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Today is the 66th anniversary of the Pakistan Resolution while it is the 59th year of the birth of the nation created on the principles enunciated in 1940. It is a good occasion to assess our performance during the last 59 years and to project our future prospects. Overwhelmed by recent events, there could be an urge to declare that we as a nation have failed to honour the commitments made 66 years ago. But we should not ignore the strides made since 1947 towards creating an infrastructure needed for progress and erecting economic structures that could lead to economic prosperity -- despite the gigantic plunder.

Conceding the improvement in living conditions and initiation of a lifestyle emulating the industrialised countries, one cannot condone the gradual erosion of the basic traits of character that were valued by our society, religion and traditions. Abandonment of old social and cultural values is sadly a peril of economic prosperity if recent history of the West is any guide. In our own society, erosion of traditional values is directly related to the quantum of affluence and power of individuals and families. This erosion of old values has led to loose moral and social attitudes and a weakened will to build the nation and its institutions. Consequences of this shift in values can be seen in incidences of heinous crimes, disregard for laws of the land, ruthless pursuit of selfish ends at the expense of the nation and worst of all, the obliteration of collective goals of community, society and the nation.

The process of abandoning old values that we inherited half a century ago is now coming to a head. It will be futile to hunt for the regime that started or permitted the slide. History shows that seeds of this malady were sown along with the advent of autocratic rule and the feudal system -- both based on injustice, oppression, tyranny and inequality. Since we failed to undo feudalism, as was done by India, we opened doors for continuity of the practices and styles of despots who were the most influential class in politics in 1947. Their interest was only confined to the consolidation of their power. It was achieved by humbling and incapacitating the people in and around their areas of control.

One dare say that Pakistan fell victim to this mindset spawning beradri (clan) system, caste and class differentiation, blatant oppression, sectarianism, suppression of minority communities and a complete deprivation of the entire society to the extent possible . The fast developing chasm between the rich and the poor, the spectacular growth of consumerism, and the preponderance of the scions of affluent class in the parliament and provincial legislatures is an indication that traditional powers have succeeded in their designs almost fully. Since aims of this class are contrary to empowerment of the people, democracy could not take root in Pakistan, and if the status quo continues, it never will.

The most worrisome aspect of the 59 years of Pakistan is that everybody who feels concerned about the future of Pakistan gets entangled in problems created by its ruling classes -- the incidence of corruption, problems of governance, our image in the world, state of the economy, etc, etc. But nobody has picked up the courage to disagree with dogmas that have been driving the power elite of Pakistan, and conclude that the single factor thwarting the progress of Pakistan is lack of education and illiteracy.

A look at the under-developed countries of Asia after the Second World War would reveal that there exists almost a perfect correlation between education and development in this region. Most of the countries in our part of the world, including Pakistan, stood at similar levels of literacy and education. Fifty years later, many of them have attained almost 90 per cent or higher levels of literacy and formal education: And they also have emerged as fast developing and prosperous s countries.

We, however, did not wake up to the close relationship between education and development and have kept education as a fit topic for just rhetoric and false promises. The Musharraf era saw greatly enhanced allocations for the education sector. But the emphasis was shifted to higher education, production of Doctors of Philosophy in physical sciences, information technology, leaving crucial areas of primary, secondary, technical education and functional adult literacy, gasping for breath. Although these sub-sectors were most crucial for building a nation of responsible citizens who would perform their duties without a grudge, yet they were not considered worthy of immediate attention of the government, the community and the parents. As far as the elite are concerned, they have always been allergic to education or upward mobility of the masses since educated persons could pose a threat to their supremacy.

Highly credible reports from the districts have indicated that local feudals and other members of the so-called elite discouraged the opening of schools in their areas, in the not too distant past. Stories are rife that some politicians donated money to establish schools in their opponents' territories to create problems for them!

One has not lamented the importance of basic and general education in nation building without tangible evidence. To take only one instance, demonstrations for a solemn cause in highly literate countries are vastly different from those in the semi-literate countries. They are held to demonstrate public opinion on an issue and not seek the destruction of everything that comes in the way. They also are clearly focused rather than based on ambiguous objectives -- or no objectives at all. Education cannot guarantee peace, justice, tolerance, and all the good things in society. But it does facilitate the raising of consciousness of one's surroundings and the world. Its greatest contribution to life is the understanding of actions taken on this earth.

Most of all, education enables a person to recognise his rights and responsibilities and find the best way to deal with his problems. The edifice of national pride and its components is built by realisation of a nation's capacity to excel as provided by education. It is a tragedy that we have lost almost sixty years of our existence in deluding that we are in the process of building a great nation -- like the one built by our forefathers. How can we achieve this if we do not enable the people to move in that direction? What we are doing in this respect will not deliver. We must remember that grand buildings are built on strong foundations.
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