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The Politics of Common Sense

This book offers a refreshingly different perspective on Pakistan — it documents the
evolution of the country’s structure of power over the past four decades, and in particular
how the military dictatorship headed by General Zia ul Haq (1977-88) — whose rule has
been almost exclusively associated with a narrow agenda of Islamisation — transformed
the political field through a combination of coercion and consent-production.

The Zia regime — and its successors — have inculcated within society at large
a ‘common sense’ privileging the cultivation of patronage ties and the concurrent
demeaning of counter-hegemonic political practices which had threatened the structure
of power in the decade before the military coup in 1977.

The book demonstrates how the politics of ‘common sense’has been consolidated in
the past three decades through the agency of emergent social forces such as traders and
merchants, as well as the religio-political organisations that gained influence during the
1980s. While these constituencies thrived on the back of the dictatorship, their rise is
also organic inasmuch as capital has penetrated into society at large, leading to (often
unplanned) urbanisation and the proliferation of informal market networks, initially in
the secondary and tertiary sectors of the agrarian economy but more and more extending
to manufacturing and service sectors.

The rise of individuals and networks from below’ accords the patronage-based
system its resilience — the similarities in background and outlook between the mass of
working people and the political and economic entrepreneurs that act as intermediaries
in a vertically-organised structure of power blunt counter-hegemonic impulses, religion
often serving as the final source of legitimacy in a world that revolves around the ruthless
accumulation of power and capital.

Aasim Sajjad Akhtar teaches at the National Institute of Pakistan Studies, Quaid-i-
Azam University. Previously, he was at the Lahore University of Management Sciences.
He has published widely on subjects as diverse as peasant movements, imperialism,
informality and state theory.
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Preface

While the plethora of literature being produced on Pakistan these days might
suggest otherwise, writing a book about the country’s politics, history and culture
is a task fraught with difficulty. Quite aside from the popular stereotypes and
misleading scholarship that one feels compelled to debunk, there has been little
grounded research on state and society over a period of three decades which
renders dated even substantive literature serving as a point of departure. The
constant recourse to material produced in a different time and place can impede
our understanding of the present as much as it helps to enhance it.

The task becomes even more challenging in an environment often hostile
to ‘traditionalist’ conceptual and empirical debates about class, state and the
like. Embodying this challenge is the work of Antonio Gramsci. On the one
hand, Gramsci’s ideas have very much become part of the mainstream (western)
academy. On the other hand, this mainstreaming equates to Gramsci being
invoked exclusively as a scholar of the discursive realm, separated by academic
fashion from the materialist concerns which underlay his own efforts.

This tendency can be explained in part by the changing mores of western
societies. As reiterated in this book time and again, Pakistan has also changed
dramatically over the past few decades, and efforts to theorize state and society
are doomed to futility without recognition of this (ongoing) process of change.
The work of note on Pakistan to have emerged in recent times is based on this
recognition, as well as the imperative of being critical of Eurocentric conceptual
apparatuses. Yet, I sometimes feel that for all the ‘newness’ of such approaches,
the proneness to aping trends in the western academy remains intact.

In this book, I have tried to generate insights in the mould of new-age post-
colonial scholars that have grown up being suspicious of conceptual approaches
associated with their predecessors, whilst insisting that it is still worth thinking
about what this earlier generation uncovered. In short, we must not throw the
baby out with the bath water. In practice, this means a book that tries to cover
a lot of bases in a ‘grand theorizing’ way which is increasingly uncommon. I
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recognize the shortcomings of such an approach, but I take this risk consciously.
Let me explain.

What draws me to Gramsci is that, instead of a cold-blooded analysis of social
and political forms, his method facilitates a much more grounded understanding
of why people —and by this, I mean all sorts of people, even if Gramsci’s emphasis
is typically on the lowest orders of society — are motivated to action (or not)
by different political imaginaries. Gramsci’s ideological commitments demand
that his analysis is always imbued by the question of how political imaginaries
sustaining the status quo can be displaced by transformative ones.

In what circumstances, Gramsci asks, is the ‘national popular collective will’
generated? In short, Gramsci never steers too far from the political imperative
of developing a shared vision of an egalitarian and just society. This, for him,
is a prerequisite to building such a society.

For almost two decades, I have interacted extensively with working people
across ethnic, religious and gender backgrounds, governing elites, the well-to-do
chattering classes, religious functionaries, small and medium entrepreneurs, and
professional groups such as journalists and lawyers. Most of these interactions
have been while being active with social movements and everyday political
struggles. The knowledge of society, its mores and the everyday considerations
informing political action that I have thus acquired have not been from a
‘neutral’ vantage point. My political commitments have impelled me to think
deeply about how and why the potentialities for counter-hegemonic politics
have declined so sharply over the past 2-3 decades.

To state the obvious, politics in Pakistan is very different today than a
generation or so ago. Indeed, the meaning and practice of politics has changed
irrevocably all over the world following the demise of ‘actually existing socialism’
(and attendant proclamations of the End of History).1 waded directly into active
politics while capitalist triumphalism was unchallenged at the end of the 1990s.
The incredible exposure afforded to me by political activism allowed me to
experience— feel, even — the texture of a political field that has changed greatly
since the heyday of radicalism in the 1960s and 1970s.

I'have thus attempted to put together a somewhat grand narrative of continuity
and change that can improve our understanding of contemporary political
economy, social mores and the daily play of power relations. The purpose, as
noted already, is to sketch a picture of Pakistan that builds upon the seminal
treatises of the past and incorporates new empirical realities, all while critically
engaging with innovative approaches popular in the contemporary period.

In truth, it does not take much to improve upon the scant literature on
Pakistan that raises interesting questions and derives meaningful insights.
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Accordingly, the major contribution that this book makes is to systematically
demonstrate how the urban commercial classes and the religious right have
forced their way into a structure of power which is based on the passive consent
of the subordinate classes. While there have been many impressionistic offerings
about the religious right and the intermediate classes over the years, linking
their emergence to wider developments is important if we are to avoid either
under- or over-stating their significance.

By illustrating how these emergent social forces are the major protagonists
of the everyday politics of patronage in Pakistan, I hope to direct attention away
from overemphasized and ‘culturalized” themes like religious militancy and
‘rogue’state behaviour. As is the case when trying to build a ‘grand narrative’ of
state and society on the whole, there is also hazard in bringing under emphasized
aspects of social and political life to the fore at the expense of overemphasized
ones. But this, again, is a risk worth taking.

In the final analysis, I hope this book, with other efforts, helps scholarship on
Pakistan turn a bit of a corner. Over the past few years, I have been fortunate to
witness first hand the emergence of a number of young critical scholars educated
in Pakistan and abroad. Despite the deep and pervasive legacy of dictatorship
and the ‘global restoration of class power’, I am hopeful that this number will
grow to become a critical mass capable of challenging the hegemonic intellectual
— and political — order that prevails in contemporary Pakistan.
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Introduction

There is no human activity from which every form of intellectual participation
can be excluded: homo faber cannot be separated from homo sapiens. Each
man carries on some form of intellectual activity, that is, he is a philosopher,
an artist, a man of taste, he participates in a particular conception of the
world, has a conscious line of moral conduct, and therefore contributes to
sustain a conception of the world or to modify it, that is, to bring into being
new modes of thought.!

Antonio Gramsci (1971: 9)

Pakistan is one of the most written about, yet least understood countries in
the world. It is often reduced to a series of categories that obfuscate more than
they illuminate. Both in journalistic and scholarly accounts, the imperative
of comprehending complex political, economic and cultural dynamics is
thwarted by the predominance of monolithic narrative tropes such as ‘Islamic’
and ‘terrorism’.

The events of 9/11 and subsequent developments explain much of the
security-oriented literature that has proliferated in recent years. This recent
trend aside, most scholarly works on Pakistan’s state and society have never
strayed very far from descriptive macro-level accounts which detail, in
chronological fashion, the continuities and changes associated with different
political regimes.

These mainstream accounts are premised, overtly or otherwise, on static
readings of state and society; the former often depicted as an island of
modernity struggling to impose itself on a society whose cultural moorings are
incompatible with the imperatives of socio-economic change and progressive
politics.?

In fact, the relationship between state and society is far more complex than
most academic treatments of Pakistan have generally acknowledged. Only by
constructing a thoroughly historicized narrative in which the interplay between
myriad economic, political and cultural moments is clearly enunciated can one
make sense of the contemporary social order in Pakistan.
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In contravention to both ‘security studies’ and mainstream political histories,
a grounded brand of scholarship has emerged in recent years featuring both
substantial empirical insights about state and society and novel theoretical
approaches. This book is a modest attempt to add to this growing archive. In
it, I chart how a particular conception of navigating the everyday —what I call
the politics of common sense — has become hegemonic across the length and
breadth of Pakistan’s society over the past three decades.

In sum, I present a historical materialist analysis of the patronage-based
structure of power in Pakistan, and particularly how it has changed since the
late 1960s. In constructing this narrative, I employ the theoretical architecture
of the revolutionary Italian thinker Antonio Gramsci, and also engage with
classical and contemporary literature on post-colonial state and society.

The politics of common sense is essentially a strategy of accommodation,
whereby the lower orders of society accede to a patronage-dominated political
field. I argue this phase of accommodation can be traced back to the dictatorship
of General Zia ul Haq (1977-88), during which the structure of power was
rehabilitated following a decade of intense political upheaval (1967-77) when
an anti-systemic politics of the left raged across the country.

The emergence of the politics of common sense in Pakistan in many ways
mirrors global trends. The era of post-WWII radicalism, which arguably
culminated in the early 1970s, was followed by what has been called the
‘restoration of class power’ in many parts of the world.® This restoration was
in part due to the liberal deployment of coercive force by states, propertied
classes and imperialist powers. In Pakistan’s case at least the decline of an
anti-systemic, left politics can also be attributed to concrete and sophisticated
strategies of cooptation adopted by the Zia regime in accordance with rapidly
changing economic and cultural conditions.

These strategies of consent-production have been consolidated in the
subsequent three decades, while structural change has proceeded apace. The
‘success’ of the patronage machine that was fashioned during the Zia period
is most evident in the agency of the subordinate classes and other exploited
segments of Pakistan’s society, but its significance is precisely in the fact that
it is operative across the class (and ethnic) divide, and hence, hegemonic.

Accordingly, while I develop analytical insights about the political
alignments of the subordinate classes, the book is also about dominant social
forces, including the civil bureaucracy, landlords, industrialists and the
military. These institutions and classes have been major players in Pakistan’s
political economy since the inception of the state (and often long before).
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Other contenders for power have emerged in the period under study, namely
the urbanized, commercial classes and religio-political forces. Aside from
detailing their sociological evolution and relationships to one another, I show
how this combination of the old guard and nouwveau riche has — or not, as the
case may be — secured consent from the subordinate classes.

In outlining this evolution of the political field, I demonstrate not only
how class and social structures have changed over time, but also how the
composition and institutional logic of the Pakistan state have undergone
transformation. I argue, a la Gramsci, that the structure of power is a
dialectical unity whereby state and society constitute two mutually reinforcing
sides of the same coin.

The narrative is ordered by three crucial junctures which have shaped the
contemporary social order. First, there is the colonial encounter. I will revisit
a familiar theme — the colonial state’s reification of parochial identities and
dynamic responses of working people — so as to outline how a particular logic
of practice evolved in society during British rule. This patronage-based political
order was, I think, the most lasting of colonial legacies.

Second, I will highlight the widespread social changes and politicization
that took place across the length and breadth of Pakistan’s society in the 1960s
which greatly impacted the social and political landscape for at least a decade
afterwards. On the one hand, this great wave of radical politics was global
in scope, ranging from the African decolonization movements and national
liberation struggles in East Asia to popular upheavals in the capitalist west and
revolutionary experiments in Latin America. On the other hand, there were
major socio-economic and ideational changes taking place within Pakistan’s
society which explain the dramatic emergence of an indigenous radical politics
of the left.

Third, I will discuss the period starting with the military coup of 1977 which
teatured the constitution of a regenerated ruling clique and the beginnings of a
‘politics of common sense’ that, though periodically challenged, has prevailed
through to the present conjuncture.

The story that I will tell in the following pages about an exclusionary
political-economic order inherited from colonialism, emergent challenges to
this order from a cross-section of the popular classes, and finally the reassertion
of a hegemonic politics of patronage from the late 1970s onwards, resonates to
a degree with the narrative presented by Saadia Toor about culture and politics
in Pakistan during the Cold War.* This book augments Toor’s argument about
the demonization of leftist political forces by emphasizing how the state and
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propertied classes devised new strategies of political control in the midst of
rapid social change.

While I cannot claim that my observations are representative beyond
Pakistan — it is a challenge to even represent the diversity of the Pakistan
experience — I will refer occasionally to scholarship about other parts of the
post-colonial world, and especially neighbouring India. This reflects the many
shared continuities (and breaks) in post-colonial countries with the period of
European rule, and particularly the structures of economic and political power
inherited from colonialism. India offers the most obvious comparative insights
for the Pakistani case, notwithstanding the considerably different trajectories
of both countries since partition.

Comparative studies on the two successor states of the British Raj have long
tried to explain why India became a relatively stable democracy while Pakistan
repeatedly experienced authoritarian rule, a concern that continues to animate
scholars to this day.” However, academic works on Indian politics, culture and
economy have diversified greatly, both theoretically and empirically. The bird’s-
eye macro-level analyses of the state that preoccupied a previous generation
have given way too much more nuanced and localized studies of how the state
operates at an everyday level. There has also developed a substantial literature
on informality and emergent classes in an increasingly urbanized society. All
in all, the scope and breadth of social science and humanities literature on
India is impressive.

Such work is relatively sparse in Pakistan, and throughout the manuscript
I draw upon what has come to the fore in recent times. I also refer to more
dated literature, and particularly the work of Hamza Alavi on the state and
political economy. This serves both as a point of departure and as a call to
transcend increasingly obsolete frameworks and learn from developments in
scholarship on state and society across other parts of the post-colonial world.

In line with such developments, I present here a historical analysis of
Pakistan’s political economy that is not focused exclusively on the machinations
of ‘big men’, which has been a preoccupation of both mainstream approaches
and even non-traditional ones such as that proffered by Alavi. My particular
contribution is to embed a political economy framework for understanding
Pakistan within its specific historical context.”

I must confess, however, that there is one major aspect of the story that
remains untold in this book. Pakistan is amongst the most patriarchal societies
in the world today, and the public sphere is exceedingly male-dominated.
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I cannot therefore venture that what I call the politics of common sense
accurately depicts the everyday reality of the mass of Pakistan’s women. While,
in later chapters, I provide details of popular political strategies which have
been adopted by both men and women, mine is not a gendered analysis of
the structure of power in Pakistan, a shortcoming that desperately needs to
be addressed.

I should also note at the outset that Pakistan’s state and society have been
greatly influenced by imperialist powers, both during and after the Cold War. I
do not want to understate the significance of this international dimension, and
the dialectic between global/regional geo-politics and domestic developments.®
However, I have chosen not to engage in a detailed analysis of what Alavi called
the ‘metropolitan bourgeoisie’ and its sway over state and society, partly due
to constraints of time and space, and also because I want to call attention to
historically under-specified areas in the literature.

My attempt to chart the underlying logic of Pakistan’s political order needs
to be augmented in many other ways, but given the paucity of innovative
theoretical approaches to understanding Pakistan’s state and society in the
literature, I am hopeful that this particular Gramsci-inspired effort will open
up new avenues for future research.

Gramscian Building Blocks

As is now common knowledge, Gramsci offered a corrective to what was an
emaciated understanding of popular culture in materialist canon. He argued
that matters of consciousness and political action had to be grounded in an
understanding of existing social forms rather than assuming that the trajectory
of culture and politics would conform to scientifically calculable ‘laws of
development’. Gramsci was more concerned than most in the materialist
tradition with understanding the terrain of social life on which class struggle
actually played out. In other words, his focus was on the political and cultural
fields and the manner in which objective class interests were culturally perceived
and subjectively articulated.

For Gramsci, “common sense’ means the incoherent set of generally held
assumptions and beliefs common to any given society’? The ruling class in a
society seeks to mould common sense — the taken-for-granted way of doing
things — such that those they govern acquiesce to the rules of the existing
social order. This does not mean that the latter are deluded about the actions
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of those who dominate them. In other words, they are not victims of ‘false
consciousness’, but, for myriad reasons, the unequal and unjust system of
domination is resilient and common sense requires subordinates to negotiate
their way through the system rather than defy it:

...Subalterns come to see the hierarchies of the world they inhabit as inevitable
and inescapable. They may not like their subordination, but they cannot see

how things could possibly be other than as they are.!

With the rise to prominence of post-structuralist schools of thought over
the past few decades, ‘recovering’ the voice of the subaltern has become an
almost ontological quest. While this book is not concerned with the post-
modern turn per se, I want to assert at the outset that common sense cannot be
understood exclusively as a system of signs, representation or cultural symbols.
It is a worldview that is embedded in the historically constituted structures of
capitalist modernity, and a politics which ebbs and flows in accordance with
structural shifts. Through the course of the book I will repeatedly call attention
to two foundational structures; the post-colonial state and capitalist exchange
and productive relations. Only by uncovering these structural underpinnings
of everyday life can one develop an understanding of contemporary social and
political practice.

Intuition suggests that common sense today was not necessarily common
sense yesterday, and will not necessarily be common sense tomorrow. Quite
simply, Gramsci was restating what all of us already know. More often than
not, however, our efforts to theorize the real world ignore — at our peril — the
most obvious of details. And it is the obviousness of our lived culture — and
the embeddedness of political action within it — that Gramsci sought to
foreground.

In recent times, the much celebrated ‘cultural turn’ in social theory has
been extended to the study of post-colonial states.!! At a fundamental level
this is a welcome development given that most received theories about the
state have been plagued by implicit ethnocentric bias or, as Sudipta Kaviraj
puts it, the fact that the established conceptual apparatus is burdened with
the baggage of specific historical embeddedness.!? The recognition that there
is a need to make both the terms we use and the ideas that inform them
more contextually relevant (without digressing into relativism or abandoning
praxis) is welcome.

Anthropologists have of course been striving for more than a century
to understand the inner workings of (post) colonial societies. The colonial
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obsession for identifying exactly what was different about the ‘natives’ (for
the purposes of administering them better) has given way to a sometimes
torturous struggle to establish exactly how to conceptualize ‘culture’ and
where to locate it on the larger map of post-colonial societies. For a significant
part of the post-war period scholars of ‘culture’ were unable to recognize that
‘politics’ in the post-colony was not ‘acultural’ and needed to be conceptualized
in dynamic rather than teleological ways. Post-structuralist conceptions of
‘power’ may have opened up remarkable new intellectual trajectories, but
have not necessarily succeeded in theorizing culture, politics and economics
in holistic terms.3

Notwithstanding the significance of the post-modern turn — inasmuch as
this refers to the privileging of the everyday and discursive realms — there is a
marked tendency within much contemporary scholarship to abstract from the
real political and economic structures that shape working people’s lives. In my
understanding it is important to be cognizant of the specificity of all social
life — a simple fact often overlooked by general, or structuralist, perspectives
— as well as to supra-local political economy realities.!

To draw upon and then go beyond the insights that have been garnered by
cultural theorists — that is, to understand the manner in which culture, politics
and economics come together to explain the structures that exist and the agents
that emerge from, reproduce, and sometimes challenge these structures — it
is necessary to take seriously the study of history. I believe that satisfactory
conceptualizations of social and political forms in the post-colony have
remained elusive precisely because the tendency has been towards ahistorical
analyses, in that culture has either been posited as unchanging and fixed, or
completely invented.

A handful of contemporary scholars writing about Pakistan have made
efforts to break the mould by bringing to the fore previously under-studied
aspects of political economy, cultural history and statecraft. Matthew Hull’s
work on Islamabad’s Capital Development Authority (CDA) highlights how
the everyday state operates, and how it is thwarted by the wilful actions of the
ordinary people who learn how to manipulate its formal modalities.!> Naveeda
Khan’s work, based in Lahore, links sectarian contestations over ‘proper’
Islamic practice with the politics of mosque-building, again challenging
monolithic conceptions of the conduct of both the state and ordinary
Pakistanis.!® Outside of major urban areas, Nosheen Ali has developed
a body of work on the so-called Northern Areas,!” focusing on cultural

production — and particularly poetry — as a form of nationalist imagining.!® I
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will invoke other such scholarship in due course to underline the possibilities
of linking macro political economy concerns with more grounded questions
of political subjectivity, in the process transgressing disciplinary boundaries
and ‘established’ theoretical orthodoxies.

In building my case for a holistic understanding of the political, economic
and cultural moments, I start with a brief history of the colonial period. While
this book is primarily about processes of social change and evolving political
forms since the 1970s, it is only possible to understand what has changed by
first outlining the structural context inherited from colonialism.

The Colonial Rhythm

Kaviraj emphasizes that in pre-British India, the state was an ‘alien” entity
that did not command a presence beyond a symbolic or grand aura. In fact, it
‘was traditionally seen as a necessarily limited and distinctly unpleasant part
of the basic furniture of society’.!” This suggests that the political field of most
Indians was effectively autonomous of the state itself. In this respect alone,
the colonial impact utterly changed the conception of the public and political
and therefore social and political practice.

In the pre-British period, politics was ‘self-contained’ in that relationships
of power were largely confined within the ‘community’ and only to a limited
extent, between communities.?’ The breadth of the political field was
dramatically enhanced under British rule. For example, disputes over land or
other forms of social property — including women — were frequently mediated
by the state, whether the police, courts or the administrative apparatus more
generally. Even in cases where ‘traditional’ dispute resolution mechanisms such
as local panchayats represented the primary means of resolving conflicts, it was
often the case that the state in one or more of its forms was also invoked.?!

The advent of British rule was thus a watershed in social and political
practice in the subcontinent, with the state’s enhanced interventions in social
life. However, there was another major contributing factor to the dramatically
increased complexity and scope of the political field: the logic of capital. As a
direct corollary to the Indian social formation’s exposure to and insertion into
a burgeoning imperial economy evolved a multitude of power relationships
that extended far beyond the realm of politics that had existed until that point.

Quite simply, the logic of capital became constitutive of the dynamics
of power soon after the consolidation of British rule. The roles of existing
social players on the Indian socio-economic stage were altered immensely; for
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instance, the increasing importance of usury in the Indian agrarian economy
greatly enhanced the political and economic power of the éania.?? The land/ord
who was transformed into landowner by fiat also experienced changes in status
and functions.

The importance of the state grew manifold in the emergent dispensation.
The landlord was transformed into landowner &y #he state, and not through
a long-run process of organic economic change.?3 In no uncertain terms, the
state first introduced private property in the formal, legal sense into the Indian
social formation, and then directly facilitated many processes of class formation
of a peculiarly colonial variety.

Colonial administrators often remained at pains to understand why
landowners continued to function more like land/ords. For Indians, economic
efficiency and profitability was less important than sustaining political
dependents. The ‘meaning’ of land in colonial India, encapsulated in the notion
of ‘land-to-rule’, as opposed to the notion of ‘land-to-own’, persisted well into
the post-colonial period.?*

For the most part the colonial state acted in harmony with the larger imperial
economy of which it was a part. Yet there remained throughout the colonial
encounter a dialectical contradiction between ‘order’ and ‘change’, a feature
of the post-colonial political order as well. At one level the British may have
wanted to make the logic of capital dominant in the Indian social formation,
but the imperative of stability — particularly after the Great Revolt in 1857 —
sometimes overrode this principle. The colonial state directly facilitated the
consolidation of a landed class endowed with formal property rights in Punjab
and Sindh and instituted a legal framework through which land could be
treated as private property in the classical, liberal guise. Yet, the same colonial
state actively helped this landed class in circumventing the adverse effects of
structural change through legislation such as the Punjab Alienation of Land
Act 1901 and Sindh Encumbered Estates Act 1878, primarily because it feared
for its own stability if its most prized allies were disenfranchized.?’

The fact that the state had to ensure the political compliance of willing
intermediaries meant that in many cases the British were impeding the same
processes of social change that facilitated the consolidation of capitalism in
Britain. ¢

In sum, the state and the logic of capital were both critical nodes of the
‘new’ political field. As a general rule, the state’s power to promote or impede
any particular social process was much more tangible than the ‘invisible hand’
of capital, although it is often difficult to separate the operation of either. In
any case, the evolving configuration of social power was produced by of a
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unique combination of political-economic impulses deriving from the larger
dynamics of a burgeoning capitalist world system and the governing impulses
of the colonial state.

However, alongside the state’s expanded reach and ability to foment social
change, and even with the ‘forcible integration of the segmentary productive
regimes of rural India into an integrated economy’, the internal logic of practice
of Indian society was an autonomous factor in explaining the evolution of
social forms and the nature of the political field.?” The local unit of analysis
in India, whether called the village or the community, featured established
notions of common sense — most notably dyadic patron-client relations - which
were conditioned by and conditioned the wider economic and political fields.
The common sense of patron-client relations did not simply vanish following
the establishment of British rule, but neither did it remain frozen in time.

I will show later in this chapter, and indeed the rest of the book, how
common sense evolved over time. At this point I wish only to flag the need
to pay constant attention to the conditioning role of the state and capital.
Mapping the trajectory of what I call the politics of common sense is impossible
without an appreciation of the dialectical relationship between accumulation
of capital and accumulation of power, while recognizing that these processes
of accumulation are embedded in particular cultural logics.

This analytical separation of three separate determinants of social power
as it evolved beginning with the colonial period, i.e. India being inserted into
the capitalist world economy; the substantially enhanced penetration of the
state into social life; and political-cultural dynamics at the local level should
not lend the impression that there is a simple determinism in any particular
direction or that these are separate ‘structures’ as it were. Instead, evolving
social forms and modes of politics in British India were, as they continued to
be after the end of the Raj, subject to the structural constraints imposed by all
three of these elements operating as a holistic and dialectical unity.?®

The Historical Bloc

The form that this structure of power took in the post-colonial epoch is best
captured by the Gramscian concept of the ‘historical bloc”” — while Gramsci
employed the term in the Prison Notebooks to refer to the prospective counter-
hegemonic critical mass that could overturn the established structure of power,
I adopt a more general reading. A historical bloc is a specific constellation of
forces that has established hegemonic control at a particular conjuncture. The
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historical bloc can, therefore, be constituted by a cross-section of powerful
actors exercising coercive control through state institutions coupled with
consent at the various sites of civil society, or conversely be the counter-
hegemonic critical mass to which reference was made above.

Following from this, my contention is that the long project of state formation
in Pakistan did not establish rule of a particular dominant class, or even of
the state as an (relatively) autonomous actor, but rather should be understood
as an evolving assemblage of forces exercising power at different levels of the
social formation. At the time of the country’s creation, the civil bureaucracy
and military assumed primacy within the historical bloc due to the specific
conjuncture in which state formation took place.

As Jalal has famously pointed out, the new state’s sovereignty came to be
defined by its ability to develop adequate defence capacity to guard against
India, which, Pakistan’s state managers claimed, had not accepted the latter’s
existence.3? Therefore, Pakistan retained the Raj’s overbearing influence in
charting the direction of the polity, economy and the social formation at
large, and concocted an ideology to boot — protection of the subcontinent’s
Muslims from ‘Hindu domination’, or in other words the two-nation theory.
The inordinate focus on defence had serious implications for the manner in
which Pakistan was subjected to the rigours of a ruthless global economy and
set the stage for its fateful alliance with the western bloc in the Cold War.

India-centrism ensured that the military came to occupy an exalted position
within the polity soon after partition. Support for the ‘national security’ state
was concentrated in northern and central Punjab and amongst Urdu-speaking
migrants that had witnessed first-hand the horrors of partition violence. The
sociological roots of militarism in post-colonial Pakistan can be found in
the unique social contract established in colonial Punjab under the British,
which T will discuss at greater length in subsequent chapters.3! Crucially, the
military’s direct role in administration and its concurrent garnering of public
resources was institutionalized in Punjab long before partition. This role was
consolidated following the departure of the British with profound implications
for the new state, the process of nation-building, and societal development.

In the immediate post-independence period, then, the civil-military
apparatuses of the state arrogated to themselves the right to utilize and
allocate public resources and exercise political power at will, always invoking
the proverbial ‘national interest’ of defending the state from the ever-present
threat of Indian expansionism in doing so. The undermining of the political
process was both necessary and sufficient to ensure that the civil and military
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services established and then consolidated their power, with the balance of
power within the civil-military combine shifting in favour of the latter over
time. Crucial in this regard was the fact that the civil and military services
were dominated by ethnic groups based in the western wing — Urdu-speakers
and Punjabis most of all — to whom the prospect of a democratic political
process represented a direct threat given that Bengalis based in the eastern
wing constituted the ethnic majority.

The west Pakistan-dominated state bureaucracy presided over a period
of intense capital accumulation, effectively concocting an industrialist class
which, as a class without political power, relied entirely on state favours to
prosper. Meanwhile, landed scions based largely in the western wing continued
to enjoy considerable social power. The landed class dominated mainstream
political parties and continued to be the major intermediary through which the
state maintained social control. Even as the landed class started to suffer the
transformative effects of capital’s penetration into the countryside, its access
to the state, ability to mediate disputes, and influence over the allocation of
public resources, meant that it retained considerable political power.

Through the period before Ayub Khan’s rise to power, the structure of power
was centred around the ability of landed notables to engage the subordinate
classes (and castes) in a politics of patronage that reinforced the governing
logics institutionalized under colonialism. However, with the adoption of
modernization policies by the first military regime, contradictions arose as
capital penetrated farther and deeper into society. Migration, urbanization
and other rapid developments gave rise to a new confrontational politics
concentrated in towns and cities which led to the downfall of the Ayubian
regime.3?

As I will discuss in detail in subsequent chapters, this politics was
spearheaded by industrial labour, students and, to a lesser extent, intermediate
classes associated with the rapidly developing secondary and tertiary sectors
of the agrarian economy. The organized labour and student movements were
armed with the ideology of socialism, and spearheaded the effort to popularize
a radical idiom of politics across a wide cross-section of society. While this
burgeoning politics generated some real material gains for industrial workers,
the peasantry and other segments of the subordinate classes, more significant
was the change in the conception and practice of politics. Historically oppressed
classes, castes and other segments of society could now be the subjects of a
transformative politics and not bound by fate to powerful patrons acting in

the name of ‘tradition’.33
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The 1970 general election marked the crystallization of the politics of class
and ethnic-nationalism. While established landed aristocrats survived — some
even prospered depending on their accommodation with the winning parties
— there were more than just a handful of stunning victories for candidates
defying status and class conventions. Both the Pakistan People’s Party (PPP)
and National Awami Party (NAP) — who respectively triumphed in Sindh/
Punjab and NWFP/Balochistan — campaigned on broadly leftist political
programmes, as did the Awami League in what was then still East Pakistan.

Held twenty-three years after independence, the country’s first elections
unleashed the political energies of the lower orders of society. The secession
of East Pakistan proved the unviability of the ancien regime. The PPP came
into power after the civil war and took charge of what remained of the country
with both a unique opportunity and under tremendous pressure to fashion a
new and democratic political dispensation.

The coalescing of progressive intellectuals, students, political activists
and a cross-section of the subordinate classes had the makings of a counter-
hegemonic historical bloc in its own right. There was within ruling circles
and the propertied strata at large an acute fear of the leftist upsurge given the
obvious potential of this constellation of progressive forces to overturn status
quo. In the event, the PPP regime alienated much of its radical support base,
and the left was finally crushed following the coming to power of General
Zia-ul-Haq in 1977. The counter-hegemonic progressive consensus was thus
unable to survive its embryonic beginnings.

The most underspecified aspect of the post-Bhutto conjuncture is the
reassertion of class and state power, which I argue can be conceptualized
as a reconstituted historical bloc. Tracing the constitution of this bloc and
particularly the commercial middle classes and religio-political forces that
were to become its major pillars demands an interrogation into the social
changes that began with the Green Revolution in the 1950s and 1960s, the
subject matter of Chapter 3.

Certainly the institutions of state and other dominant forces that constituted
the historical bloc in 1947 have remained major players in the power game
since the late 1970s. However, one of the central arguments of this book is that
the structure of power has changed and continues to evolve with the emergence of
new social and political forces.

Following the Zia junta’s coming to power, it became apparent that
the restoration of even a nominal democratic process would allow the
transformative politics that had emerged in the preceding period to survive.
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Thus, the modus operandi for both old and new contenders for power in the
post-Bhutto period has been to prevent the re-emergence of an anti-systemic
politics. In the immediate post-Bhutto period, the military regime overcame
its lack of popular legitimacy by first conceiving of and then building a set
of strategic alliances. This political strategy was backed up by a constant
reassertion of the military’s ultimate function: its coercive force.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, it was the usual suspects that were willing
accomplices of the new military junta; a demoralized high bureaucracy alienated
by the Bhutto regime’s civil service reforms, an industrial bourgeoisie forever
scarred by what it considered to be Bhutto’s whimsical economic policies, and
the landed class, that fit as seamlessly into Zia’s schema of political engineering
as it had done in all previous dispensations.3* The Afghan War also set the
stage for a consolidation of the historically consensual relationship between
western imperialism and the military.

It was not all about continuity, however; it was in this period that religio-
political forces garnered decisive space within the structure of power as
the military junta chose to make an obscurantist Islam state ideology. The
intermediate classes that had been the major protagonists in the anti-Bhutto
upsurge were incorporated into the expanded historical bloc through the
medium of heavily restricted local body elections, held every two years from
1979 to 1987. This allowed the military junta to garner a modicum of legitimacy
whilst demobilizing class constituencies through manipulated ‘democracy’.

The reconstituted historical bloc was united by the need to undermine
the counter hegemonic power of the subordinate classes. This explains the
remarkable stability of the Zia regime, even though it reneged on its promise of
restoring democracy numerous times, beginning as early as three months after
the July 1977 coup. In other words, the high bureaucracy and old propertied
classes recognized that only a strong-arm period of military rule could counter
the politics of class that had characterized the Bhutto years, while the Zia junta
successfully co-opted new contenders for power.

The social and political logics that were institutionalized by the Zia
junta, both similar and different from that which had come before, elevated
the military to a position of unprecedented primary. The institution was
able to use the infrastructure and resources of the state to serve its own
independent corporate interests, whilst becoming the arbiter within the
reconstituted historical bloc, thus occupying the most influential position in
an ever expanding web of state patronage. This reassertion of the principle of
‘personalization of power’ which has been called the ‘hallmark of Pakistan’s
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political system’ flew in the face of the more expansive mobilizations along
class lines in the preceding period.>

In today’s Pakistan sifarish (asking for favours) and rishwat (the ‘payment’
for favours) are commonplace. There is a certain lament about these cynical
everyday practices in popular discourse, but the concern with the symptoms
rarely translates into meaningful interrogation of underlying causes. In the
popular memory sifarish and rishwat are attributable to a relatively recent
‘cultural degeneration’, in contrast to the more pristine society that apparently
persisted in a bygone period. The post-Bhutto reassertion of a patronage
principle in the polity, economy, and society at large is what much of this
book is about. Rather than superficial ‘culturalist’ explanations, however, I
emphasize the structural shifts that that have made sifarish and rishwat the
dominant modus operandi in contemporary Pakistan.

I'would like to reiterate here that the politics of common sense is predicated
upon the state possessing the credible threat of coercion. Returning to Gramsci’s
schema, hegemony exists in the form of a complex dialectic of coercion and
consent, in the complementary role of state as the repository of power and civil
society as the terrain of common sense action. Scholars in the Arab context
argue that ‘the predominance of the “political” and the cruciality of the state
is in some ways a function of the lack of class hegemony in society’. While it is
true that no single class has been clearly dominant in Pakistan during and after
the Zia years, I contend that existing power relations are hegemonic inasmuch
as the politics of the subordinate classes resembles an ‘anxiety from below to
find a place in the complex vertical links of political power’.3¢

The post-Bhutto military regime successfully restated the idea of the state in
the public mind in a manner that made it, at one and the same time, impersonal
and dominant, but also accessible and personalized. In other words, for the
politics of common sense to be truly hegemonic, the junta had to create a
perception amongst the subordinate classes that confrontation of the kind that
had become commonplace through the 1970s would be met with the severest
of consequences and that relying on localized patronage networks leading to
the state was ‘rational’ in the sense that ‘class action’ was unlikely to lead to a
superior outcome. 3’

Common Sense: Theory and Practice

Put in another way, working people, ethnic and religious minorities and other
historically excluded groups upon whose exploitation the structure of power
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rests have, in a manner of speaking, acceded to the prevailing rules of the
game — not least of all because anti-systemic political options are few and far
between. In borrowing the idea of ‘common sense’ from Gramsci I wish to
highlight the acceptance of the lower orders of society that seeking out a patron
to navigate an unjust structure of power is the way of the world — while this
is a conception that is deeply-rooted and long precedes the period with which
I am specifically concerned, the point to be emphasized is that the politics of
patronage had to be reasserted as common sense in the face of the upsurge of
radicalism in the 1960s and 1970s.

Crucial to this reassertion was the artefact of Islam, which constituted
the Zia regime’s raison d’etre. I will discuss in later chapters how religion has,
over the past three decades, become both a source of social mobility and a
language of legitimation. It is also worth noting that idealistic conceptions of
cosmic order and morality have been associated with Islam and the Pakistan
idea itself since the very inception of the state — if not before. Common sense,
then, can also be said to be constitutive of this sacred genealogy, and I will
return in Chapter 4 to the significance of this aspect of common sense to the
relationship between religious rhetoric and changing patronage structures.

Crucially, Gramsci understood common sense not as hermetic, but as
‘a product of history and a part of the historical process’.3® The obvious
implication, as I suggested earlier, is that common sense in a particular historical
conjuncture contains sediments of the past and the seeds of the future. Reading
between the lines one also finds that common sense is ‘always half-way between
folklore properly speaking and the philosophy, science, and economics of the
specialists’.3? Thus, when a particular social group, ‘for reasons of submission
and intellectual subordination, adopt[s] a conception which is not its own
but is borrowed from another group), its ‘own’ conception is not evicted from
the realm of consciousness, but remains dormant, the possibility of its re-
emergence never completely foreclosed.*’ Throughout the Aistorical process
both conceptions of the world are constantly subject to mutual influence, and
thus, transformation.

...[S]ubalterns might draw from both passive and active aspects of their culture
without being entirely and permanently governed by one or the other, though
negative, passive attributes [a]re likely, from the very fact of their subordination,
to predominate. To put it another way, subaltern society [i]s engaged in a
continuing dialectical tussle within itself, between its active and its passive
voice, between acceptance and resistance, between isolation and collectivity,

between disunity and cohesion.*!
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Understood thus, common sense is a complex totality, a means through
which individual social actors operating as part of one or more collectivity, make
sense of a historically constituted and unequal social world, a world in which
a ‘general direction [is] imposed on social life by the dominant fundamental
group; consent is “historically” caused by the prestige (and consequent
confidence) which the dominant group enjoys because of its position and
function in the world of production’.*?

Importantly, ‘philosophy cannot be divorced from politics’. Further,
‘philosophy in general does not in fact exist. Various philosophies or conceptions
of the world exist, and one always makes a choice between them’.*> Thus, the
evolution of competing conceptions of the world and the political strategies we
choose, is, in the final analysis, a function of the wider objective environment
within which choices are to be made.

In the narrative presented here, the common sense of seeking out powerful
patrons — which, in a predominantly agrarian social order were those who
controlled land — faced a definitive challenge by the mid-1960s. Despite its
internal differences, the political left posited the possibility of a world in which
equal entitlements rather than personal ties to ‘big men’ determined one’s
conditions of existence.

At one level, this idea of change was completely novel inasmuch as
left ideologies calling for a rejection of class, caste, gender and other
social hierarchies represented a total break with the ‘traditions’ that made
subordination appear an established fact of life. Yet, following Gramsci, at
least some of the impetus for the lower orders’ attraction towards the politics
of the left came from within established notions of common sense. I detail in
subsequent chapters how narratives of resistance that have always been part of
the popular consciousness informed the political mobilizations of the 1960s
and 1970s, as they do to this day.

This radical side of ‘common sense’ generated considerable alarm
within ruling circles. For the most part scholars have emphasized the Zia
regime’s use of force to subdue leftist cadres, and the manner in which the
‘Islamization’ drive subjugated women and confessional groups outside the
pale of ‘official’ Islam.** In my estimation, the most important aspect of the
post-Bhutto dispensation was the rehabilitation of the submissive, patronage-
based elements of common sense. Hence, by the mid-1980s, the socialist
alternative which once seemed imminent had become a distant memory and
the imperative of surviving the system by seeking out patrons — now of an
increasingly varied character in a rapidly urbanizing society — resurfaced again
as everyday common sense.
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Kamran Asdar Ali’s study of the Karachi Labour Movement in the
early 1970s confirms how political affiliations and commitments changed
dramatically for the city’s working masses from the middle of that decade
onwards.* Before the Zia period, Karachi was home to a vibrant industrial
working class within which ethnic divisions were latent, but did not necessarily
contradict the imperative of working class unity. From the late 1970s onwards
with the decline of the left, the city has been transformed into a hotbed of ethnic
conflict, in which class solidarity is but a relic of the past — indeed it is the
city’s working people whose guns are most often turned against one another.*®

This is simply to say that common sense is complex and historically
constituted rather than coherent and fixed. Accordingly, common sense
can neither be romanticized (for representing an inclusive and egalitarian
worldview) nor condemned (for being little more than ‘false consciousness’
and therefore containing no progressive dimension that may inform a new
worldview).

While other scholars of contemporary Pakistan trying to forge new ground
are not necessarily concerned with what I call common sense per se, locating
emergent political subjectivities within the context of broader cultural,
economic and political change is a shared imperative. Humeira Iqtidar, for
instance, seeks to explain the ‘secularizing’ choices of women affiliated with
religio-political organizations in the face of family and societal opposition.*”
What appear to be women’s counter-intuitive decisions to veil themselves or
become active with conservative organizations can, in fact, be thought of as
declarations of independence in a modern world increasingly unencumbered
by ‘traditional’ conventions.

I do not subscribe to Igtidar’s formulations — or to those of other peers to
whom I have already made reference —largely because my commitment to class
analysis and the potentialities for systemic transformation demand greater
attention be paid to structuring forces such as state and capital. However, I
share the impulse to conceptualize the political subject in ways that resonate
with existing reality.

I am concerned not only with how subordinate classes understand the
world, but also with why they come together — or not —and articulate a shared
political project. This requires a look at how common sense has evolved over
time and to trace the constant tug-of-war between competing conceptions of
the world - intriguingly, dominant social forces have consistently drawn upon
the same cultural repertoires of politics to reinforce their domination as social
and political movements of working people have drawn upon to challenge this

domination.*®
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The ability of the post-Zia historical bloc to propagate a cynical politics and
delimit the imagination of an alternative social order — which is arguably the
most important aspect of the politics of common sense — must be understood
in holistic structural terms by reference to the state and its machinations, the
intensifying penetration of capital into the social formation and to a constantly
contested cultural toolkit.

Patronage in its Various Guises

In arguing that political order in Pakistan is structured by patronage ties, [ am
following in a long line of scholars of the post-colony that have both theorized
political patronage and detailed its operation in a number of contexts across
Asia, Africa and Latin America. A summary of this intellectual history is far
too ambitious a task to try and accomplish here. While I refer below to selected
scholarship, I am aided primarily by a recently published volume edited by
Anastasia Pillavsky entitled Patronage as Politics in South Asia which brings to
the fore most of the relevant debates on the subject in the South Asian context.*’
The tensions between my understanding of patronage and those presented in
the above-mentioned volume help clarify the theoretical framework I employ
through the course of this book as well as my understanding of how patronage
structures have changed over time.

Pillavsky notes the classical features of patronage as having ‘something to do
with asymmetry of status and power, ...involv[ing] reciprocity, and ... rel[ying]
on particular, intimate, face-to-face relations’.”® She argues that the subject has
had its heyday and is now considered somewhat passé, at least partially because
the emphasis on the inequality inherent to patron-client systems means that
patronage is often thought of, explicitly or otherwise, as ‘a bad thing’.

Pillavsky correctly points out that this ‘deeply ingrained moral aversion
to patronage has frustrated the task of understanding it’>! However, time
and again throughout both the introduction and the various case studies that
constitute the volume, it is the dominant ‘liberal-democratic’ framework that
is said to impede meaningful study of patronage, a framework of analysis
in which patronage is either considered a residue of a pre-modern past and/
or evidence of the failure of the state to institutionalize the basic precepts of
political modernity.

What gets lost in this otherwise accurate critique of the liberal academy is
the fact that there have also been studies of patronage, its structural roots and
the political subjectivities that are constructed around it, from more radical
perspectives. Other than a brief, derisory mention of Marxist-inspired studies of
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patronage, the volume is generally silent on the linkages between patron-client
relations at the micro-level and the dynamics of state power, capitalism and so
on. For Pillavsky and other contributors to the volume, patronage is singularly a
‘moral idiom (emphasis in original)... an imperfect gloss for a widespread moral
formulation which helps us escape the gridlock of liberal political heuristics
and see the local actors’ own normative imagination’.>?

This book too presents a narrative outside the dominant liberal framework
and with an emphasis on the objective worlds and subjective political choices
of ordinary people, particularly those who function as ‘clients’ in the patron-
client dyad. While I acknowledge that questions of inequality and power do
not exhaust the discussion on patronage, it is nevertheless undeniable that
these questions are central to the discussion, as much today as in the past.

That the imperative of a ‘moral economy’ have been at work at various
times in both western and non-western societies is a generally accepted fact.”®
Yet, whatever the context, there is little evidence to suggest that subordinate
classes have ever been ignorant of the inegalitarian and unjust nature of the
social world that they inhabit. There have, after all, been innumerable revolts
against authority throughout the history of settled society.

Pillavsky et al have chosen to focus on the moral discourses that circulate
about patrons in society, whilst noting that these discourses rarely correspond to
the reality of how powerful patrons operate in practice: “To satisfy the patronal
ideal, patrons must betray it’>* This dialectic is at the heart of Pillavsky et al
argument, many aspects of which I share, particularly their detailing of how
the actually existing political field functions as a personalized and permeable
field of exchange rather than an impersonal legal-rational order a /a Weber.

Taken out of its historical context, however, the accent of this argument
changes entirely. A recent study on patronage in the Attock district of Pakistani
Punjab would suggest that ‘clients’ are quite content to reinforce the unequal
nature of their relationship with patrons:

The majority of villagers have a vested interest in seeing the status quo
maintained since it is through networks that problems are solved in Pakistan
—not through laws or policies. A poor man who is the servant of an influential
and powerful landlord is far better off than a poor man who is the servant of
another poor man. Villagers reinforce the power of their landlords not because
they are forced to do so, but because they can see the benefit of doing so.”

Such an exclusive emphasis on the ‘positive’, including performative,
p p g P
aspects of the patronage-based political order in South Asia betrays the fact
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that this order is not static, and has in fact undergone tremendous change
over a prolonged period of time. Most importantly, ordinary people have had
to adapt to the machinations of state, empire, and propertied classes. This is
not to suggest that the lower orders of society should only be characterized
by epithets such as ‘oppressed’” and ‘subjugated’. However, patron-client ties
are constitutive of the structure of power, and unpacking this structure is
impossible without acknowledgment of the inegalitarian bases of patronage.

Most scholars of patron-client systems concur that modernity has
transformed the structural basis of these systems. In terms of the colonial
transformation (outlined above), the penetration of the state and capital into
the social formation necessarily impacted the established logic of practice, and
therefore, the political action of both dominant and subordinate classes.

The classical modernization theories (including orthodox Marxism) posited
that the transformation of non-western societies would follow the broad pattern
of Western Europe and North America. Hence, in part because of the ‘push’
provided by colonialism, non-western societies would eventually converge
towards the compact modern social form — impersonal capitalist markets,
legal-rational political systems and Gessellschaft.

In the 1960s and 1970s, when the newly independent countries appeared
to ‘stagnate’, Weberians revamped earlier culturalist arguments, whereas
Marxists asserted that the transition to capitalism was prolonged (due either to
the machinations of imperialism or endogenous constraints, or a combination
of both). Acknowledgment of the uniqueness of non-western modernity
came much later — there now appears to be some begrudging consensus that
the impersonal transactional practices of the western prototype did not, and
probably will not, replace patronage-based social exchanges.

It was in order to fill the vacuum created by this failed prediction of
modernization theorists that novel schools of thought such as the Subaltern
Studies emerged. The appeal of the Subaltern claim that the nature and exercise
of power in India (and other non-western societies) must be conceptualized in
distinct ways from the history and trajectory of power in Europe is undeniable.
Yet, neither modernization theory nor the ‘culturalist’ frameworks that have
risen to prominence in the contemporary period are adequate to comprehend the
dynamism of social forms that we encounter in today’s post-colonial societies.

So, for instance, while on the one hand state personnel in Pakistan often
espouse a rhetorical commitment to the principles of Weberian rationality —
especially insofar as maintenance of the state’s coercive apparatus is essential to
the reproduction of power relations — on the other hand it is the (often illicit)
access of dominant groups to state resources that greatly increases their power
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to act as dispensers of patronage across society.’® This dialectic is neither an
immutable cultural fact nor a question of institutional failure, but rather to be
explained by the historical-structural patterns imposed by state and capital.

In a study of patronage and electoral practice in bozh India and England,
Gilmartin finds that the idea of ‘legitimate’ influence — what was effectively
political patronage —was prominent in both contexts, and was even written into
law.>” This implies that patron-client ties are not ahistorical cultural artefacts
but a set of practices that have been significantly shaped by the technologies
of the modern — both western and non-western — state.

Scholars such as Pillavsky et al tend to emphasize — implicitly or otherwise
— the continuity of patron-client relations inasmuch as social and political
exchanges appear to revolve around a deeply-rooted cultural logic. In fact,
there has been a profound transformation in the basis of patron-client relations,
both because of the deepening of capitalism and the legal, economic and
administrative initiatives of the (post) colonial state.*®

In this book, I highlight how the subordinate classes have acceded to a
cynical patronage politics that has facilitated the consolidation of the historical
bloc in the post-Bhutto period. Fundamental changes have taken place in
the structure of society over the years which have shaped the evolution of an
historically contingent politics of patronage, both as a strategic imposition
‘from above’ as well as a set of political choices ‘from below’.

Conventionally, exchange relationships in the market are often understood
as ‘calculable, noncommittal and single-shot’ exchanges focused exclusively
on securing economic benefits.>® In fact, market exchange in Pakistan often
resembles a political relationship in which long-term considerations of both
material and non-material kinds are operative. Yet in the final analysis,
‘politics becomes a kind of business... is reduced to economics and recovers
the depersonalized character inherent in the market’.%°

In other words, starting with the Zia period the historical bloc has cultivated
a complex relationship with the wider social formation, propagating a politics
that has some bases in personal exchange relationships that persist from the
pre-colonial period, but also changing forms and practices of the state, and
evolving class relations. In doing so it has reinforced the historical pattern
whereby — as Medard suggests is the case in the post-colonial African context
— ‘it is political resources which give access to economic resources’.®!

Importantly, the subordinate classes have acceded to the politics of common
sense knowing that it is a cynical ‘exchange of organizational muscle for
material benefits and is readily renegotiated if clients (or indeed entire factions)
are offered better terms by other patrons or higher- level factions’.®? Thinking
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about common sense politics in this way, I seek to show that working people
accept the logic of the prevailing political field, but in a reflexive manner,
which always leaves open the possibility of rebelling against it.

State, Capital and Patron-client Relations

In his recent formulation of subaltern politics in India, Partha Chatterjee
has argued that ‘institutions of the state, or at least governmental agencies
(whether state or non-state), have become internal aspects of the [subaltern]
community’.%® By implication, in the early years after the end of colonial rule,
and therefore necessarily during the British period as well, the state and/or
governmental technologies were external to the worldview of working people.
As noted earlier, I believe that institutions of the state transformed modes of
social and political exchange during the colonial encounter itself. It is therefore
difficult to maintain the claim that the ‘subaltern community’ was untouched
by the state’s role as mediator of disputes, repository of coercion, and guarantor/
beneficiary of the codified private property regime.

Chatterjee argues that working people have learned to negotiate with
the post-colonial state for a share of governmental welfare in the last three
decades. However, an increasingly large body of scholarship has emphasized
that ordinary Indians — or at least groups of Indians — were negotiating with
the colonial state on the basis of ascribed caste (and tribal, linguistic, religious,
etc.) identity soon after the creation of the ‘ethnographic state’.* Whether
they were negotiating for a share of public services which they understood
to be their ‘right’ or they were simply coming into contact with the coercive
and revenue-extracting arms of the colonial state is an important distinction.
However, this does not take away from the fact that the state was entrenched
within the worldview of the subordinate classes.

Scholars have drawn attention to the British obsession with classifying the
Indian population — primarily through the census — so as to neatly separate
Indians into ordered groups that could be administered efficiently.%> The
logic of maintaining public order in the aftermath of the Great Revolt of 1857
underlay this obsession. I wish to emphasize the dynamic reactions that this
classification induced, and particularly the manner in which identities such
as religion, caste, biraderi, gaum, etc. were forever politicized.

The nature of the British ethnographic exercise differed considerably within
India. The areas that became part of modern-day Pakistan were all annexed
to the Empire in and around the 1857 Revolt. Among the more significant
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and well documented impacts of this rather late insertion into the imperial
body politic was the co-option of Punjabis and Pakhtuns into the British
Indian Army. However, the state also modelled a new hydraulic society in
central Punjab, upper Sindh and the Peshawar Valley by building a network
of perennial irrigation canals between the 1880s and the first three decades
of the twentieth century.®® All this was accompanied by an extraordinary
level of mapping and a reification of tribe similar to that of caste in eastern
and northern India.

‘British perceptions of north-western Indian social formations as primarily
tribal and the subsequent ordering of the colonial state’s patronage system to fit
that definition created a vested interest in ‘tribalism” even among clans more
akin to the looser biraderi structures’.®” In other words the state’s insistence
on forcing every Indian to fit within a particular classificatory scheme was
not just passively accepted by Indians. It became clear that there were certain
benefits to be garnered by being classified in particular ways.

Recent empirical work on the responses to the 1901 Punjab Alienation
of Land Act is telling in this regard. Analyses of colonial reports detailing
various aspects of land use and revenue collection in the canal colonies of
western Punjab have established that eleven per cent of the population formally
designated as ‘non-agricultural’ was successfully able to manipulate caste
identity and acquire land by posing as ‘agriculturalists’.®®

A considerable literature on various African societies also indicates that the
political strategies of the subordinate classes were highly responsive to colonial
governmental technologies. Many scholars have discussed the attempts of the
colonial state in African to employ ‘custom’ as a technology of rule and the
responses these attempts engendered from local populations. These responses
were not always uniform, but the net effect of the state’s ordering pattern was
the evolution of complex and perennially contested identity forms and patterns
of social and political exchange.®’

There is now a substantial body of literature that has built upon and critiqued
the seminal theses of the ‘invention of tradition’. The consensus appears to
be that tradition was neither completely invented nor remained immune to
the machinations of the modern (colonial) state.”9 Most of this literature
problematizes terms such as ‘tribe’, ‘caste’, and ‘ethnicity’, but largely in terms
of how the colonial state employed such identities and how the ‘colonized’
negotiated them. I believe it necessary to disaggregate the ‘colonized’ and
establish how the subordinate classes —as opposed to dominant or intermediate
classes — employed such identities (or not as the case may be).
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The existing literature suggests that the political alignments of the
subordinate classes were for the most part encapsulated within vertical
identities. Subordinate classes had the option to either revolt against this
oppressive order — Guha’s well-known trichotomy of sarkar, zamindar, sahurkar
— or survive within it. Revolt necessarily required that objective and subjective
conditions conspire at particular historical conjunctures. Hence, common
sense for the most part demanded that the subordinate classes learn the ropes
of the system. I will argue through the course of this book that the state and
propertied classes have consistently attempted to make it common sense for
the subordinate classes to cultivate vertical relationships with caste, tribal, and
biraderi super ordinates.

Even as the significance of ascriptive identities has changed in conjunction
with the deepening of capital and urbanization, the established political order
continues to reward, or at the very least provide some relief to, those embedded
in patronage networks. Patrons apparently provide the best means of mediation
with the state and the powerful more generally, as well as some facilitation in
eking out subsistence under the constraints of the capitalist market.

The colonial intrusion forever transformed the patterns of social and political
exchange by establishing a new political-economic structure represented by
the colonial state and the (sometimes invisible) logic of capital. I believe that
patrons (dominant social groups) were empowered decisively; first because the
means of extra-economic coercion were enhanced (in the sense that established
moral authority as well as the means of violence at the disposal of dominant
groups were now reinforced by the coercive apparatus of the colonial state); and
second because of the increasingly ubiquitous economic coercion of the market.

In this incredibly complex world the ‘traditional’ role of the patron became a
self-fulfilling prophecy due to his ability to negotiate with the state and provide
some respite from the vagaries of the market. Importantly, the analytical divide
between extra-economic and economic coercion was decisively blurred. This
was far from a ‘failure’ of the modernizing project; indeed ‘colonialism could
continue as a relation of power in the subcontinent only on the condition that
the colonizing bourgeoisie should fail to live up to its own universalist project.
The nature of the state it had created by the sword made this historically
necessary’.’!

As I hope to make clear in the next few chapters, there is no utility to
establishing a binary of ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ patron-client relations.
Instead, it is necessary to understand how the patronage principle has ebbed
and flowed as a organizing principle of modern rule. I wish to emphasize the
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social changes and political vicissitudes that led to the rise of a decidedly radical
politics by the late 1960s to challenge the ‘traditional’ patron-client regime,
the subsequent undermining of this politics, and finally the re-emergence of
a regenerated patronage principle. In charting these ebbs and flows, I will
foreground the deepening of capital within the social formation and the state’s
invasive (yet increasingly fragmented) role in almost all realms of social and
political exchange.

As I have already pointed out, I am not claiming that — in Pillavsky’s
words — there is only a ‘bad’, oppressive side to patronage. I agree — and will
show — that there are liberating dimensions of common sense through history
that motivate progressive political strategies. Yet, there is little doubt that
somewhat romantic accounts of patronage neglect the fact that it is, after all,
a major plank of an exclusionary structure of power, and that the otherwise
elective choices made by the lower orders of society to seek out patrons have
to be put into their wider structural context.

It is to the state-centric structure of power that I turn next. In the final
analysis, the state remains the repository of power in society and therefore the
lynchpin of the patronage-based political order. The British institutionalized
‘bureaucratic paternalism’, and their protégé Pakistani high functionaries — civil
and military — sought to ensure both that the politics of patronage remained
supreme and that the state remained the primary dispenser of patronage. In
the next chapter, I will trace how and why the state has remained so powerful
— both as a material reality and as an ideological artefact — and thereby been
at the heart of the politics of common sense.

To a large extent, the state apparatus has relied on the wilful support of
propertied classes, both the mythical landed elite as well as big business based
primarily in urban centres. I will demonstrate both how this consensus has
developed and how it is punctuated by periodic crises, and the ‘civil-military’
conflict most of all. The social and economic changes of the past few decades
have forever changed the constitution, interests and posture of the ancien
regime, yet I will show that the ‘old” propertied classes remain very much in
the mix in collusion with the state despite the growing body of evidence (and
commentary) that the latter is fragmenting, particularly in the neo-liberal era.

The ‘old’ propertied elite has been joined in the post-1977 period in what
I have termed a ‘reconstituted historical bloc’ by segments of the intermediate
classes that have risen to prominence with the growth of secondary and tertiary
sectors of the agrarian economy, and subsequent processes of urbanization.
The intermediate classes are arguably the most conspicuous symbols of the
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wider process of ‘nativization’ - that is the rise of vernacular or non-Anglicized
political and economic interests — of the structure of power. Chapter 3 provides
an overview of the broader economic and social changes that explain the rise
of the intermediate classes, as well as the strategies that the latter employ to
both accumulate power and capital which mark them out as the new patrons-
of-choice for the subordinate classes.

In Chapter 4, I turn to an account of the other entrant into the reconstituted
historical bloc, the religious right. While much of the chapter recounts the state
patronage offered to the right-wing during the Zia years, and the manner in
which it has become the face of ‘defence of Islam’ campaigns that have been
ever-present since 1947, I also consider the longer-term cultural and political
effects of the Zia regime’s ‘Islamization’. I develop a sociological account of the
‘culture of politics’ that has been championed by the right-wing and establish
that this ‘culture’ is not at all contradictory to the politics of patronage. Finally
I critically interrogate right-wing populism, and compare it to the left-wing
upsurge of the previous period.

Throughout Pakistan’s history, ethnic-nationalist movements have
constituted the most vocal and organized form of resistance to the prevailing
structure of power. The unitary state nationalist ideology built around the
construct of ‘Islam’” has been consistently refuted by ethnic-nationalists who
have demanded that Pakistan’s identity be understood not as a unitary, religious
one, but as an amalgam of diverse ethnic-linguistic groups with distinctive
histories and cultures. In Chapter 5, I discuss the ethnic-nationalist politics
of identity which remains the most potent anti-status quo form in Pakistan;
Critical interrogation of ethnic-nationalism, however, confirms that it coincides
for large segments of historically oppressed ethnic groups with the politics of
common sense.

Finally, in Chapter 6, I discuss the heyday of radical politics in which
class and ethnic-nationalist movements enjoyed substantial influence
and the prevailing structure of power faced a systemic challenge. Even
after the suppression of this transformative politics, and the subsequent
institutionalization of a rehabilitated patronage machine, there was to be no
return to ‘traditional’ alignments on the basis of ascriptive ties. Nevertheless,
the Ziaist interregnum had deep impacts on many aspects of public culture
which explain the relative stability of the politics of common sense. I offer
in this chapter an interpretation of the coercion-consent dialectic in terms of
various strategies and tactics of the subordinate classes in their engagement
and periodic confrontation with dominant forces.
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In the epilogue I offer some impressions on the future of the historical bloc

and prospects for change. I return to the question of contradictions within

the structure of power, particularly along the civil-military and westernized-

vernacular fault lines, as well as the potentialities for a counter-hegemonic

politics of our time.
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The Structure of Power ‘From Above’

Scholarship on the Pakistan state in particular and the structure of power
‘from above’ more generally has historically centred around a handful of
themes, including, but not limited to, the dominance of military over civilian
apparatuses; an ethnically skewed structure of power; state sovereignty in the
face of consistent intervention by foreign powers; and the fortunes of landed
and other propertied classes.! At various points in the country’s history,
hypotheses about the very viability and continued existence of the state have
also come to the fore.?

In this chapter, I develop a historical-sociological sketch of the Pakistan
state and the propertied classes, building upon the theoretical foundations
laid out in the introductory chapter. My basic argument is that though the
structure of power in Pakistan appears to remain centred around the ‘steel
frame’ established by the British, substantial changes have taken place over
the past few decades that demand fresh interrogation of the institutional
dynamics of the state as well as its sociological composition. In similar vein,
the mythical ‘feudal’ elite of the British era has been significantly affected by
the process of social change, to the point that classical characterizations of
Pakistan’s political economy are now largely obsolete.

Put simply, the structure of power in Pakistan as it has evolved since the later
1970s is far more complex than most mainstream scholarship suggests. For all
the change that has taken place, however, the story that I tell in this chapter is
also about continuity. Despite its increasingly fragmentary character, the state
remains the repository of power in society, both because state functionaries
continue to mediate access to political and economic resources, and due to
the (coercive, economic and discursive) control exercised by what is often
called the ‘military establishment’. Even the propertied classes, therefore,
perceive their interests to be served by proximity — and often deference — to
an entrenched state apparatus.

As noted in the introductory chapter, the specific focus of this book is to
explicate how Pakistan’s patronage-based political order has undergone change,
particularly since the late 1970s. It follows that there is a need to think much
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more deeply about how the structure of power operates ‘from below’ than most
academic literature has traditionally done.?

An analytical engagement with the structure of power ‘from below’ cannot,
however, take the place of more traditional concerns with the state, propertied
classes and geo-politics. The theoretical tools that I borrow from Gramsci allow
for a holistic framework that builds upon classical treatments and introduces
new insights ‘from below’.

I start with the seminal neo-Marxist treatise about Pakistan’s structure of
power written and developed in the 1970s and early 1980s. I then show how
the existing state and structure of power ‘from above’ has evolved over the
past few decades, and particularly what the patronage-based political order
fashioned under the British — featuring both state institutions and ‘big men’
— looks like today. Finally, I discuss the military institution that emerged out
of the shadow of the civil services to become the arbiter of power in Pakistan.

Classical Beginnings

Some forty-five years to the good, Hamza Alavi’s pioneering theory of the
‘overdeveloped’ state continues to be amongst the most invoked theoretical
and empirical statements on post-colonial Pakistan. Although state theory
has come a long way since Alavi’s writings, it is true that the ‘overdeveloped’
formulation appears to be remarkably resilient after all this time; at the very
least, there have been very few substantive attempts over the decades to move
beyond Alavi’s theorization of the structure of power.*

Alavi’s basic contention is that the post-colonial state is a primarily coercive
apparatus directly inherited from the Raj — what he terms the all-powerful
‘military-bureaucratic oligarchy’. The oligarchy mediates the interests of three
dominant classes, namely the landed class, the indigenous bourgeoisie, and
the metropolitan bourgeoisie, while funnelling a major proportion of surplus
to itself under the guise of ‘development’.

For my purposes, what stands out about Alavi’s theory is the characterization
of society — including its dominant classes — as ‘underdeveloped’ vis-a-vis the
state. This makes the formulation extremely functional and also very static
inasmuch as it cannot account for the dynamism of a society that has undergone
tremendous change. Even more problematic is the lack of explanation for
why the structure of power is resilient, or in other words how it is legitimated
‘from below’.
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While Alavi improves upon the original ‘overdeveloped’ formulation in more
empirical accounts that acknowledge transformations in class and other social
structures, these empirical insights have not informed attempts to revise the
theoretical formulation.® The focus remains on a narrative ‘from above’ and,
therefore, the functionalist essence of the theory intact.

Similar formulations were put forth by many of Alavi’s contemporaries in
detailing the nature of the post-colonial state in Africa, all of which emphasized
the competition between so called bureaucratic and petty bourgeoisies for
control over the state, thereby suggesting that these constituted the dominant
classes in most post-colonial social formations.” The state in this conception
remains a primarily coercive apparatus, ‘relatively autonomous’ from society.®
Thus, the question of legitimation of authority is underspecified in favour of
a narrow theoretical emphasis on dominant class and institutional interests.

Ahmad’s insightful formulation at least brings the political economy of
dominant groups into greater focus.” He argues that the ‘state bourgeoisie’
steadily accumulates capital alongside the expansion of state power and
functions. This state bourgeoisie follows in the footsteps of its colonial
predecessor and is concerned first and foremost with consolidating its political
power which in turn is a pre-condition for the enhancement of material
interests.

In short, the dynamics of statecraft in colonial conditions are such that
proximity to state power and resources conditions the accumulation of capital
more generally, a point that I flagged in the introductory chapter. I would like
to add that this dialectic of accumulating state power and capital means that
that it is the norm for individual state functionaries to use their positions of
influence to benefit themselves and their preferred choice of political clients.

This is not to suggest that the state has no coherence whatsoever. Much like
its colonial predecessor, which endowed itself with the power to designate when
and where it would allow the unfettered operation of capital, the Pakistan state
has attempted to ‘guide’ the processes of class formation and social change.®
Its ability to manipulate these larger processes — while never complete — has
lessened over time, particularly with the imposition of neo-liberal policy
dictates since the 1980s. Capital has penetrated deeper into Pakistan’s society
and has started to evince greater autonomy from the state, and the latter has
appeared to fragment. Yet, state functionaries — if not the state as a coherent
whole — are as influential as they have ever been.

In short, the kind of patronage politics that has become hegemonic
since the late 1970s is built upon the axis of the state — both in its formal
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and informal manifestations. I will discuss below how the sociological and
institutional bases of the state have changed over time. I first provide a
snapshot of the wider social context within which the state has maintained
centrality over the longue durée, and how this context has been transformed
in recent decades.

‘Big Men’, Land and Social Transformation

The role of ‘big men’ in patronage based socio-political orders has been
written about extensively across disciplinary boundaries. Much of the colonial
project itself was designed and executed on the basis of assumptions about
social and political norms operative within what was considered a relatively
static, rural society. As long as colonialism remained intact, the classic
orientalist caricature of India being a conglomeration of self-sufficient village
republics endured. Given the significance of land on the socio-political
landscape of colonial India the landed head of the village was designated as
‘big man’ of choice.!!

To be sure, direct or indirect control over land which was the primary
productive resource and an autonomous source of social prestige and power
in a predominantly rural society was always going to be as crucial as any
other single factor in determining the colonial configuration of power.!2 The
protective measures undertaken by the British vis-a-vis their landed allies
ensured that the latter were very favourably disposed towards the state. These
landed castes and classes — colonial paternalism targeted not only ‘big feudals’
but also smaller proprietors hailing from ‘agricultural castes’ — were aware
that the British needed their support to ensure the survival of colonialism
in India, and that the colonial state in turn insulated them from the adverse
effects of a deepening capitalism. The two allies had, in a manner of speaking,
intertwining spheres of influence; the colonial administrators dealt with
matters of policy, defence, economic management and revenue collection,
whereas the rural notables had considerable freedom to adjudicate on local
disputes: ‘For haris and smallholders, Waderos were the real power in the land.
The British authority, with its police and law courts, was remote, spiritually
and also physically’.!3

This is not to suggest that the relationship between civil administrators
and landed notables was seamless.!* There were conflicts, especially where
landed notables insisted on more autonomy than state institutions were willing
to concede.’ In the final analysis, however, the state and landed notables
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were hand-in-glove, and this was no more evident than in the cooperation
between the district administration and the landed influential(s) of the district:
“This two-pronged political system — feudalism and colonial bureaucracy
— engendered a relatively permanent hierarchy within the community and
centralized the political control of the bureaucracy’.!®

The influence of landed notables endured into the post-colonial period. The
new state inherited both the granary of the subcontinent — namely the canal
colony regions in central Punjab — as well as the areas from which the majority
of the military was recruited in the Punjab and NWFP, which meant that the
authoritarian nexus of landed notables/upper peasantry and the civil-military
‘steel frame’, as discussed in the previous chapter, became the major edifice of
an emergent post-colonial political economy.

Prior to Bhutto’s civil service reforms of the 1970s, ‘few individuals from
non-landed families achieved prominence in government decision-making
as either civilian or military bureaucrats; wealth in land, or some relation to
wealth in land, appear(ed) to be a major, but not the only, requisite for political
elite standing’.!’

In the early years of Pakistan’s existence, established landed families did
not benefit from discriminatory legislation of the kind that the British had
previously instituted to protect them from increasing exposure to the rigours
of an ever-expanding international division of labour, at least insofar as
industrialization became the stated objective of economic policy. However, the
combination of landed notables’ proclivity towards administrative rule and the
fear of power shifting to the eastern wing in the event of countrywide elections
reinforced the alliance between the highest echelons of the bureaucracy and
the landed class.!®

Following Ayub Khan’s coup much was made of the 1959 land reforms
that allegedly sought to break the back of ‘big feudals’ and promote a new
capitalist farmer that harboured ‘modern’ sensibilities.! In the final analysis,
however, the reforms did not greatly alter the dynamic of power in the rural
social formation. Rather than enfranchising landless tenants (who had to
pay for what land they did receive), the regime only succeeded in modestly
reducing the size of the largest landholdings. Less than 1.3 per cent of total
land was resumed — of which only a fraction was actually cultivable — with
evasions commonplace.?’

More substantial change was precipitated by Green Revolution technologies
that were introduced progressively throughout the Ayub period, namely
high-yield varieties of seeds, fertilizers, pesticides as well as farm machinery.
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Established landed interests adapted to, and benefited from, the many changes
that took place under the guise of the Green Revolution.?! However, there
were broader multiplier effects that had major long-term impacts on rural class
relations and society at large — starting with the displacement of sharecropping
tenants and their migration away from the rural farm economy.

Towards the end of the Ayub’s dictatorship, the wider impacts of
modernization and the increased availability of alternative livelihood sources
for previously dependent sharecroppers started to become apparent in both
rural and urban areas. The most lasting outcome was the emergence of
commercially-minded ‘intermediate’ classes that were to become the face of
the politics of common sense in decades to come. More immediately, a new,
primarily urban, oppositional politics that broke with the established order
came dramatically to the fore.

I will detail the sociology of the intermediate classes — and the popular
political upsurge — in the chapters that follow. For the present purposes,
while it can be reasonably argued that ‘little was done to correct the politics
of landholding and the influence of the landed class remained virtually
unchecked’ during the course of Ayub Khan’s decade in power, a process of
social transformation had been initiated that would not be reversed.??

The social change that began with the Green Revolution has, over time,
led to a diversification of ‘big men’, with urban and rural capitalists of various
shapes and sizes emerging to both complement and challenge the ‘traditional’
landed class. In a rapidly urbanizing society, the economic value of land as
real estate has increased dramatically and in fact made it more of a marker of
political power than ever before. In short, those who control land continue to
exercise political influence.

Meanwhile, the formal state’s control over land — and revenue from it — has
waned considerably as capitalist modernity takes on an increasingly urban,
service-dominated face. Yet, state functionaries continue to play a mediating
role in land markets, which is to say that change has substantially impacted
the state without necessarily reducing its centrality to political order in
Pakistan. It is to the shape and form of an increasingly informalized state
that I turn next.

An Anthropology of the State?

In trying to conceptualize the role of the state in Pakistan, and particularly
its centrality to the politics of common sense, I think it is important to take
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into account the critical insights of theorists who seek to demystify the state
and uncover ‘the mask which prevents our seeing political practice as it is’>* In
short, there is a case to be made for the conceptual blurring of the traditional
state-society divide. However, this conceptual blurring is useful only insofar
as the discursive construction of the state is linked to material realities. In
other words, discourse is not separable from the nature and operation of state
power (and its interrelationship with class and other forms of power). If the
material and ideational power of the actually existing state are not understood
thoroughly and dialectically, much more is obfuscated than illuminated.?’
This was made clear to me by an informant from a kazchi abadi in Islamabad

during a brutal eviction that took place in July 2015. As his home was being
demolished Niaz Ali noted:

These people [the low-level state functionaries bulldozing the mud houses] are
from within us (hum me se hain) and in normal times (aam haalat mei) interact
with us very differently, but when they put on their uniforms they become
almost possessed (weshi ban jate hain) and treat us like we are the scum of the
earth. How is it that someone from our own class becomes our mortal enemy
(jani dushman)?

Based largely on the Indian experience, a burgeoning literature has
developed on the ‘everyday state’ which focuses on the routinized negotiations
between ordinary people and state functionaries.?® This body of work has added
a great deal of insight into the actual workings of power at the micro-level, as
well as how ordinary people experience and perceive the state.

For my purposes this literature is particularly useful because it can shed light
on how oppressive structures of power are propped up ‘from below’, replete with
contradictions and crises. So, for instance, Niaz Ali’s insights confirm that the
traditional state-society binary is indeed blurred insofar as state functionaries
at the lower levels hail from very similar backgrounds to the working people
with whom they come into contact, thereby facilitating social and political
exchanges like rishwat and sifarish that constitute contemporary common
sense. Yet, Niaz Ali also emphasizes that these same state functionaries can,
in many circumstances, use their authority to target the poor and voiceless
despite their shared class backgrounds.

In focusing on the ‘blurred’ everyday and discursive realms we must not
lose sight of the fact that state functionaries often act to sustain a strict state-
society binary, at least as far as the subordinate classes are concerned. State
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functionaries exercise power, but do so discriminately, often exempting the
rich and powerful from the censure and violence that is regularly meted out
to those without requisite ‘connections’ within the state apparatus.

Below I disaggregate the real state into high and low bureaucracies, in part to
highlight the varying practices of state functionaries vis-z-vis different classes,
ethnic groups and so on. Historically, the personnel who comprise the state
at the higher and lower echelons have tended to hail from distinct class and
ethnic backgrounds, which partly explains the differences in self-perception
and daily practice of high and low bureaucracies. In suggesting the need for
a dichotomous conceptualization of the real state, I am also calling attention
to the fact that formal policies enacted in the higher echelons rarely resemble
the actual practice of the state at the lower level.

This dichotomy in how the state actually works has a parallel in the
framing of the ‘state-idea’ by working people; on the one hand the state is
inaccessible and all-powerful, on the other it is permeable and personalized
(albeit oppressive when necessary). Accordingly, an idealized and abstract
conception of the state is sustained alongside the real practices of the low
bureaucracy with which working people are familiar.?” I believe that dominant
forces have, particularly in the post-1977 period, consistently attempted to
maintain this material and discursive dichotomy as a fundamental building
block of common sense politics.

In related vein, there is now growing recognition amongst scholars of the
post-colony that the real state is characterized by fragmentation and possibly
even complete incoherence inasmuch as class or institutional fractions articulate
competing goals. There are, therefore, many ‘unintended consequences’” of
established policy frameworks.?8 T agree that civilian state institutions in
Pakistan have over the years become less coherent both in the design of policy
and everyday functioning. Yet, this increasing ‘fragmentation’ has been coeval
with the relatively calculated institutionalization of a project of organized power
in the post-1977 period that I call the politics of common sense.

I quote, at length, an anthropologist of urban politics in Karachi to make
my point clearer:

Rather than looking at the state as an autonomous, unified and monitoring
agency, it appears more fruitful to study the state as a particular part of
society that is characterized by a relatively high degree of political activities,
including competition over resources, exchange of information, ideological
debates, and the use of physical coercion. One should not merely look for
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causes of this increasing fragmentation of the state in the state apparatus
itself, but rather take it as a reflection of a more far-reaching transition of

society at large.?’

This complexity of power relations means that state institutions (or
functionaries) and propertied classes (or individuals hailing from these classes)
can never mute any and all potential challenges to their dominance, and the
‘vigorous self-activating culture of the people [that] constitutes an ever-present
threat to official descriptions of reality’.3° I outline in this and later chapters
exactly how this dialectic of domination and resistance plays out in the face of
what otherwise appear to be increasingly inchoate practices of state institutions
and functionaries.

The Real State

In the introductory chapter, I asserted that British rule brought with it an
expanded political field in which the state, as the main repository of power
in society, became inextricably intertwined with almost all aspects of social
life. As more and more basic facets of everyday life became linked to the state
— including the resolution of disputes, control and distribution of resources,
and delivery of services — its interventions in social life increased accordingly.
The state’s role in social exchange has become even more pronounced in
the post-colonial period, albeit differently in different regions. Perhaps more
accurately, state functionaries have continued to be major conduits in the
exercise of power. As noted above, the vast majority of scholarly analyses of the
civil services implicitly assume uniformity in their composition and practice.
State bureaucracies are, in fact, ‘bottom-heavy’ and the politics and practice of
the officer corps are considerably different from the majority of government
servants. In Pakistan well over 90 per cent of the bureaucracy is comprised
of low-level functionaries that do not enjoy officer status.3! Moreover, when
conceiving of the bureaucracy, the stereotype of ‘faceless bureaucrats’ is
misrepresentative because the lower echelons of the civil service are ‘staffed
by people with whom some kind of social relationship can or could exist’.3?
In post-colonial societies such as Pakistan, capitalist development has
generated limited formal employment opportunities in private industries
and trades. Accordingly, the state has historically been one of the primary
sites of formal employment for the subordinate classes.®® In today’s Pakistan
employment in the public sector remains extremely coveted, particularly with
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the large and growing number of people who can no longer earn a living off
the land, and the extremely tenuous nature of employment — including self-
employment — under conditions of urban informality.

According to the Annual Statistical Bulletin of Federal Government
Employees for the year 2012-13 conducted by the Pakistan Public
Administration Research Centre (PPARC), there were a total of 446816
employees in government service spread out across 210 autonomous/semi-
autonomous bodies/ corporations under the Federal Government.3* Of this,
the total number of Class I officers (BPS 17-22 or equivalent) was 22156, Class
IT officers (BPS 16 or equivalent) was 28260 while the total number of staff
(BPS 1- 15 or equivalent) was 396400.35

A student graduate from one of the country’s prominent public universities
preparing to appear in the Central Superior Services (CSS) examinations
(for induction into public service) explained the significance of a permanent
position within the state bureaucracy:

The truth is that ‘public service’ (awam ki khidmat) is not really the motivation
for taking the CSS exam. If I were to become an AC (assistant commissioner)
even in a district far away from my home it would be a tremendous source
of power for my family because people would look at us differently — no one
would pick a fight with us; in fact we could pick a fight with whomever we
wanted because of the power that an official position in the bureaucracy brings
with it. My family’s honor (izza#) would be enormously enhanced and people

would come asking us for favours (sifarish) all day long.3¢

While the informant above had aspirations to joining the officer corps of the
state bureaucracy, it is at the lower levels of the administrative apparatus that
most Pakistanis of modest means seek entry. The low bureaucracy - including,
but not limited to, the pazwari, sub-tehsildar and sub-inspector — is responsible
for public dealing of all kinds, and this has remained true from the inception
of the (colonial) state until the present day.

The thana and katcheri in particular feature centrally in the lives of the
subordinate classes. In the course of this intense interaction with working
people, and because it is endowed with the power to provide/withhold services,
dispense/deny justice and provide/deny employment, the low bureaucracy
actually shares in the power that is typically assumed to be exercised by the
high bureaucracy. Therefore, the nature of the low bureaucracy’s power, and
the manner in which it is exercised, needs to be understood in its own right.
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The High Bureaucracy

The high bureaucracy came to occupy a pre-eminent position in Pakistan’s
power structure in the immediate post-independence period. Various factors
— the ruling party being comprised largely of migrants; the outmigration of
large numbers of educated non-Muslims from the Pakistan areas; the vested
interests of the bureaucracy itself — conspired to ensure that a predominantly
Urdu-speaking bureaucracy developed symbiotic links with the predominantly
Punjabi rural-military combine. The former was arguably the senior partner
of the two until the 1970s.

Bhutto’s civil service reforms once and for all tilted the balance of power
within the civil-military services towards the latter.3” The reforms ostensibly
aimed to undermine the insular and autonomous nature of the high bureaucracy,
and thus assert the authority of the political leadership over the administrative
arm of the state. In fact, as many scholars have noted, Bhutto’s efforts were
contradictory and designed to increase his power by instituting loyalists at
all decision-making levels. Nationalization of industry and most other major
policy initiatives increased bureaucratic control over productive sectors of
the economy, thereby expanding the opportunities for political appointees to
distribute patronage.3®

In effect, the Bhutto period marked a progressive politicization of the
bureaucracy insofar as high bureaucrats’ power over resource-allocation and
the general direction of government diminished over time; at the very least the
high bureaucracy could not act independently of the elected political leadership,
or military top brass. Of particular significance was the introduction of the
so-called principle of lateral entry into the officer corps, which not only undid
the exclusivity of the high bureaucracy permanently, but also ensured that a
new power sharing arrangement took shape at the centre in the form of ‘an
implicit compromise between politicians and bureaucrats’.%’

While the military high command had selectively penetrated the civil
service during the Ayub period, the high bureaucracy was far less threatened
by direct military recruits than by lateral entrants under the Bhutto regime
because of the inherent similarities in outlook and ethos of the civil and military
services.*? The shock of the 1973 Civil Service reforms was especially acute
because the PPP’s elected leadership — which was revelling in its new power
over the high bureaucracy — comprised a number of individuals hailing from
historically excluded classes, castes and ethnic groups.
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The Zia regime thus inherited an expanded set of state institutions which
accorded it unparalleled opportunities to dole out patronage. The high
bureaucracy’s paternalism had remained pronounced in the first two decades
following the end of colonial rule; this now gave way to a concern with personal
survival and a commitment to a new status quo in which the military was
the ascendant power. Zia ensured the subservience of the bureaucracy by
effecting a virtual revolution in its upper echelons through the induction of
large numbers of serving and retired military officers who were loyal to the
army chief.*!

During the democratic interregnum of 1988-1999, the high bureaucracy
became even more prone to politicization due to the highly unstable
nature of each successive regime. In this sense whatever remained of the
high bureaucracy’s autonomy was further eroded as both of the (extremely
weak) mainstream political parties attempted to manipulate administrative
institutions to gain ascendancy over each other.*> Each incoming government
took the practice of installing loyalists in important positions to new heights.
Career bureaucrats became even more adept at towing the line of the party in
power. Resultantly, the high bureaucracy became increasingly incoherent in
its functioning, which, as a matter of fact, reinforced the politics of common
sense insofar as the cynical use and abuse of public resources intensified
dramatically.

All governments in Pakistan following Bhutto’s have been keen to keep
the high bureaucracy ‘onside’ because it still exercises control over day-to-day
matters of administration. Having said this, the high bureaucracy no longer
espouses the elitism and self-righteousness that the civil service had imbibed
from its colonial predecessor at the time of independence.*3 In the pre-1972
period, the high bureaucracy was unanimous in the conviction that politicians
had no business in matters of administration, including revenue collection and
law and order.

A now-retired federal secretary shared the following anecdote:

We CSP officers were convinced that we should have a monopoly over
decision-making, that we were best equipped to run the country. We even
had that feeling of superiority like the British that everyone else, including
the politicians, were just unable to think about the larger picture. I now see
that this was problematic, but at the same time it meant that state policy was
informed by a clear vision for the future. Everything was not ad hoc like it

has become now.**
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The erosion of the elitist spirit has been coeval with the high bureaucracy’s
changing composition. Very few members of the historically powerful English-
educated propertied classes now take up positions in the high bureaucracy. This
strata now prefers private sector occupations which are far more lucrative.*
The opening up of the civil service has also made a dent, however small, in
the historic preponderance of Urdu-speakers and Punjabis, mostly via the
cumulative effects of provincial quota stipulations.

The transformation in the composition of the services has been described
most aptly as a process of ‘nativization’ that is defined as ‘the institutionalization
of vernacular political interests in the state’*® I submit that the change in
composition of the civil (and military) services is amongst the most significant
transformations to have taken place in Pakistan over the past few decades.
More than ever, individuals that populate the services hail from the same
social backgrounds of the people that they seek to administer/control. This is
a major contributing factor to common sense politics as the state has more and
more become a permeable entity that can be breached by personal ‘connections’.

The entire bureaucratic structure, given the increasingly less elitist character
of its higher echelons, has become more adept at generating consent from the
subordinate classes. In what follows, I will detail the process through which
the logic of practice of the low bureaucracy has seeped through the length and
breadth of the polity.

The Low Bureaucracy

While the class and ethnic composition of the high bureaucracy has changed
over time, the low bureaucracy has always been staffed by members of the
subordinate classes across ethnic boundaries (with women conspicuous by their
absence). In a family seeking mobility alongwith stability, one son seeks to enter
the police force, another induction into the army, and the third employment
in a civilian government department.*’

While a certain Weberian rationality is present in the higher bureaucratic
structure, at least in the design of official policy and the rhetoric of legal
impersonalism, it is almost entirely missing at the lower rungs of the bureaucratic
structure. Instead, there exists a highly permeable and personalized structure
inasmuch as biraderi, caste, ethnic or linguistic ties, or for that matter any
kind of shared background, is regularly invoked in the business of the state.*3
This is not to suggest that impersonal dealings do not take place at the level
of the low bureaucracy, or that invoking patrons is a guarantee against the use
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of coercion, but only that this is a far more overt feature of the bureaucratic
structure at the lower than at the higher level.

To put it more succinctly, at the level of the low bureaucracy, the exchange
of money or favours is not hidden from public view or considered immoral per
se; in contrast, urban middle-classes often decry such practices as ‘corrupt’. A
low-grade employee in the Quetta Development Authority (QDA) was quite
matter-of-fact about it all: ‘Rich people (amir log) just do it secretly, whereas we
ordinary people (awam-un-nas) don’t deny that the whole system is based on
give and take (lein-dein). Nobody in Pakistan is upright (aik number); anyone
who doesn’t accede to the system is considered stupid’.

Quite simply, a certain amoralism is associated with what is called ‘corruption’
inasmuch as the habitual exchange of money and favours is widespread.*’ As
an ideal-type, the bureaucracy contains within it the pretence of uprightness
and honesty; in practice, especially at the lower level, there is no need to hide
how the state actually functions.

Jeftrey Witsoe’s study of the Lalu Prasad regime in the Indian state of
Bihar indicates that the lower orders of society can actually conceive of
‘corruption’ as a way of rectifying historical injustices.’® In Bihar, historically
underrepresented castes inducted into the state services went about deliberately
thwarting codified rules and regulations. These practices built upon Lalu’s
wider political movement against caste privilege.

In my estimation, the practice of giving and receiving favours from personnel
of the state — at either the higher or lower levels — cannot be explained as some
kind of cultural trait. As I hinted at in the introductory chapter, a particular
understanding of the ‘public’ was institutionalized through the course of
colonial rule so that ‘[p]ublic office under colonialism... came to be associated
with personal gain, putting in place a formal culture of rent-seeking that was
never actively discouraged by the state’.”!

A comparison with another post-colonial context might be instructive here.
Many years ago, Ekeh wrote a quite straightforward yet seminal note on the
‘two publics’ in post-colonial countries of Africa.’ He argued that the actually
existing public sphere in post-colonial Africa was defined by personalized
exchanges on the basis of established moral norms of reciprocity. Thus, the
notion of an impersonal civic public sphere that European colonizers at least
rhetorically claimed to have brought with them was never internalized by
ordinary people. Ekeh’s conceptualization missed an account of the macro-
structural —and particularly political economy — context, but this, I feel, makes
his argument only slightly less compelling. In fact, if Ekeh was attempting
to illustrate that macro-structures such as the ‘state’ played, on the one
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hand, a distinctly transformational role, while, on the other hand, they were
considered alien and inaccessible, and that this ‘cultural’ disjunct is crucial to
understanding political practice, then his point was invaluable.

A similar point is made by an anthropologist working in rural (Pakistani)
Punjab:

The Pakistani State is not seen as something distinct from [society]. Individuals
within the State mechanisms are still intricately tied to their human resource
networks and their priority must be their network’s agenda. Entry to the State
processes is seen, therefore, not as a means of service for the general good, but
as one strategy for resource capitalization for the good of a specific human
resource network.

It is important to bear in mind that there has been a significant change in
the popular perception of the state through the post-colonial period. In the
first thirty years after the state’s inception, the high bureaucracy, while hardly
considered responsive to the needs of people, was nevertheless perceived to be
committed to a coherent project of political, economic and cultural reform. Over
time however, especially during the Ayub period when public perceptions about
the bureaucracy plummeted, the systematic practices of self-aggrandizement
that had existed since the colonial period became even more rampant alongside
erosion in the relatively pristine image of the civil services.

An employee in the National Institute of Health and long-time trade
unionist made the point thus:

When I first joined the service it was not so bad. Neither employees nor
outsiders who we were dealing with looked to exploit any and every opportunity
to enrich themselves. Trade unionism was about collective betterment (ijzamai
behtri) — but no one has any belief anymore in the idea that there is a shared
responsibility for anything. Anyone who gets the chance to secure personal
benefits does so. Only those who don’t get an opportunity are honest (Sharif’
wohi hota ha jis ko mauga nahin milta).>*

In the context of an unjust and exclusionary social order that benefits the
dominant propertied classes in society as well as high officials within state
institutions, the ever-intensifying cynicism at the lowest levels of officialdom
is not surprising. It may instead be more accurate to think of it as a lack of
conviction in the notional ‘public interest’. In the eyes of the low bureaucrat —
mirroring his higher counterpart — the state and its resources are not considered
a trust of the people. Accordingly, in the post-Bhutto period, civil servants at
all levels have been emboldened to capture these resources.
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Let alone developments over the past few decades, the low bureaucracy
was considered a crucial cog of the statist project since the establishment of
the Raj. The colonial state believed firmly that its longevity was dependent
on control over a largely rural social formation and this entailed not only a
mutually beneficial relationship with rural notables, but an administrative
structure that facilitated social order. From the inception of the colonial
state, the low bureaucrat was recruited from within local society by design;
intermediary administrative positions such as zaildar, numberdar and others
were created by the state for this very purpose.® The low bureaucrat then
interacted with the state’s favoured landed proprietor(s) in the area, considered
the ultimate authority in local matters, and both together secured the consent
of the subordinate classes (and castes).

This regime of social control remained intact in the post-colonial period,
but was soon challenged by the burgeoning mass politics revolving around
more expansive identities such as class that emerged in the late 1960s. While
this new politics was a product of the cities, it inevitably impacted the rural
social formation. It was therefore essential for the Zia regime — in concert with
the other members of the historical bloc — to re-establish a familiar mediatory
politics based on the wide-ranging influence of the administrator at the local
level. In fact, the Zia regime skilfully expanded the scope of the local state’s
functions by co-opting the rapidly emerging commercial classes into the web
of state patronage. As will be discussed in due course, these new commercial
segments hail from rural or peri-urban backgrounds and are therefore familiar
with the logic of localized patronage politics built around the low bureaucracy.

The ‘End’ of the State as We Know It?

Cheema argues that a rule-based logic persisted in the way that the bureaucracy
operated until the Bhutto period, and this was reflected in systematic patronage
of large industrial houses and other coherent corporate groups.5 ¢ However,
following Bhutto’s reforms and the subsequent institutionalization of a
refurbished patronage politics under Zia ul Hag, this rule-based logic of the state
started to unravel and the bureaucracy became more comfortable distributing
patronage to factions at the local level. As such this analysis implies that the low
bureaucracy’s importance under Zia and afterwards was significantly enhanced
insofar as it acted as the medium through which the ‘non-rule’ based logic took
root. In short, accumulation of both power and capital at the local level was not
possible without involvement of the low bureaucracy.
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Interestingly, Cheema asserts that this qualitative change in political
dynamics at the local level implies a weaker state insofar as it is less cohesive
and rule-bound, and therefore prone to ‘capture’ by non-state actors. This
seems to be a variant of the ‘state fragmentation’ hypothesis discussed earlier.
I agree that state functionaries at both the higher and the lower levels have,
over the past three decades, started to act more and more independently of,
and sometimes in direct contradiction to, official policy.

However, I contend that this lack of coherence does not necessarily imply
weakness. It is important to note that political transactions between the low
bureaucracy and the subordinate classes in the form of rishwat and sifarish
is not a phenomenon unique to the post-Bhutto period. However, under the
PPP regime the distribution of state patronage became more widespread,
and then intensified further under Zia ul Haq. Bhutto’s reforms, as discussed
above, were related to the regime’s desire to undermine the authority of the
high bureaucracy. The politicization of the bureaucracy all the way down to
the local level was a side effect of the reforms.

For the Zia regime however, the localization of politics was a very conscious
objective. The emphasis placed on generating consent at the local level for
an authoritarian political-economic order was far from incidental, reflecting
the military high command’s commitment to eradicating the confrontational
politics that was still lingering even after Bhutto’s demise.

In no way can this development be considered one that weakened the
state per se because some semblance of political order was restored after at
least a decade. That the state has changed substantively in the subsequent
period is indisputable; it is far more prone to capture by a wide array of social
groups, and the involvement of state functionaries in ‘informal activities’ has
increased grea’dy.57 However, this dynamic of doling out parts of the economic
and political pie to new contenders for power, alongside the increasingly
hegemonic common sense that participation in a patronage network is the
only meaningful way of navigating everyday state and society, has greatly
undermined transformational visions of politics.

One of my primary arguments about the state has to do with its defining
role in moulding the social formation. New developments in the post-colonial
period have, at various times, both reinforced and challenged this role. The
state has undoubtedly lost some of its power to direct the nature of change
within the social formation, both because of certain policy regimes enforced
by global capital and due to its own tendency to function in fragmentary ways.
Yet dominant forces, state functionaries included, have both adapted to and
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adopted dynamic new practices so as to facilitate both the accumulation of
power and the accumulation of capital.

In sum, the state’s overwhelming role in social life, particularly in the lives
of the subordinate classes, has been premised upon the sociological rootedness
of the low bureaucracy since the British period. While much has changed
at many levels, the increasingly blurred nature of the divide between state
functionaries and the subordinate classes has been one of the major facets of
political order in post-Bhutto Pakistan, and thus a bedrock of the politics of
common sense.

Symbiosis

I have narrated above a story of change — shifts in the institutional logic and
composition of the state have been accompanied by what Arif Hasan has
called a ‘revolutionary change in Pakistani society’ as a rural, agrarian social
formation has metamorphosed into an increasingly urbanized, service-oriented
one.*® However, I noted at the beginning of this chapter that change has been
accompanied by a significant degree of continuity and this is evident most of
all in the ongoing symbiosis between the state and the mythical landed class.

In the late 1960s and early 1970s it appeared as if landed interests were
forever to be banished to the dustbin of history, but many landed families were
incorporated into the fold of the PPP very soon after the 1970 elections and
the landed class and low bureaucracy subsequently joined hands to undertake
a spate of tenant evictions.*

I will discuss in the next chapter how the urban, intermediate classes were
the face of the Zia regime (along with the religious right) — yet the junta’s
political engineering did not necessarily undermine landed interests. With some
notable exceptions, the landed class’ political loyalties lay with whoever was
in power, and this was reflected both in its steady acquisition of power within
the PPP after the party’s coming to power in 1971, and also in the immediate
abandonment of the party by numerous landed notables after Bhutto’s ouster
in July 1977; many joined one of the constituent members of the anti-PPP
Pakistan National Alliance (PNA) expecting that the Zia regime would
favour the alliance in any subsequent political accommodation.®® In addition,
tollowing Bhutto’s deposal, landlords started to freely evict tenants from their
lands because they were freed from the impediments imposed upon them by
left populism, quite aside from the imperatives of a deepening capitalism in
agriculture.!



The Structure of Power ‘From Above’ 49

Nevertheless, the landed class had to acknowledge the rising power of the
intermediate classes as well as adapt to considerable changes in the worldview of
the subordinate classes. Specifically, ‘a partnership with the state that ignored
the rural middle and lower classes was no longer feasible’.%? Ultimately, the
landed class could maintain a privileged position so long as it was willing to
accommodate new political actors into a system that had both changed and
remained the same insofar as building factional alliances and the acquisition
of state resources remained the modus operandi.

To take this point further, I return to the argument made in the introductory
chapter about the persistence of pre-colonial politico-cultural forms. I have
already noted that the British came across social identities that they proceeded
to politicize and thus reify; these identities were articulated in a different
manner prior to the emergence of the colonial state. In the first couple of
decades following the creation of Pakistan, state managers continued to rely
on the political order that the British had fashioned in which such ‘primordial’
identities were instrumentalized.

When Zia came to power, and faced with the imperative of crushing the
wave of mass politics on which Bhutto rode to power, familiar and localized
forms of patronage politics were revitalized. The new moneyed classes that
had emerged following the intense modernization of the 1960s were able to
gain access to the corridors of state power. This politics of patronage, however,
also provided respite to the landed incumbents that had been the lynchpin of
the political order since colonial times.

This does not mean that landed scions enjoy power and influence like
in a bygone era, or that they will always retain a position of pre-eminence
especially given the ongoing processes of urbanization that have changed
the social landscape. Yet, so long as state institutions patronize entrenched
classes and castes at the local level, thereby reinforcing these classes’ and
castes’ established cultural and political influence, they will continue to be a
beneficiary of common sense politics.®3

I have already noted the folly of assuming that the spread of capitalist
productive relations and technology — and concomitant processes of
urbanization — necessarily produce the demise of landed power. Indeed, it is
increasingly difficult to mark a clear dividing line between classes deriving their
power from control in the agrarian as opposed to non-agrarian sectors. In part,
this has to do with the nature of urbanization in Pakistan — and particularly in
its most developed region, central Punjab — whereby innumerable peri-urban
settlements have developed in what were previously rural regions.
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Coeval with this process of urbanization is the transformation of land from
a productive into a financial asset, with real estate development emerging as
arguably the single biggest driver of growth since the turn of the century.®*
Even where agriculture remains the source of livelihood for working people,
changes in tenure relations have intensified — tenant farms represented 41.7
per cent of all farms in 1960 and only 18.6 per cent of the total in 1990.% It is
virtually impossible to quantify the spread of wage labour, but [i]t is unlikely
that many of the tenants are in a position to become owners, so most of them
will probably have been changed into agricultural or rural wage labourers or
have migrated to urban areas and towns’.®®

The landed class has adapted to the imperatives of capital accumulation in
the twenty-first century whilst consolidating its long-standing entrenchment
in the structure of political power. In fact, it is now somewhat of a truism that
many landed scions depict capital gains realized through non-agricultural
investments as being generated from land since agricultural income is not
taxed in Pakistan. In turn, many urban businessmen who have acquired land
as a means of enhancing both capital stock and prestige claim that a majority
of their income is derived from farm holdings.

Many ‘old’ landed magnates also have considerable interests in the secondary
and tertiary agrarian economy in towns, or at least have explicit political links
with traders and middlemen operating in the small-town economy. In the
immediate aftermath of partition, many trading functions previously performed
by Hindu business castes were taken over by agricultural castes.®’ In other
words, members of landed families themselves became mandi merchants. By
the same token, mandi merchants expanded their business interests on account
of their links to landed influentials, the latter providing access to both the
local and central state.

The head of an extremely powerful landed family in Sindh, and well-known
politician Makhdoom Amin Fahim explains how yesterday’s ‘feudals’ have
adapted to changes in today’s Pakistan:

If you don’t accept the changing times, you are lost. There are some old
families that have lost a lot of clout both because they insist on keeping many
things exactly the same, but the truth is that aris cannot be kept dependent
like in the past; besides we can’t run our estates without concern for economic
efficiency — we prefer to hire wage labour than have to sustain entire families
for generations on end. The point is that if you keep abreast with the times
then you can remain influential, especially if you have constant access to jobs
and other resources so that people ‘need’ you (logon ko aap ki zuroorat partirabe).
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The Military

While the predominant concern of the high bureaucracy and landed scions has
been to arrest their waning influence, the military has clearly established itself
as the arbiter in Pakistan’s structure of power. Both the military’s image and
institutional interest have become virtually synonymous with the state itself.

Under the British and in the early years after independence, a majority of
the army’s officer corps hailed from relatively educated families with non-
negligible means — the contempt thus evinced for politicians reflected a colonial
paternalism that was at the heart of the political order fashioned under the Raj.
This socialization meant, however, that the ‘British’ — and later ‘American’ —
generation of officers maintained at least some commitment to the colonial
mantra of civilian supremacy in matters of government.®® Needless to say,
civilian supremacy meant a working relationship with counterparts in the civil
service, rather than answering to elected representatives of the unruly masses.

Accordingly, the military’s encroachment into politics was gradual rather
than dramatic. It has been argued that Ayub Khan’s first military regime was
effectively rule by the Civil Service of Pakistan (CSP), with only a handful
of military officers actually occupying executive positions in government.®’
In related vein, the military’s overt patronage of the religious right began in
earnest in the lead-up to the 1970 general election, which suggests that religion
was initially considered a unifying ideology within the forces rather than a
tool of social and political engineering into which it was later transformed.”

Certainly, the military’s exalted position in Pakistan is directly related to
the ‘ideology of the state’ that has been cultivated by all governments and their
organic intellectuals:

The military-state relation conceptualizes a dialectical relationship between
Islam, Pakistan and the military. Without Islam, Pakistan would not have been
able to come into existence; without Pakistan the military would not be able
to exist; and without the military, Islam and Pakistan would be threatened.”

While this dialectical relationship has its roots in the partition of the
subcontinent in 1947, it was during the Zia years that the military’s economic
and political interests started to approximate what they are today. The military’s
self-characterization as guardian of the country’s physical and ideological
frontiers took on unprecedented meaning during Zia’s ‘Islamization’ drive
and led to its acquiring immense political, economic and ideological power.
A former Director-General of the powerful Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI)
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and a major ideologue of jihad, General Hameed Gul told me: ‘Pakistan is
a garrison surrounded on all sides by hostile countries — if the army was not
this powerful we would never have been able to survive, and of course we are
soldiers of Islam (Islam & sipahi hain).

Socialization within the military emphasizes the institution’s unique and
undisputed status, while emphasizing the parochialism of ‘politics’’?> This
‘guardian of the state’ image has also been cultivated systematically within
society at large, through use of the media, moulding of the educational
curriculum and, particularly since the Zia period, by statist religio-political
forces. The demeaning of politics and politicians has been a deliberate strategy
in this regard, with the military projecting itself as always ready and willing
to defuse the perennial crises caused by ‘irresponsible’ politicians.”®

I'noted above that the civil service in an erstwhile era viewed itself as superior
to politicians. Military officers shared this outlook, and have in fact become
more convinced of their superiority over time while the high bureaucracy has,
to an extent, lost its appetite to dictate to the occupants of elected office. I
attribute this superiority complex to the close association of the military with
the ‘ideology of the state’ and also to the military’s economic autonomy (which
means it is not beholden to governmental authority). This autonomy buttresses
its command and control system due to the many economic incentives for the
rank-and-file to profess loyalty to the cause.

Siddiqa’s seminal study on the military’s economic empire has confirmed
the gradual encroachment of the institution into all sectors of the country’s
economy, building atleast to some extent on the processes set in motion under
colonial rule.”# There are three major insights that can be drawn from this work.

The first has to do with the relationship between the three services. There
is little doubt that the Air Force and Navy have been historically subservient
to the Army in size and strength, political influence, and financial clout. On
the face of it, there has been limited dissent within the forces on account of
the Army’s dominant position. It can be surmised that insofar as all of the
forces share in the benefits of praetorianism, differences between them are
limited, or at most, not voiced. Each of the services enjoys a monopoly over
certain economic activities. The Pakistan Navy, for example, ‘has a far more
extensive presence in real estate development’ than the Army.”> Meanwhile,
the Air Force has established a virtual monopoly over the aviation industry,
including travel agencies.

A second inference can be made regarding the relationship between the
higher and lower ranks. At different points over the past seven decades, junior
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officers have attempted coups against their superiors.”® The majority of these
coups have been unsuccessful, which suggests that the military’s command
and control system has ultimately remained robust in the face of internal
dissent. Nevertheless, enough anecdotes circulate within society to suggest
that dissent within the lower ranks has increased because of the incredible
scale of accumulation by the top brass. Many junior officers appear to retain
some idealism about the military’s nation-building role, and also come into
contact with the wider society more than their superiors. They therefore face
the brunt of public reaction, especially during the latter stages of martial law
adventures when censure of the institution intensifies.

However, it also appears to be true that the material benefits of the military’s
corporate activities have trickled down to both junior officers and the rank-
and-file. Blom uses the term ‘military syndicalism’ to capture the nature of the
evolving military corporate empire.”” She argues that although the boundless
accumulation of power and capital over the past two decades has been the
cause of envy and competition within the military, internal dissent remains
negligible, and that ‘paradoxically, the military’s ‘privatization’ contributes to
its internal cohesion’.

A junior army officer confided in me (on the condition of anonymity):

Yes we inwardly resent the generals and brigadiers who make a killing (/ooz
mar) both while in service and then once they retire, but at the same time I
cannot pretend that we mortals (aam makhlug) do not benefit from being part
of the army. Even jawans (rank-and-file soldiers) get a piece of land when
they retire, and some even get jobs in security companies run by ex-officers.
Besides, how can you quantify the respect (izza#) we are accorded in society?
As for those segments of society that don’t respect us, they fear us.

Third, the military’s corporate empire has allowed it to attain more
bargaining power wis a vis mainstream political parties. The ‘civil-military’
divide is one of the defining features of the polity —elected governments and the
propertied classes that dominate political parties have periodically challenged
the power of the unelected apparatuses of the state, civil-military relations
ebbing and flowing accordingly. Yet, the military-run companies which in
economic terms ‘crowd out’ the civilian propertied strata operate mostly without
impediment — the tried and tested strategy of elected governments has been, as
Hasan Askari-Rizvi suggests, to give cover to the military’s corporate initiatives
so that the officer corps is not motivated to displace political parties and take
over the reins of government directly.”®
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This book is not about the civil-military relations per se, which is, by any
account, probably the most prolifically written about subject in the social
science literature on Pakistan.”” I will discuss the potentialities for political
forces to finally eclipse the ‘military establishment’ in the epilogue, but it is
important to note here that the military’s power vis-a-vis political parties can
at least partially be explained by the dominant tendency of propertied classes
in Pakistan to define their political interests in terms of their proximity to state
power rather than as a function of corporate class concerns.

Mainstream political parties, peopled by both older propertied classes
and the nouveau-riche, often seek accommodation with the military because
challenging the latter is fraught with danger; towing the ‘national security’ line
is perceived as being the best way to serve the interests of party leaderships.°

In the final analysis, mainstream parties have never quite committed to
mobilizing popular support and thereby causing a rupture in the military-
dominated structure of power. In short, the politics of common sense applies
to propertied classes as much as the lower orders of society. Sheikh Rasheed
Ahmed, an influential politician from Rawalpindi who was closely associated
with the Musharraf dictatorship put it thus: ‘Look, this isn’t the 1960s anymore.
You can’t really expect to whip up a popular movement and cut the military
down to size. You can’t be taken seriously if you are in jail while other politicians
are garnering benefits from their association with the military. Raising slogans
is one thing, but actually delivering services to your electorate is another.’

I have already pointed out that the Zia regime distinguished itself both
by regenerating the patronage principle in the political mainstream and by
visiting unprecedented repression on political elements that did not accede to
the junta’s dictates. Stephen Cohen has argued that it was during the 1980s
that a ‘Pakistani generation’ of soldiers rose to the leadership of Pakistan’s army
which was distinct in class terms —and therefore values and political orientation
— from the more elitist, westernized generations of the previous decades.®! The
‘Pakistani generation’ tends to be more urbanized, but educated in non-elite
schools, with slightly more representation from historically underrepresented
regions/ethnic groups.®2 It harbours more anti-politics attitudes than previous
generations, loathing those political elements outside of its control with whom
it has little or no contact (in marked contrast to earlier generations of the officer
corps which maintained social ties to both affluent politicians, and the high
bureaucracy).

Importantly, the genesis of this generation of officers can be traced to the
Bhutto period, during which the scars of the humiliation of 1971 were still
raw. The fact that the military darkest hour — the surrender in Dhaka —marked
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Bhutto’s coming to power meant that the ‘Pakistani generation’ of army officers
was deeply suspicious of mass politics and its attendant forms of rhetoric (such
as Bhutto’s refrain against ‘fat and flabby generals’).%3

During the late 1960s and 1970s, the more limited forms of political
expression that had been institutionalized under the British gave way to a
society-wide mobilization which, both at the time, and particularly later,
was viewed as being anathema to the interests of Pakistan, and its guardian,
the military. This mobilization of society, and the subsequent results — most
importantly the break-up of the state itself — deeply politicized the military
officer corps.

General (Retired) Talat Masood offered the following reflections:

You have to understand that army officers believe that their commitment
to Pakistan is second to none. For them to have deal with the east Pakistan
debacle and on top of this a popular politics in which the army was also blamed
for Pakistan’s break-up was deeply disturbing. They never wanted a situation
like that developing again. Mass politics is difficult to control. Army men
always want control.

It was of course precisely to prevent the possibility of power shifting to
a mobilized electorate that the military (along with the other unelected
institutions of state) repeatedly interrupted the political process prior to
1970. The ‘establishment’ eventually had to relent and allow the first general
election, the result of which, the Yahya Khan regime believed, would be a hung
parliament.34 The actual poll result confirmed just how much of a threat mass
politics posed to the status quo.

The systematic interventions of the military’s intelligence apparatus in
domestic politics reflect the institution’s conviction that it is the arbiter in
what is a divided polity. The direct interference of the ‘agencies’ in politics is
designed to ensure the compliance of mainstream politicians and extends to
victimization of less influential political dissidents.®>

Starting with Bhutto’s hanging, the unbridled use of force by the military
and its intelligence apparatus has signalled to the subordinate classes that
even members of the historical bloc are subject to the state’s wrath. Over time,
the ideological power of the state — and the ‘agencies’ — has been sustained
through the ‘producing and reproducing’ of a state-society divide by the
subordinate classes themselves mostly through the creation of, and propagation
of myth.®¢ In other words, the omnipotence of the intelligence agencies is at
least partially explained by the hyperbole that circulates openly within the
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polity, which heightens perceptions of state power amongst the more political
disenfranchized segments of society.
This is despite the evidence that the ‘establishment’ is far less cohesive than

typically believed:

...[S]everal law and order forces run their own agency and often appear to be
interested in each other as much as in anybody else. This also means that the
state cannot be regarded as Big Brother, spying on its subjects through secret
activities penetrating private places and thereby effectively keeping society
under its thumb. It instead resembles a troubled, fragmented family of several
brothers who are deeply distrustful of each other and cannot rely too much on
each other in their dealings with the outside world.%”

All told, the military’s becoming virtually synonymous with the ‘idea of
Pakistan’ has been decisive in sustaining the institution’s power. Propertied
classes with aspirations to political power contribute to the military myth under
the pretext that it is not possible to breach the highest echelons of government
by antagonizing the top brass. The politicization of religion during and after
the Zia years has permitted the military to assert its ‘guardian of the state’
role even more forcefully.

I will return in Chapter 4 to this last point including the contradictions to
which the policy of patronizing jihadis has given rise — for the present purposes
I'want to reiterate that the military’s ideological, economic and political power
has grown dramatically in the post-Bhutto conjuncture. It is no coincidence
that it is in this same period that anti-systemic politics has been evicted from
the societal mainstream. Seen in this way, the military is, in no uncertain
terms, the major beneficiary of the politics of common sense.

Still the military’s position of pre-eminence would not have been possible
without the collaboration of other members of the post-Bhutto historical bloc.
I turn next to the ‘intermediate’ classes who became, as the term suggests,
the major intermediaries between the subordinate classes and the state in the
refashioned patronage machine crafted by the Zia military junta.

Endnotes
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for ethnic-nationalism and the state see Khan (2005) and Siddiqui (2012b); for
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2. Ali (1983); Cohen (2011).
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system by positing the existence of two separate impulses of imperialist power,
namely capitalistic and territorial logics. The British selectively stimulated the
capitalistic logic within the Indian social formation — thereby incorporating it
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Following the partition, a modicum of administrative order was established only
when provincial landed magnates pledged their allegiance to the federal government
in Karachi.
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Accumulation in Practice

The deepening of capitalism and rise to prominence of the ‘middle’ classes
in post-colonial societies over the past few decades has now well and truly
become one of the most important thematic concerns of scholars across
disciplinary and geographical boundaries. And rightfully so — for too long
class analyses of both western and non-western societies have focused on the
‘polar’ classes with all that has come in the ‘middle’ either relegated to the
ranks of ‘petty bourgeoisie’ or, in more recent times, banished to the realm
of the ‘informal’.

The centrality of the intermediate strata in the Pakistani story of capitalist
modernity is, however, still to be adequately understood, both conceptually
and in empirical terms. An inordinately large segment of the intelligentsia as
well as arm-chair critics continue to depict Pakistani society as predominantly
‘feudal’, thereby understating the extent of urbanization and the substantial
political and economic clout of non-agricultural commercial classes.!

In many ways, the lack of attention paid to the intermediate strata in
particular, and changes in the class structure at large, can be explained by
the continuing reliance on ‘traditional’ analyses of the state. I have already
mentioned the handful of recent studies that have attempted to capture the
specificities of statecraft in contemporary Pakistan through novel theoretical
lenses. Research work done on the evolving class structure of Pakistan’s society
lags further behind; recent efforts tend to rely on limited data and dated
conceptual tools.? The need to engage in more detailed research on actually
existing capitalism in Pakistan can be gauged from one of the few insightful
studies on the middle class which estimates it to total almost one-third of the
country’s population of 187 million.3

In this chapter, I identify members of this burgeoning class, their sociological
backgrounds, and explain their centrality to my narrative about common sense
politics. In doing so I engage — although not exhaustively — with the scholarly
literature on the intermediate classes, as well as recent theoretical debates on
the nature of capitalist modernity in non-western contexts. In the final analysis
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I demonstrate that the intermediate classes have become the major protagonists
of the contemporary political economy of patronage.

New Contenders for Power

In the first two chapters, I highlighted the main features of the refurbished
patronage machine that emerged in Pakistan during and after the Zia years.
While this political order includes established players such as the civil and
military bureaucracies and landed class, I contend that its most distinctive
feature is the steady rise of new contenders for power, namely the intermediate
classes and the religious right.

As pointed out already, Bhutto’s attempts to undermine the civil bureaucracy
by instituting loyalists at all levels of the administrative structure proved to
be the first step in the expansion of the state’s patronage function. The PPP
interregnum was conspicuous for the fact that hitherto excluded social groups
gained access to state institutions. Previously, the high bureaucracy’s insular
and elitist nature limited direct access to state patronage.

The state’s patronage function was further enhanced by the post-Bhutto
military regime, primarily through the medium of local body elections. This
allowed for the extension of patronage to classes that had emerged as contenders
for power due to the social changes engendered by capitalist modernization.
These ‘intermediate’ classes could not initially compete in electoral contests at
the national and provincial level, but were able to make inroads in local bodies.
As mentioned in the previous chapter, landed magnates now had to compete
for state patronage with the ‘new’ middle classes, a process that has, over time,
led to what one scholar has termed the ‘democratization’ of patronage.*

The purpose of this deliberate manipulation of the political process was
both to counter the politics of resistance that had existed through the Bhutto
period and reassert a vertical hierarchy of power relations culminating in the
patronage-distributing institutions and/or personnel of the state. Whereas in
the past only ‘traditional’ landed patrons could navigate this system, political
alignments could now be forged through the money and know-how of new
intermediaries in a rapidly urbanizing society.

Operating largely through informal means,” small and medium scale
entrepreneurs — the single most influential component of the intermediate
classes — were, along with religio-political forces, the most important po/itical
ally of the Zia regime. Recognizing the opportunity accorded to them, the
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intermediate classes moved from the local level upward into the ranks of an
emergent bourgeoisie, capturing Chambers of Commerce at the provincial and
national level. Of even greater note was their rapid graduation to mainstream
politics.

This was all made possible by the suspension of the formal political
process at the national and provincial levels by the Zia regime for eight
years. It was in this intervening period that the intermediate classes gained
a foothold in the political mainstream and emerged as an autonomous force
when national and provincial assembly elections were eventually held on a
non-party basis in 1985.

Importantly, the support provided to segments of the small and medium
scale entrepreneurial class was an outcome of the Zia regime’s perceived need
for self-preservation and not a function of a clear and coherent economic policy.
In other words, the state’s political engineering allowed a class of small and
medium entrepreneurs to acquire political power far in excess of that which it
would otherwise have had, which in turn reinforced the intermediate classes’
economic clout. The military regime did not necessarily conceive of its political
accommodations with the intermediate classes as a means of providing impetus
to industry. In fact, in the Zia period ‘the only change in the government
attitude [was] the acknowledgement of the existence of the small-scale sector,
though with no tangible policy thrust’.” As Addleton argues, Pakistan’s
economy became increasingly decentralized during the 1980s and it was the
capitalist dynamic undergirding this decentralization that, articulated with
the political access offered by the military regime, precipitated the emergence

of a ‘nativized” bourgeoisie with lofty political ambitions. 8

Intermediate Classes in Theory and History

The variously defined middle classes have long been a popular ideal-type in
radical theorizing about the post-colonial state. As mentioned in Chapter 2,
a majority of treatises in the 1970s and 1980s viewed the post-colonial state
as the preserve of the ‘bureaucratic’ bourgeoisie. This class, as a rule, was not
involved in processes of production and, unlike the ‘traditional’ bourgeoisie,
supplied the functionaries of the state, professionals and managers.’

These segments, famously clumped together by Hamza Alavi under the
term ‘salariat’, continue to exercise significant influence as state managers
and in society more generally.lo However, since the 1960s, a separate segment

of the middle classes has emerged as a major economic and political force
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in many post-colonial countries. This segment is comprised of traders,
merchants, transporters and various types of petty producers, most of whom
are, or historically have been, linked to the secondary and tertiary sectors of
the agrarian economy.

A growing body of scholarship describes this segment under the broad term
‘intermediate classes’.!! The intermediate classes are internally differentiated
across urban and rural; organized and unorganized; and labour-exploiting and
self-employed categories. My use of the term draws on the empirical work of
Harriss-White (2003) in India who in turn has worked with and modified
Kalecki’s original formulations.!2

Kalecki is interested in the dynamics of what he calls an intermediate regime
— a (non-western) society still in transition to mature capitalism whereby the
capital-labour relation is not dominant. Intermediate classes constitute the
majority demographic group and thereby dominate the governmental coalition.
The emphasis of most of this literature is on the stunted growth patterns
demonstrated by intermediate regimes, which are attributed to the various
rent-seeking practices and efficiency-reducing collusion of different segments
of the intermediate classes.'®

I do not engage exhaustively with such questions here; I will, however,
digress briefly to address the question of whether or not Pakistan — and other
post-colonial societies — can still be thought of as in a state of ‘transition’ to
the western capitalist prototype. I noted in the introductory chapter the folly
of remaining true to Eurocentric conceptions of historical change that base
analyses of social and political forms in non-western contexts on the European
ideal-type. Maurice Dobb, Robert Brenner and others associated with what
was known within radical circles as the ‘transition’ debate were concerned with
the shift from feudal to capitalist agriculture in western Europe, and England in
particular.’ The conditions within which capitalism emerged in non-western
societies, including those subjected to European colonial rule, were, needless
to say, entirely distinct from the western experience. This recognition gave rise
to theorizations such as that of the ‘passive revolution’ in India, in which the
transition to capitalism was conceptualized as a ‘blocked dialectic’.'®

The implicit assumption remained that capitalist modernity in the non-
western world was a flawed version of the ideal-type, that ‘[c]apitalism in the
third world [is] weak and inadequate, incapable of performing its hegemonic
role’1®In fact, as is now increasingly acknowledged by the literature on multiple
and alternate modernities!” no one site of capitalist modernity necessarily
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converges with any other, notwithstanding the universalizing tendency of
capital.

In effect, capital’s relentless drive to universalize itself does not render
irrelevant historical difference; relations of power, cultural dispositions and even
the shape and form of production and exchange all need to be understood in
their own right. For instance, it is impossible to ignore that a large number of
working people in South Asia fall into the category of self-employed, neither
selling their labour power nor exploiting that of others to consider this empirical
reality a sign of ‘backwardness’ relative to the western capitalist prototype is
both unhelpful and problematic.

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to attempt an exhaustive review of
capitalism in non-western contexts, and the intermediate classes in particular.
For my purposes it is sufficient to note that there is a dearth of substantive
research on the subject in Pakistan although there would appear to be a parallel
between the intermediate classes and what Pakistan’s scholars and others have
described as the middle classes.!®

I start, therefore, by mobilizing some stylized facts that underlie why
academic energies must be directed towards an analysis of the intermediate
classes, and the wider dynamics of actually existing capitalism. Over the past
three decades the growth of the informal economy has far exceeded that of the
formal economy in terms of employment generation, value-added and growth
in capital stock.! This implies that the ‘bourgeoisie’ in the post-Bhutto period
has become very diverse in size, background, and methods of accumulation.
The rise of the intermediate classes is reflected in the major structural shift
in the economy towards the service sector. According to official statistics, the
sector accounts for more than half of GDP, and is where approximately 40 per
cent of the total labour force is based.?’

Arguably the most crucial feature of the intermediate classes is their
structural position outside formal accounting mechanisms. Preliminary figures
suggest that at least 50 per cent of output is generated by the ‘underground’
economy.?! As a general rule, information on the informal economy is sparse,
and that available qualitative rather than quantitative. It is, therefore, possible
only to venture vague estimates on the size of the informal economy, and the
extent of the intermediate classes’ influence over Pakistan’s political economy.
By way of comparison, in neighbouring India upwards of 80 per cent of
economic activity is generated in the unaccounted sector of the economy.??

In this chapter, I chalk out the beginnings of what can become a
comprehensive research agenda on the political economy of the intermediate
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classes. My focus is on the emergence of the intermediate class segment as a
major contender for power in Pakistan since the 1960s.

Historical Underpinnings

The intermediate classes in Pakistan rose to prominence with the progressive
mechanization of agriculture and development of agro-processing industries in
the urbanizing areas around the agricultural plains in the northern and central
regions of the Punjab, and to a lesser extent in Sindh, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
and Balochistan. The rural-urban migrations that were coeval with the Green
Revolution in the 1960s, as well as migrations to the Gulf and other parts of the
world from the early 1970s, reinforced emergent trends. These developments
have over time had considerable multiplier effects that have further fuelled
expansion of small and medium enterprises in towns and cities.

Labour was substantially mobile in the northwest of India even during the
colonial period, mainly due to social engineering experiments conducted by the
Raj, particularly canal colonization in Punjab.?3 At partition and immediately
afterwards, migrations of unprecedented magnitude once again altered the
face of the social formation. It has been argued that the ‘aggressively upwardly
mobile migrant culture’ had a major bearing on the emergent forms of politics
and broader social norms.?*

I'will discuss the influence of (various) historical migrations on the structure
of power in later chapters. For the time being I wish only to point out that
while the Green Revolution may have accelerated socio-economic change and
more specifically heralded the emergence of the intermediate classes as a major
political and economic force, this was, to a significant extent, a cumulative
process dating back at least a century.

As I have noted numerous times already, both socio-economic change
from below and the manipulations of the state encouraged the burgeoning
intermediate classes to compete with the traditional propertied classes — and
particularly landed scions — for economic and political clout. Towards the end of
the 1960s the intermediate classes played a major role in the popular movement
that ended the Ayubian dictatorship, especially in the small towns of Punjab.

This political upsurge swept the PPP to power, and the intermediate classes
emerged as one of the most vocal elements of the broad cross-section of forces
that were demanding change.?” The Ayub regime’s downfall confirmed that
the prevailing ‘political settlement’ characterized by ‘traditional’ matrices of
patronage could not accommodate historically underrepresented segments of
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society that were clamouring for a greater share of the economic and political
pie.26

In this regard, Jones writes: ‘Bhutto’s genius lay first in perceiving that
the people’s aspirations were nationalist, participatory, and economic, not
revolutionary, and secondly in understanding the implications of their massive
voting power’.?” In the event, the PPP resorted to the use of state patronage to
meet the fierce demands of the intermediate classes, through induction into
state enterprises, tax breaks and other means. In doing so, the populist regime
perhaps unwittingly re-established state power.

I mentioned in the introductory chapter the need to think deeply about
how and why ‘traditional’ patron-client relations have metamorphosed into
contemporary forms of patronage rather than giving way to a substantively
different logic of practice across class and other faultlines. Trying to understand
this specificity of post-colonial modernity, I think, requires us to focus on the
agency of the intermediate classes.

What is crucial about the 1960s and early 1970s is that there was, if
only briefly, the rise to prominence of a subordinate class politics based on
confrontation with dominant social forces. This politics was premised on
the imperative of transforming the state into a vehicle for substantive social
change, thus challenging the hitherto prevailing notion of the state as an
immovable repository of power, engagement with which was only possible
through established intermediaries.

Yet, at the same time that the subordinate classes were allowed to dream of
revolution and social change, the emergent intermediate classes were looking
to secure political power to match their growing economic clout. For a brief
interregnum in the late 1960s and early 1970s, segments of the intermediate
classes, themselves rising through the ranks of the subordinate classes, were
committed to structural upheaval, but this commitment was soon to give way
to a more pragmatic strategy of securing access to power and resources through
accommodation with dominant forces.

In effect the populist ‘consensus’ started to dissipate soon after the PPP’s
coming to power, and especially so after the nationalization of agro-based
small industry was initiated in 1975. This particular initiative pitched traders
and merchants totally reliant on profits from such industries firmly against
the government. The regime had evinced, till then, a re/ative bias towards
small-scale industry, and therefore, by extension, the trading and merchant
classes.?® Ultimately however, the intermediate classes had aspirations that
were unmatched by (the rather confused) policy frameworks articulated by the
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populist government, and with the onset of nationalization, the die was cast.

The intermediate classes would become the major lightning rod of anti-PPP
sentiment, aligning with the opposition PNA, providing it with funds, and also
galvanizing other disparate groups in the social formation into the anti-Bhutto
movement. In fact, the radical potentialities that were apparent in the preceding
decade and early part of the 1970s had by now almost completely petered out.
The latent contradictions between the subordinate and intermediate classes
on the one hand, and Punjab and other relatively underdeveloped regions on
the other hand, were gradually coming to the fore.

In principle, there was still a possibility that the social upheaval witnessed
through the Bhutto period would propel radical political movements forward.
By crafting a refurbished patronage machine in which emergent classes became
thoroughly integrated, the Zia regime ensured that any remaining pretense
to radical transformation within the intermediate strata was once and for all
co-opted.

The intermediate classes have come to occupy a central place in the
reconstituted historical bloc from the late 1970s onwards. Intensely ruthless
and upwardly mobile, they are distinct from the ‘old’” bourgeoisie whose
political, economic and even cultural influence has waned in the period under
study. Making sense of the linkages between the two confirms the narrative
of continuity and change that I present in this book.

The Bourgeoisie, in All its Incarnations

In the immediate aftermath of Pakistan’s creation, the high bureaucracy, in
keeping with its urbanist, modernist outlook, privileged the cause of industry,
considering it the key to the economic survival of the new state.? Pakistan’s
business community was comprised largely of Gujrati-speaking trading families
settled in Karachi who enjoyed links — albeit tenuous — with the Urdu-speaking
leadership in the new central government.3°

The vast majority of Pakistan’s industrial production in the early years
following partition was built around a highly personalized relationship
between the civil bureaucracy and an insular and family-based migrant
business community. An autonomous ‘industrial bourgeoisie’ that sought to
attain political office or representation in state institutions was conspicuous
by its absence; the business community relied almost entirely on the largesse
of the bureaucracy to enhance its interests.
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The migrant bourgeoisie made little effort to integrate itself in society. Based
primarily in and around Karachi with almost no mooring in the urban, let
alone rural, social formation, the possibilities of this bourgeoisie championing
an independent politics were necessarily limited.

The business community in India had historically been considered socially
inferior to the professional classes and the landed gentry, and it would appear
that this perception was internalized to some extent by both the Gujrati
migrant (and Punjab based Chinioti) business communities in post-partition
Pakistan.3! As inward-looking communities that clearly believed themselves to
be vulnerable to the whims of the bureaucracy and politicians hailing primarily
from the landed class, the emphasis was on the solidarity and insularity of the
group rather than a developed sense of wider class interests.

The most striking evidence in this regard was the proliferation of business
associations constituted almost entirely by insular communities and most
often groups of families related by blood or marriage. The associations’
primary purpose was to secure their parochial interests vis 2 vis the state; they
were, by all accounts, a ‘testimony to the highly individualistic, personalized
and fragmented character of the Pakistani business community’.3? These
associations tended to adopt more and more regionalist identities through
the 1960s as Punjabis started to encroach into an industrial sector previously
dominated by the Karachi-based migrant families. As the number of
competitors within business circles increased, and smaller and medium sized
entrepreneurs entered the market, the more established families withdrew from
leadership positions, ostensibly because they considered themselves above the
petty politics of elections.?3

The disinclination of the clannish refugee business families to assert
themselves politically — a function both of their traditional aloofness from the
political sphere and the intimidating posture of the bureaucracy —was one of the
main causes of their gradual eclipse by a new indigenous industrial element in
Punjab that rose to prominence due to the economic modernization that took
place in that province through the 1960s. The shifting of the federal capital
from Karachi to Islamabad in 1960 also had a direct bearing on the access of
the incumbent Karachi-based business families to state patronage. The Ayub
regime was keen to expand its network of patronage into the Punjab, and
cultivate a ‘middle class’ element in the faster urbanizing zones of the country.3*
Chinioti business families were already part of the industrialist class and they
gained in prominence through the Ayubian decade. However, it was the tumult
of Bhutto’s nationalization that provided the primary impetus for a change in
the constitution and politics of the indigenous bourgeoisie.
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The primary impact of the nationalization policy was political inasmuch
as it exposed the complete vulnerability of the business community to the
caprice of a populist government. The first nationalization in 1972 targeted a
number of heavy industries in which the Karachi-based business families were
dominant. While the initial nationalizations had been expected, it was the
series of nationalizations starting with the vegetable ghee industry in 1973, then
the banks and finally the agro-processing industries in 1976 that constituted
the most significant political blows to the industrialist class.

Most of the assets of big business were concentrated in the sugar and
textile industries that remained largely unscathed. The industries which
were nationalized comprised 18 per cent of total large-scale manufacturing
and their contribution to exports was 8.3 per cent.3® Whilst those who were
stripped of their assets were compensated quite generously in economic terms,
nationalization completely demoralized big business in a political sense with a
‘diminution in official respect for leading industrial families’.3¢

Some business families remained close to and were patronized quite actively
by the regime.3” Nonetheless, the confidence of the industrial bourgeoisie was
permanently shaken and the organic link between financial and industrial
capital shattered. As a result, a significant number of the big business
families moved their capital abroad, with another attendant effect being the
fragmentation of many major business empires. Many families involved in
industries such as steel rolling completely withdrew from industrial production
and transitioned to trade which was perceived to be less vulnerable to the
government’s whims.

Younger generations of the Karachi-based families seriously undermined
by nationalization admitted the folly of aloofness from the political process.
One forty-something owner of a shipping company who was a child at the
time said to me: “‘We deserved what we got’. In other words, it became clear
to big business that if and when it attempted to revive its economic fortunes,
it would have to reduce its dependence on the high bureaucracy, develop more
robust political networks and fashion its business strategies so as to retain some
autonomy from the ruling regime.

In contrast to the ‘old’ bourgeoisie, the small and medium sized entrepreneur
that emerged in the 1970s as a genuine social and political force was well-
integrated into societal networks of patronage. On the basis of organic linkages,
emergent intermediate trading and capitalist classes in the rapidly urbanizing
areas of the country — mostly in the Punjab — would soon graduate into the
ranks of the big bourgeoisie. Indeed, the success of Punjabi industry during
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and after the Bhutto period can be explained by the ‘small firms’ proximity
to large enterprises’.3® As opposed to the Karachi-based families, Punjabi
industry is far more sociologically integrated with the local social formation,
imbibing and influencing its culture, and therefore able both to understand
and progress in local politics.*’

The Pakhtun intermediate classes have also proven to be adept at developing
social and political networks, like their Punjabi counterparts. The latter tend
towards a more overt political posture, inasmuch as larger numbers of Punjabi
urban entrepreneurs have risen through the ranks of mainstream parties and
even won election to office, but Pakhtun entrepreneurs are not far behind, with
many linked to mainstream parties like the Awami National Party (ANP) and
Pakhtunkhwa Milli Awami Party (PkMAP).

The comparative political savvy of the intermediate classes — as I have
already noted — has its genesis in the localized, political order concocted by
the Zia junta. The Federal and Karachi Chambers of Commerce — originally
the preserve of Gujarati and Urdu-speaking families — were gradually taken
over by Punjabis through the 1980s and 1990s who were better positioned
in local politics.*® After 1982, for the first time, the annual incorporation of
companies in Punjab exceeded that of Karachi.*!

Since the 1980s, the Pakistan Muslim League of Nawaz Sharif has
distinguished itself as the party of the urban entrepreneur in the most urbanized
belt of the country — north and central Punjab. Given that the emergent
bourgeoisie can now represent itself through the political party, it is, unlike the
migrant bourgeoisie of the pre-Bhutto period, not totally reliant on the civil
bureaucracy — or the military as the case may be — to gain access to the state.

In the aftermath of the Bhutto period, ‘a bumper crop of businessmen...
entered politics [and] made fortunes in business...without qualms of
conscience’.*? The emphasis of this ‘bumper crop’ has been to accumulate power
and capital, but without anything like the corporate class posture that one
might otherwise associate with business lobbies.*3 Liberal theorists often posit
a correlation between democracy and the rise of the bourgeoisie.** However,
in many post-colonial countries the correlation between these two is weak,
whereas, in Pakistan it may even be argued that the converse is true. The
emergence of a predominantly Punjabi entrepreneurial class during and after
the Zia period has not led to a deepening of democratic norms and practices,
but at best to the widening of the patronage field to incorporate those previously
without status or influence.
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Before continuing, I will digress briefly to indicate how my interpretation
of the rise of the intermediate classes compares to the (rather scant) literature
on the subject. Hasan argues that ‘the manner in which the Pakistan state
is structured and governed, the manner in which its fiscal system operates,
and developed, conceived, managed and implemented, does not reflect the
changed demographic, social, cultural and economic realities’® Addleton
builds on this basic point in suggesting that the Gulf migrations of the 1970s
and 1980s seriously undermined the state’s ability to monopolize economic
decision-making.*® Both of these accounts are reasonably accurate reflections of
the macro political economy context since the late 1970s; the formal apparatus
of the state has unquestionably lost some of its ability to direct the process
of economic and social change in the face of substantive transformations
mentioned above.

However, these empirics of capital accumulation in the unorganized sector
aside, I maintain, in continuance of the argument made in Chapter 2, that
the structure of power has not been weakened, but has successfully absorbed
new players so as to subdue potential counter-hegemonic challenges. On the
one hand the formal state may be fragmenting, but on the other hand the
patronage-based political-economic order has become virtually hegemonic.

The intermediate classes grow in importance on a day-to-day basis with the
rapid expansion of capital into spaces that the formal state is increasingly unable
to regulate. In the spheres of both production and exchange, the subordinate
classes are enmeshed in a web of patronage featuring individuals, families and
business groups that have graduated into the ranks of the intermediate classes
‘from below’. Those who become traders, merchants, contractors and the like
are typically sons of tenant farmers, industrial workers and self-employed
street vendors. The story of the intermediate classes in Pakistan is the story
of capitalist modernity over the past few decades, with all of its intricacies
and contingencies.

The Brave New World: Gulf Labour Migrations

There is virtual consensus amongst scholars that the Gulf migrations which
started during the Bhutto period have had revolutionary impacts on Pakistan’s
society, and particularly the Punjabi and Pakhtun regions which have
contributed the largest number of migrants.*” Remittances have had a major
bearing on the economy at large and considerably improved migrant families’
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economic and social status.*® The basic explanation is a simple one: earnings
of migrants in the Gulf — at least in the initial years of the 1970s — were eight
to ten times higher than at home and thus pushed migrant families into a
higher income bracket, allowing them to break out of dependent economic
relationships and acquire a new-found economic and social freedom.*’

Naturally, this economic and social freedom has had significant impacts
on political alignments. For example, the traditional 4ammi in a prototypical
village unit that acquires an income source outside the village is no longer
confined to subordinate status to the zamindar, and can therefore seek out
new political intermediaries to access the State.’® To better understand the
politics of such emergent individuals and families it is necessary to consider
the multiplier effects of remittance incomes.

As a general rule, beneficiaries of remittances tend towards consumption
rather than savings, with the exception being substantial investment in
housing; the construction industry boomed throughout the 1980s along with
transport and communications. Many returning migrants sought to set up small
businesses or invest further in already existing family enterprises, and while
not all were able to do so, considerable impetus was provided to small-scale
industry as a result.’! At least part of this impetus was demand-driven and
export-oriented as light consumer durables had a market amongst migrants
in the Gulf.

The relative and decentralized prosperity due to remittances was a major
cause of political stability under the Zia regime; upward mobility of migrant
families meant that there was little reason for beneficiaries to participate in
agitation.’? Geography had a heavy bearing on the nature of opposition during
the Zia period: The Movement for Restoration of Democracy (MRD), the
most potent resistance movement during the Zia period, was centred in rural
Sindh, a region which supplied very few Gulf migrants. In contrast, rural
NWFEFP and Punjab supplied the vast majority of migrants and accordingly
only scattered expressions of resistance emerged in these regions.

On the whole, the Gulf migrations have stimulated consumerism and
ostentatious displays of wealth, especially insofar as the possession of expensive
goods and disposable income to spend on services is a means of increasing
‘izzat’, or what could be called symbolic capital.’® Returning migrants also
tend to further enhance their standing in society by contributing money to
religious causes; migrants regularly donate money to be allocated for mosque-
building in the local neighbourhood.
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One of my informants from a village in the Gujjar Khan tehsil of Rawalpindi
district who spent a few years as an electrician in Saudi Arabia was quite matter-
of-fact about his family’s change in status on account of earnings from abroad:

Look money talks. Before I went to Saudi Arabia we were nobody because
our family was historically low-status (bum peechay se kamzor they). Our money
can’t change our background but by showing it off, and by demonstrating our
religious commitment, we have acquired a new-found status that even the
historically more influential families cannot match.>*

Influx of money has played a part in breaking down ‘joint’ family structures
as nuclear units become more independent.>® This does not mean that family
affiliations have disappeared. Rather, they are now invoked and operationalized
in different ways as the ‘traditional’ village-based units have fragmented. For
instance, when upwardly mobile individuals or families establish themselves
in a small town or city, members of the larger kinship group seek out the more
affluent family/biraderi members when in search of a job, financial help or
access to the state.>®

The process of atomization at the level of the family runs parallel to the
spread of market exchange, and also explains in part the aggressive political
alignments of individuals who have pushed their way up into the intermediate
strata. The economic ambitions of the intermediate classes have grown since
their political emergence during the PNA movement; the small enterprises
run by many returned Gulf migrants have over time acquired concessions
from the formal state including tax exemption and free or heavily subsidized
use of utilities.

The highly variegated intermediate classes are primarily concerned with
developing ‘connections’ at all levels of the patronage chain. Their instrumental
and individuated politics is in keeping with the historical bloc’s project in the
post-Bhutto period.

The ‘nativization’ of state institutions mentioned in Chapter 2 has been
coeval with the rise of the intermediate classes. The latter’s social and political
sensibilities are considerably more conservative than older propertied segments
which is why the reconstituted historical bloc has acquired a more ‘native’
character in comparison to the pre-Bhutto period. I will discuss in the next
chapter a kindred spirit of the intermediate classes, the religious right. Not by
accident, it is the intermediate classes, alongside the religious right, that are
the most militant defenders of the state ideology — Islam.
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The Protagonists

As already noted, a confluence of interests developed between state
functionaries and the intermediate classes in the informal manufacturing and
service sectors during the Bhutto period. Under the Zia regime, this collusion
became apparent in the election of intermediate class factions to political office,
initially at the local level and over time to provincial and national assemblies
as many small and medium-sized entrepreneurs graduated into the ranks of
big businessmen.

However, the intermediate classes offer those below them in the patronage
chain access to the ‘everyday state’ and market not only as elected representatives.
Intermediate class patrons promise relief from the economic coercion of work,
and the excesses of the thana and katcheri. A network of subordinate class
clients is actively cultivated even by those intermediate class patrons that do
not necessarily seek political office. In turn, these budding patrons are always
available to respond to their clients’ demands.

Why is it necessary to build such a network? I have tried to outline
throughout the course of this book a logic of practice in society that has
persisted throughout the modern period, and has evolved in new directions
over the past three decades in accordance with widespread social change. The
intermediate classes seek to create networks in a distinctly capitalist world far
less homogenous and arguably even more ruthless than the rustic one of a
bygone era. ‘New’ forms of dependency are emerging as ‘traditional’, knowable
social relations give way to more distant and market-oriented forms.*’

In what follows I discuss the sociological background, accumulation
strategies and engagement with the ‘everyday state and market’ of selected
intermediate class actors all of whom embody the blurred line between rural
and urban. The details presented here are based on prolonged participant-
observation at research sites as diverse as Okara, Charsadda, Badin, Sialkot,
Faisalabad, Islamabad and Quetta. There is no necessary logic to my choice
of protagonists except that their agencies reflect the complex and constantly
shifting social context within which capitalist modernity in general, and the
politics of common sense in particular, evolves.

The Arhti

The arbti is the lynchpin of the small town agrarian sector, the biggest
undocumented component of the economy. Over the past few decades, the arhzi
has acquired substantial economic, political and, more generally, social power.
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As middlemen between primary producers and agro-processing industries,
arhtis have a link to all staging grounds of the agrarian economy including
the village, the wholesale market, the retail market, transporters, mill owners
and exporters.

Arhtis have been players in agricultural commodity markets since the British
period, and even before the colonial interregnum. Until partition however, the
money lending and trading ‘middleman’ hailed from the predominantly Hindu
bania caste.”® This made the bania into a hated figure amongst the peasantry
and provided great impetus to the politicization of religious identities in the
tumultuous last years of the Raj. Importantly, however, despite the bania’s
steadily increasing economic power, the social order that the British fashioned
in the Indus Plains ensured for rural notables and state administrators a ‘degree
of entrenchment, of a continuum in the access of power, that those involved with
trade, commerce and non-agricultural production were not able to contest’.>’

Following the migration of Hindu business castes from the Pakistan areas
within a few years of partition, the role of moneylender and trader was taken
over by incoming migrants, and to a lesser extent, by indigenous landed
families. Until the Green Revolution, the dynamics of power in the rural
social formation remained largely intact, with the arA#i an important, but still
dependent figure. Following modernization in the 1960s, the arhsi has emerged
as a bonafide economic and political force.

The arhtiis typically a small-time entrepreneur who thrives on the basis of
economic savvy and political contacts. As small towns grew in the period after
the Green Revolution, local arhtis started to replace those from bigger markets
in cities who had otherwise controlled trade and transport. Thus emerged a
highly complex network of middlemen linking the village, the local mandi
and supra-local markets.

Arhtis can hail from both agricultural and non-agricultural castes; caste
background has become progressively less important in determining one’s
occupation. Persistent migration after 1947 has affected class formation in many
parts of the country, and particularly in Sindh. Punjabi and Muhajir arhsis have
been settled in many Sindhi market towns for decades, and can be considered
outsiders where they share little culturally with the local population. The
relationships between arA#i and farmer in such towns nevertheless resembles
the norm in other parts of the country, variegated along a broad spectrum
of impersonal economic coercion and historically evolved, personalized ties.

There are dozens and sometimes hundreds of arzis in major wholesale grain
and seed markets, most of them small-time dealers, with a handful exercising
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greater economic and political clout. It is these bigger arhtis that compete for
control over the market and have links to major political figures in the area
as well as state officials, religious functionaries and other local influentials.
The relative power of different artis is determined by how long they have
been active in the market, their links with the low bureaucracy, and the size
of their clientele.

The first contact that the arbti has with the small farmer is as lender of
inputs.®® The small farmer does not necessarily come into direct contact
with the arhti, often interacting with another middleman who maintains
contacts down to the village level. This subsidiary of the arhzi is typically a
budding entrepreneur who has earned some money to invest in business and
is attempting to expand his capital.

This local middleman purchases the farmer’s standing crop at a fixed rate
so that the farmer is able to make arrangements for his next sowing. Upon
harvesting the village middleman then takes the crop to the mandi where he
passes the produce onto the ar#i for a small commission, while the a7 himself
secures most of the interest payment. In less urbanized belts, the nexus is less
complex, but there are almost inevitably many middlemen competing with
and complementing one another up and down the value chain.

The interaction of arhtis/middlemen with the lowest castes and classes
conforms to some relatively consistent patterns. As a general rule poor farmers
are simply not given advances, ostensibly because they have no productive
assets. Where market ethics are tempered more by the logic of reciprocity, it
is possible that the farmer can eke out an advance through the intermediation
of a slightly better off individual in the village, who more often than not is
a part of the farmer’s larger kinship group. A long and drawn out process of
negotiation often ensues in which the middleman is often seen to be ‘doing
a favour’ for the ‘poor’ borrower. This perception is crucial to the politics of
common sense insofar as poor farmers typically think about their association
with patrons - in this case the middleman/ar#hi — as an advantage enjoyed over
class contemporaries. This is despite the fact that the relationship is clearly
a