm drowned out. People like me are drowned out by 

voices that are a hundred times louder, but here is what I say,  every time I say, forget about 

Kashmir, you are not going to get it, there is no way that India is going to allow that the line of 

control to be changed. There is no way it will allow the map of South Asia, of our borders to be 

redrawn because they see it as partition. I say this because I do not believe India has a moral 

legitimate right to Kashmir, it should be after all for the Kashmiris to decide. If they want to be with 

India in principle, they should be, or if they do not, that should be their right, after all this is what 

democracy is all about, but it is a matter for the Kashmiris, not for us Pakistanis, and we have tried 

thrice, we have gone to war in 1948, 1965, in 1999, the time of Kargil, and each time it did not work, 

and in fact, it has made the cause of the Kashmiris much harder. So stop that.   

The second item on my wish list is that we need massive economic reform. This means providing 

people with their basic rights to livelihoods, to their needs, to give them power, and to give them 

dignity. This means also that we have to do away with landlordism in Sindh and Punjab. Particularly 

in Sindh, there are feudal lords who live in much the same way as they did a hundred years ago. 

They have power of life and death over their serfs. India did away with feudalism very early on and 

we did not have.  That has been to our great disadvantage because this also means that democracy 

cannot flourish; after all if you have slavery, you cannot have slavery and democracy at the same 

time.   

My third plea is that we must shed our colonial style of the governance. The giant centralised 

government that exists in Islamabad is incapable of dealing with the myriad problems that exist in 

the provinces, and that exist within Punjab itself, so perhaps, a solution might be to break up 

Pakistan into a number of small provinces. Punjab can easily be broken up into three provinces; 

Sindh into two provinces, there is the Sirāikī-speaking part and then the rest towards Karachi. This 

does not mean that the country disintegrates. It merely means that you have got to have better 

administration, better governance, and this decentralised federal structure will then give people a 

sense of participation, not just a sense of participation, but participation within the country itself. I 

am happy to say that on this score there has been some movement, there has been a change written 

into the Constitution, called the 18th amendment, but that still is too little.   

Pakistan needs a social contract.  It will command allegiance from its citizens only when it gives 

something to its citizens. At the present time, it cannot guarantee their security, either of life or 

property. It has to reassert its control in matters of law and order, there has to be a justice system 

that works. The Taliban became popular in Swat only because they could offer quick and ready 

justice.  They would shoot the guy who raped your daughter; you just had to point the guy out, he 

would be gone the next day. On the other hand, if you went to a police station, you would be in the 
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lock-up. You would have to prove that your daughter did not do it willingly.  The lack of justice 

system is perhaps the greatest driving factor towards Talibanisation because when a state loses 

authority, loses the ability to govern, then there is the search for alternatives, and so even those 

who had serious problems with the Taliban, nevertheless, went to them hoping for justice.   

And finally, what you need is an education system that informs, that does not propagandise. The 

prime purpose is to give the skills needed for being part of a modern economy, not to tell them 

what they have learnt from class one onwards. 

At the end, I will say that they will have to be a different understanding of Islam among Pakistanis 

than the one that is becoming dominant today.  Now historically, Islam has been understood in 

many different ways.  There was that pristine interpretation that came from Saudi Arabia, the 

Wahhabist, the Salafist interpretation, and that is a pretty harsh one, it emphasises the penal code, 

it emphasises joylessness, it demands joylessness.  But there is another version of Islam that is 

much kinder and gentler.  It is the one that attracted the people who lived on this land towards 

Islam, it is the Islam of the Sufis, it is syncretic, it grows from the soil, it incorporates part of the 

theological beliefs that are in Islam itself, but then it has adapted itself, and became much more 

human. This is not something that is new, it goes  back to the saints and sages, to people like Shah 

Abdul Latif, Baba Farid, Hafiz Shirazi, Maulana Rumi, and, of course, his teacher Shams-i-Tabrizi.  I 

just want to give you a flavour of that by ending with this poem written by Hafiz Shirazi and 

translated by Annemarie Schimmel. It is a beautiful poem, beautiful in Pharsi, and but it is beautiful 

also in English translation:  

I am not a Muslim, 

None may call me Christian or Jew. 

I'm not of the east, nor the west. 

I'm neither of earth nor water. 

I'm not of India or China. 

I'm not in the Kingdom of Iraq. 

I'm not of this world, nor the next,  

Not of heaven, nor of purgatory. 

My place is the placeless, 

My trace is the traceless. 

It is not the body nor is it the soul, 

For I belong to the soul of my love. 

If I should win a moment with you, 

I will put both worlds under my feet  

And dance forever in joy.   

O Shams of Tabriz, I'm so drunk in the world  

That except for the revelry and the intoxication 

I've no tale to tell.  

 

That was the message of those people at that time, and that is where the hope lies. 

Thank you. 
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Comments by Hari Sharma, Director, ASD  

(Short version of transcript)  

 

I think Prof Hoodbhoy’s students must be proud of him. He is such an eloquent speaker and must be 

a compassionate teacher. He held the crowd; I was looking around at my friends, people were 

listening. I remembered Homi Bhaba’s famous statement that the nation is a narration. From Prof. 

Pervez Hoodbhoy, we heard the narration of Pakistan, the shifting political logic within Pakistan, 

especially since the Zia-ul-Haq’s time.  

 

The 1990s were fascinating times for many of us, especially in South Asia. From our perspective in 

Nepal, we entered into democracy. Even within the larger subcontinent, all of our neighbours, 

including Pakistan, were turning into democracies. However, within 10 years or so, we were all 

reverting back because transition to democracy is always uncertain. Transition can take a positive 

direction but also revert back; it is like a pendulum.  

 

While listening to Prof. Hoodbhoy, many things came to my mind, I am reminded of the kind of 

debate that we are having in Nepal - the debate surrounding state restructuring and federalism and 

above all, the reimagining of Nepali state and society. However, the debates around Nepali state are 

very paradoxical; there are many popular expectations on the state and the state is also blamed for 

the ills and failures of Nepali polity. The political parties in the parliament, ruling parties, ruling 

coalition, oppositions, civil society, everybody points their fingers at the state. State seems to be 

both the problem and the solution. While listening to Prof. Hoodbhoy, what came to my mind is that 

even for democracy to function, we need state and resemblance of political order.  

 

Without a stable political order, democracy cannot take roots. Right now we’re in a political 

transition and we face many questions - where we are heading, what sort of contracts we are 

entering into, which comes first, the state or the nation? Is a nation a political community or social 

community? Similarly, we are debating what sort of political order we require in order for 

democracy to function and democracy as we all know thrives only on the climate of reasoned and 

informed debates, discussions and contentions. To me, politics is basically making claims and 

counterclaims, but it has to be regulated because one claim is not above the other.  

 

A win-win situation is always desired even if it is difficult; therefore, we need some kind of agreed 

process, which is predictable and can guide us in the times of difficulty. This is becoming 

increasingly difficult at present in our countries. So therefore, the crisis of nation (both Pakistan 

and Nepal) is the crisis of state and crisis of state is crisis of democracy. As we heard from Prof. 

Pervez Hoodbhoy the Pakistani state is flattering and losing its control. A similar predicament 

looms large in Nepal too.  

 

Society somehow, although divided, is holding for some reason, and the most important thing that I 

got from the lecture is that it is through the activists activism is alive; it is through the individual 

courage, individual convictions, individuals beliefs in the system that we can make things work. 
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From Prof. Hoodbhoy, it is evident that the consciousness and sprit of Pakistan is thriving. It finds 

its life in people like Pervez Hoodbhoy.  

 

In times of crisis, leadership matters. When he talked about the Zia-ul-Haq project and mentioned 

Jinnah earlier in his lecture and Jinnah’s imagination of Pakistan, and as mentioned in Sunil 

Khilnani’s work on imagining India, especially where he refers to the Nehruvian vision of India. 

Nehru imagined India through his various writings such as The Discovery of India. Later as the 

Prime Minister of Independent India he managed the post partition independent India.  

 

So looking back in our present day Nepali case, I am sorry to say that there is not much imagination 

in our leadership. So crisis of leadership has loomed large in many of our countries, which has also 

led to the crisis of democracy. I think if democracy is institutionalised, democracy always need 

normalcy, it only through leadership the normalcy is ensured. Only an institutionalised democracy 

can protect a civil space which as is a space of reason, a space of logic, a space of cooperation and 

living together despite the differences.  

 

The challenge for many of us in South Asia is that we are plural societies; we have a lot of 

differences and diversities. The question is, how we can live together; how can we accept 

differences. Accepting differences, accepting dissidence is important; and this is how we can protect 

our plurality and our diversity.  

 

I would like to thank my host institution Social Science Baha where Alliance for Social Dialogue 

located. Many of you have been attending the Social Science Baha lectures for many years. Last 

couple of years, our lectures have been widely attended. So I would like to thank all of you who 

came in at a short notice to this lecture. The Alliance for Social Dialogue is a group of people, who 

come from different activist backgrounds and policy persuasions, as a common platform in order to 

listen to each other and work together. People ask me, why, “alliance for social dialogue, why only 

for dialogue?” I say that the challenge we have confronting us in Nepal is that we have been 

claiming too much and we have not been listening to each other. So, before moving ahead, we need 

to listen each other; this is where democracy is important for us. So Alliance for Social Dialogue was 

initiated within the Social Science Baha four years ago and has been very active in other areas of 

debates and discussions.  

 

We thought that we would bring friends and colleagues who have been relentlessly working in and 

around South Asia on various issues of peace and democracy. This is the first event that we did 

publicly with Himal Southasian. We thought that many of our debates in Nepal have been very 

narrow. Our discussions were narrowly framed and discussed internally. We were not sharing our 

experiences with the wider world. Therefore, we thought that we should bring friends, colleagues 

from the region and beyond who have been confronting similar issues like ours so that we could 

together find ways out.  

 

Finally, I would first thank Prof Pervez Hoodbhoy and his wife who is here with us. They travelled 

all the way from Pakistan despite health problems. Unfortunately, their flight was diverted 
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yesterday to Dhaka because we had a problem in the runway. To reach Kathmandu, it took them 

more than ten hours, and they reached late last night. Nonetheless, he was able to come here. I 

would like to thank colleagues at Himal Southasian, especially Kanak and Vidhyadhar, who have 

been communicating with Prof Hoodbhoy to get him here.  

 

I would also like to thank my colleagues Prem, Shehnaz Banu and Santosh at Alliance for Social 

Dialogue. I’m indebted to Deepak Thapa, director of Social Science Baha and former Baha chair, 

Rajendra Pradhan, who were not directly involved this time but have been a constant source of 

support for this kind of activities. I would like to thank, more than anybody else, the colleagues, 

friends, the audience, who have all came in good numbers, which is a very encouraging sign for us, 

to protect civil space in South Asia and Kathmandu too. Thank you very much. Thank you. 


