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Digital Pakistan 

and inclusion for 

women 
By Rama Cheema 

Covid-19 has wrought extensive socio-economic ramifications. These have triggered 

changes in consumer behaviour and business operations. Companies in Pakistan, for 

example, have been compelled to rethink how they work with particular emphasis shifting 

towards a strong digital presence. This has led the workforce to adapt accordingly, with a 

large percentage now working from home. 

Needless to say, digital literacy is an essential component to striving ahead in this 

redefined economy. A digitally-engaged Pakistan calls for community participation and 

enhanced e-commerce knowledge and will transform behaviour among the general 

public while enabling women to prosper as entrepreneurs. With new technologies coming 

to the fore everyday, people need awareness of how to harness these to earn a living. 

Women face glaring disadvantages when setting up business. According to a 2013 World 

Bank report, only three percent of women entrepreneurs avail bank loans; while across all 

MFBs (Micro-Finance Banks), women account for 18 percent of borrowers and 24 percent 

of total clients. The State Bank of Pakistan (SBP) last year increased its concessional 

financing limit for women entrepreneurs from Rs1.5 million to Rs5 million under its 

Redefine and Credit Guarantee Scheme for Women Entrepreneurs. While this is a positive 

development — much more needs to be done to facilitate women, especially in terms of 

reducing exhaustive red tape, including complex verification procedures. Until this is 

addressed, compliance will remain a challenge. 

Along with widespread use of the Internet, advanced telecommunications services impact 

our daily lives. Indeed, these have become the preferred mode of communication given 

the broadened scope of IT capabilities. Internet technology has transformed in such a way 

that it has removed the obstacles of time and space. 

As the world adapts to the Fourth Industrial Revolution, Pakistan is still struggling to 

confront the massive transition to the digital age. The government aims aims to score 4.0 

on the World Bank Institute’s Knowledge Economy Index by 2025; however, 

implementation appears lacking. GSMA Intelligence (an industry organisation 

representing the interests of mobile network operators worldwide while providing 

research and forecasts) reported in its country overview in 2016 that 75 percent of 

Pakistan’s population enjoyed 3G coverage, while noting that this figure lagged behind 

most South and Southeast Asia, even two years after this technology was launched. 

Similarly, the report expected 4G coverage (also available since 2014) to reach 80 percent 

of the population; although this ignores the rollout of 4.5G technology in 2018. 
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Thus, it is imperative that Pakistan keep up with with this fast-paced environment, 

especially vis-a-vis the younger generation who need to develop critical thinking skills in 

order to meet head-on emerging trends and challenges. Thereby realising their full 

potential and becoming part of the demand-driven international economy. Specifically, 

Pakistani women need to be encouraged and mechanisms must be put in place to 

eradicate prevailing gender inequalities and discrimination. Day care centres, paid-

maternity leave as well as zero-tolerance for harassment at the workplace are integral to 

this process. 

Digital infrastructure has improved with the widespread use of mobile phones. However, 

a large portion of Pakistani youth, as well as women, still trail behind due to lack of 

knowledge, inability to operate tech devices, or underestimating the value of digital 

inclusion. The world boasts increasing technology adoption rates — meaning that if 

Pakistan is to stay on the radar, it must reposition itself. Supporting mechanisms exist and 

platforms like Chikoo (a new e-commerce tool that helps businesses to sell goods online) 

provide tech, websites and logistical support remotely without delays or expensive 

budgets. Low-income groups can reposition themselves by availing such platforms 

especially in the context of Covid. However, access to and availability of the Internet 

remain prerequisites. 

The Universal Service Fund (USF), an organisation empowered by the Ministry of 

Information Technology and Telecommunications, focuses on connecting under-

privileged communities. In a statement, CEO-USF, Haris Mahmood Chaudhary said: “The 

COVID-19 pandemic has brought new visibility and profile to the essential role of access 

and connectivity in Pakistan. We are committed to bridging the digital divide and 

connecting communities that are still offline while driving the adoption of High-Speed 

Broadband for those who are already connected.” 

While implementation of digital polices and Internet access are to be welcomed, such 

efforts need to be amplified. Meaning, the inclusion of communities in this transition. 

Thus, digital literacy and access must be prioritised so that that women and other groups 

can work from home, while integrating technologies into communities, institutions, and 

societies. 

Unless this happens, Pakistan’s federal digital policy will never realise its full potential. This 

is not to mention the very real threat of cyber and digital harassment which effectively 

serve to exclude many women and girls from digital spaces. 

The writer is founder of Beti, a social impact enterprise, as 

well as a media and advocacy professional. She can be 

reached at ramma.shahid @gmail.com 
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The need to 

automate voting 
By Major General Syed Ali Hamid 

Automation, along with efficiency has become the key to successfully execute any large 

venture. Automation allows machines to complete mundane, repetitive tasks better and 

more efficiently than humans. 

No one would dream of running a bank without the computers and software that are the 

central nervous system of these institutions. Every time you fly in a plane, you put your 

life in the ‘hands’ of a computer for most of the trip, albeit with some human supervision. 

If you happen to be in hospital in critical condition, your life-support system is likely to be 

controlled by computer software. Keeping technology out of election administration is 

detrimental to the integrity of the overall process. However, in Pakistan, every single step 

in the voting process right from the printing of ballot paper to polling day and final 

declaration of result is carried out on a manual base system. 

Why is it that we trust automation in every field of activity that influences our lives but 

when it comes to elections we don’t? The reason obviously does not lie in the weakness 

in the technology but in our mindset. The truth of the matter is that election anomalies 

are more likely to happen whenever there is more human intervention in the process. 

Intentional or otherwise, humans have a predisposition towards misreading ballots, 

mistakenly recording votes, or losing ballot boxes. Conversely, by removing as much of 

the human factor from the process as possible and instituting iron-clad security protocols, 

automated elections are exponentially more accurate and credible, and therefore provide 

a stabilising influence on even the most volatile of political climates. 

Which way is the world moving in terms of voting? One indicator comes from a Google 

search which reveals 13 million websites related to hand counting of votes but 98 million 

or seven times more websites that address the subject of electronic voting. There is a vast 

amount of information that has been fed onto the internet on electronic voting and a 

more focused search of the net reveals about 778,000 scholarly studies some of which are 

highly detailed for example in 2013, the USAID funded a study of 312 pages for the US 

National Democratic Institute on “Implementing and Overseeing Electronic Voting and 

Counting Technologies”. If you think that there is a specific problem with electronic voting, 

rest assured that many have thought about it before you and solutions are there. You only 

have to care to ask or look but critics in Pakistan form opinions on hearsay. 

Undoubtedly, elections are complex. The logistics can be daunting. Yet, this is true for 

every election, regardless of how votes are cast or counted. If anything, technology 

generates efficiencies that make crucial processes more reliable, secure and considerably 

faster. 
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The world is moving towards a fourth industrial revolution that will open a new chapter 

in human development, enabled by extraordinary technology advances. However, the 

election process in Pakistan is a combination of 21st century technology operating in the 

middle ages. The voter lists are computerised, but in our previous election, 37 million 

voters still put a cross on a piece of paper (like illiterate goons) and an army of school 

teachers sat on the floor of the voting centres and painstakingly counted the votes—

1,2,3,4,5, ……………….8,001, 8,002, 8,003, 8,004, 8,005………15,124, 15,125, 15126. We don’t 

even trust scanners to record the votes. Doesn’t it sound pitiable. Fundamentally, a well-

designed electronic voting system reflects the will of the voter. On the other hand, 

whenever hand-marked ballots are used, it is the voter operator who interprets voter 

intent and flaws the result. 

More and more countries are discovering automation to be that long sought-after 

antidote to election rigging. One third of the global population is already exercising its 

right to vote through the use of technology—India, Brazil, USA, Philippines, Venezuela 

and Belgium. While these countries use electronic voting across the full spectrum of 

national elections a number of others like Australia, Canada, Estonia, Finland, France, Italy, 

Kazakhstan, Lithuania, The Netherlands, Norway, Romania, South Korea, Spain, 

Switzerland, UAE, UK and Scotland use it in some form or the other. Even nations that 

discarded electronic voting for legislative and other reasons like Germany are reverting 

back to it. 

Most of these countries use electronic voting machines (EVM) referred to as a direct 

recording device installed at designated centres for the casting of votes. The machine 

consists of a control unit and a balloting unit connected using a long cable. Several layers 

of seals ensure that the machines are not tampered with. There is a double randomisation 

process which makes it impossible for any person to know which machine will be used in 

what constituency. This is a safeguard against the pre-programming of machines to 

record ballots in favour of a particular candidate. Even the final placement of the list of 

the candidates on the balloting unit is not known till the last day of withdrawal of the 

nomination before the election, so tampering with machines is virtually an impossible 

task. 

We simply cannot ignore overwhelming evidence that the time to seriously start 

rethinking Pakistani elections is now so we can start reaping the benefits without delay. 

Pakistan should know by now the immense cost of poorly run elections. A study by Hazara 

University published in 2017, reads “…in Pakistan, the conduct of election has always been 

controversial thanks to various factors like, ballot snatching, over voting, bogus voting, 

non-voting by female folk, hijacking of polling stations, violence, intimidation, buying and 

selling of votes by the relatively powerful players in the election process and even killing 

and mayhem of the opponents. Not a single turn of national election has been declared 
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as fair in the last forty years. Various reasons are to blame for all of these irregularities, 

but one of the most significant is the manual voting system. 

It is high time to invest in elections with unquestionable outcomes. Brazil, a nation of 221 

million, is a positive reference for well-run automated elections for over 20 years. With 

nearly 147 million voters spread across the world’s fifth largest territory, the country’s 

election authorities decided to automate its elections in the 2000s. The logistics have 

always been challenging. They use some 500,000 voting machines to capture the vote of 

every eligible voter. An outstanding feature of Electronic Voting is that automated 

counting increases the speed of results manifold. An official in the Brazilian Superior 

Electoral Court stated that, “In the 2018 presidential election, we announced the winner 

only 2 hours and 16 minutes after the polls were closed. By that time, we had already 

counted 96.7 percent of all votes, cast all over the country.” 

The critics of the government’s efforts of introducing electronic voting in Pakistan should 

understand that by automating elections, Pakistan is not re-inventing the wheel. There 

are tried and tested methods to implement large, mission-critical projects like automated 

elections. The ECP can solve the logistical difficulties of improving elections without 

jeopardizing their legitimacy by using standard practices from organisations like the 

Project Management Institute. 

Our large illiterate population of 40 percent is cited as a barrier to electronic voting 

Venezuela is probably one of the earliest countries to regularly conduct electronic voting 

since 2004 and while its illiterate population is relatively small, comparative results of 

surveys of over four elections indicate that up to 95 percent of illiterate voters 

acknowledged that using electronic voting machines was “easy” and “very easy”. 73 

percent of illiterate voters considered the election technology used in Venezuela as 

“advanced and very modern” and in a 2015 survey, 95 percent actually preferred 

automated elections. Election technology has become an ally for election administrators 

to tackle illiterate voters’ marginalisation. 

In this age of technology, is it right to assess whether a person is literate in relation to his 

education? The adoption and penetration of technology is growing in Pakistan and a year 

ago, there were 164.9 million users of mobile phones dialling numbers, passing messages, 

carrying out calculations, etc. Surely familiarisation with this technology has made them 

literate enough to punch a button on a voting machine. IT skills and digital knowledge 

are growing all over the world, and as more and more people start operating within the 

envelope of technology, their trust of manual systems will diminish and so will their trust 

in organisations like the ECP which refuse to move ahead. The Election Commission of 

Pakistan and all the stakeholders should embrace electronic voting, not fight it. 
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CPEC — facts and 

fog 
By Inam Ul Haque 

Last week, in “CPEC: Understanding the Behemoth — Facts and Myth”, we covered the 

conceptual framework of the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC). This week, we 

continue to discuss the ‘eight core areas’ of the agreed CPEC architecture. CPEC has strong 

focus on social development, population welfare and poverty alleviation along its 

command areas… unlike any other programme of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 

World Bank etc. 

The first core area deals with the ‘integrated transportation system’, including 

construction/development of Kashghar-Islamabad, Peshawar-Islamabad-Karachi, Sukkur-

Gwadar and Dera Ismail Khan-Quetta-Sorab-Gwadar road infrastructure. CPEC will 

expand the capacity of existing railway lines (specifically the strategic Main Line (ML-1) 

besides new projects and modernise railways.  

The Gwadar City Master Plan comprises Gwadar city, port, a new international airport and 

corresponding transport system, the construction of East Bay Expressway and enhancing 

the effectiveness of Gwadar Free Zone to promote social progress and economic 

development.  

Second, is ‘information network infrastructure’. This includes construction/operation of 

local communications (broadcast and TV networks), strengthening bilateral information 

and communication to synchronise construction of ‘information, road and railway 

infrastructure’. It also contains laying of cross-border optical fiber and ‘backbone optical 

fiber networks’ in Pakistan, besides upgrading Pakistan’s network facilities, national data 

center and the second submarine cable landing station. Pakistan is to adopt China’s 

Digital Terrestrial Multimedia Broadcasting (DTMB) standard.  

This core area aims to improve Pakistan’s Information Communication Technology (ICT) 

— enabled development like e-government/e-commerce; electronic monitoring of 

borders and safe city projects; and building IT industrial parks and IT industry clusters. 

Human resource and technology exchange is inbuilt in these programmes.  

Third, cooperation in ‘energy related’ fields. It spans collaboration in oil and gas, 

electricity/power grids, construction of major thermal power, hydropower, coal-

gasification and renewable power generation projects. It supports ‘power transmission 

networks’ to enhance ‘power transmission and supply reliability’. This entails construction 

of high-voltage power grids, power transmission and distribution networks and 

developing the related industry to manufacture the entire range of energy sector 

equipment. This area is especially critical, as the enhanced power produced by WAPDA — 
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under its agile leadership — needs to reach the end-user, to be encashed… boosting 

industrial production and revenues.  

Catering especially to the Chinese hunger for fossil fuel, the long term plan (LTP) agreed 

to diversify oil supplies and cooperate in developing oil/gas resources and research. It 

develops storages along the CPEC route. Other initiatives comprise optimising Pakistan’s 

coal-sourcing and utilisation; developing surface-coal gasification, expansion of the coal 

mining sector; developing wind and solar enabled energy supply sources; promoting river 

planning and preparatory work for major hydropower projects. However, this area at 

inception, missed building large water reservoirs, that needs to be included.  

Fourth, ‘trade and industrial parks’. This core area targets textile and garment industry for 

quality improvement, value addition, competitiveness and efficiency improvement to help 

Pakistan’s exports and enhance mutually beneficial regional cooperation. Special 

economic zones (SEZs) are envisaged in all Pakistani provinces/regions and in China 

(Kashghar Economic and Technological Development Zone and Caohu Industrial Park).  

China resolves cooperation with the Pakistani industry… from assembling imported 

parts/components to localised manufacture besides Chinese investment for development 

of energy-efficient industry. China shall promote industrial cooperation in sectors like 

chemical/pharmaceutical, engineering goods, agriculture, iron/steel, light manufacturing, 

home appliances and construction materials etc. The focus is to use energy-efficient and 

environmentally-friendly processes/equipment, helping Pakistan’s exports. 

Both sides agreed to increase exploration and development of mineral resources, setting 

up mineral processing zones and industries, besides expanding trade logistics, business-

to-business (B2B) relations, bilateral and balanced trade structure. LTP envisages 

establishment of special customs supervision areas along CPEC, to achieve information 

docking and standardised data exchange, enhancing trade facilitation. 

Fifth, ‘agricultural development and poverty alleviation’. This area encompasses biological 

breeding/production/processing, storage/transportation, infrastructure construction, 

disease prevention and control, water resources utilisation and land development etc. ICT-

enabled agriculture and marketing of agricultural goods is expected to develop 

systematic, large-scale and standardised agricultural industry. 

The core area focuses on upgrading agricultural infrastructure like water-saving 

techniques, modern agricultural zones, increasing productivity of medium/low-yield land, 

and strengthening drip irrigation technology. Both sides are to cooperate in crop farming, 

livestock breeding, forestry, food growing, aquatic and fishery etc. 

Cooperation is to extend to areas such as improving post-harvest handling, storage and 

transportation of agricultural products; innovation in marketing and sales models; 

improving water resource operation/management; developing pastoral areas and deserts; 

application of remote sensing technology; cooperation in production of pesticides, 

fertilizer, machinery and support services like agriculture education and research; and 
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collaborate in forestry, horticulture (and horticulture products), fisheries and livestock 

medicines and vaccines. 

Sixth, ‘tourism’. Both countries agree to exploit the tourism potential of regions along 

CPEC, especially the China-Pakistan border areas, coastal belt and across border. LTP 

encompasses improvement in quality of bilateral tourism services like public information, 

transportation and security protection. 

Tourism follows “2+1+5” spatial structure; with ‘two centers’ (Karachi and Gwadar), ‘one 

axis’ (coastal tourism development belt) and ‘five tourist zones’ of Jiwani/Gwadar tourism 

zone, Jhal-Jhao, Ormara, Sonmiani and Keti Bander… connected through a ‘tour route’ 

and themed on coastal leisure and vacationing. 

Seventh, ‘social development and non-government exchanges’. This core area constitutes 

cooperation between local governments, NGOs, people-to-people friendship and social 

development in cities along CPEC. This shall provide an enabling social environment for 

CPEC projects, especially in restive Balochistan. Node cities are to benefit from China’s 

new urbanisation concepts like public transport, water supply and drainage systems 

through pilot projects, utilising China’s strength in technology, equipment, and capital. 

Training programmes for Pakistani officials, parties, local government representatives and 

students — from regions along CPEC — are planned in China, besides cultural exchanges. 

Educational and research institutions are to cooperate in knowledge, technology transfer 

and R&D. LTP plans social/economic development cooperation, medical assistance and 

vocational training for communities. 

Drought prevention and disaster relief cooperation through comprehensive planning of 

water resources and river-basin development, utilisation, conservation and protection, are 

some other areas planned, that directly affect public livelihood and welfare. 

Eighth core area is ‘financial cooperation’. LTP emphasises a multi-layered cooperation 

and policy coordination covering financial reform, opening-up, innovation of financial 

products/services and risk mitigation to create conducive financial environment. It 

includes monetary cooperation between central banks and financial regulatory agencies; 

implementing and expanding existing bilateral currency swap arrangements; assigning 

foreign currency to domestic banks to support project-financing; and encouraging 

payment settlement in RMB and rupees, to reduce reliance on third-party currency. 

Cross-Border Inter-Bank Payment System (CIPS) is used for clearing/settlement and 

promoting free but orderly flow of capital. China supports Pakistan’s cooperation with the 

Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB). Both sides encourage loans from international 

banks and seek improved cross-border credit system and financial services like export 

credit, project financing, syndicated loan, trade finance, financial lease, business in RMB, 

assets management and e-banking, etc. 

Cooperation between financial markets like stock exchanges, securities markets besides 

multi-currency direct financing of Pakistan’s central/local governments and direct 
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financing of projects (in each other’s capital markets) is agreed upon. Gwadar Port Free 

Zone is to benefit from the experience of Shanghai Pilot Free Trade Zone. 

The story continues. 

Published in The Express Tribune, May 27th, 2021. 
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Whispering of the 

empires: Turkey, 

Iran and Pakistan 
By Haris Iqbal 

Is our past connected to the present and future? Ibn Khaldun answered in his famous 

book, Muqaddimah, that “surface history is no more than information about political 

events, dynasties and occurrences of the remote past, elegantly presented and spiced 

with proverbs”. Thus, it seems it’s futile to make any connections about the past history 

of nations with their present and future conditions. Ibn Khaldun continued in his answer 

that “the inner meaning of history involves an attempt to get at the truth, subtle 

explanations of the causes and origins of existing things and deep knowledge of the how 

and why of events”. It is this deeper meaning of history which can help in understanding 

the contemporary Islamic world and the formation of its major, regional powers which will 

define its future. 

The Ottoman, Safavid and Mughal empires defined the course of the Islamic world in the 

Middle Ages. The Ottomans under Suleiman the Magnificent (1520-1566), the Safavids 

under Shah Abbas (1571-1629), and the Mughals under Shah Jahan (1592-1666) had 

reached the zenith of their respective empires. After the passage of the 15th century, all 

started their eventual journey of slow disintegration which ultimately led to the formation 

of nation states. Does the glorious past of these empires have any whisperings about the 

present and future of the Islamic world? 

We will first start with the Republic of Turkey which is the inheritor of the Ottoman Empire. 

The current President, Recep Erdogan, and his ruling AK Party draws inspiration from the 

Ottoman legacy. Turkey recently gave citizenship to 30,000 Ahiska Turks and 150,000 

Syrians. This is an important marker as it implies that Turkish citizenship is not just 

reserved for ethnic Turks. Since it is an inheritor of an empire, people of former provinces 

of the empire are part of its citizenry as well. It is also why Turkey has been actively 

involved militarily in former Ottoman provinces of Azerbaijan, Cyprus, Iraq, Libya and 

Syria. In the future, as Turkey continues its resurgences to its former glory the geopolitical 

implications will be immense for the Islamic world. 

The second state is the Islamic Republic of Iran which is the inheritor of the Safavid Empire. 

The overthrow of the Shah of Iran in 1979 can be attributed to the resentment of its 

people who started to see Iran as a vassal state. Iran currently plays a key role in the affairs 

of Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Yemen which echoes its legacy from the past. In the future, 

Iran will remain an important regional power. 

The third and last state is the Islamic Republic of Pakistan which is the inheritor of the 

Mughal Empire. It is this historical legacy that still ignites debates about the identity of 
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Pakistan as a conventional nation state or an ideological unique state. This explains 

Pakistan’s transnational foreign policy where it takes a leadership role in international 

problems such as Islamophobia in the West and the Israel-Palestine issue. Internally, a lot 

of policies which define Pakistan’s identity can be explained from its historical legacy. For 

example, why did the early leaders of Pakistan insist on Urdu as the national language 

which was not the language of any ethnic groups in the country? Why did the national 

poet, Allama Mohammad Iqbal, have a global outlook with the majority of his work in 

Persian instead of in Urdu? Why is Pakistan more receptive to introduce the Arabic 

language in its national curriculum? Why do the Turkish series of Ertugrul and Magnificent 

Century have such a strong resonance in the country? I argue that it is the multicultural 

yet Islamic legacy of the Mughal Empire which allows the country to look beyond its 

borders and aspire for something greater than a conventional nation state. 

Published in The Express Tribune, May 27th, 2021. 
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What future holds 

for Palestinians? 
By Talat Masood 

When a country or a people engaged in a struggle for survival and asserting their rights 

undergo a mega crisis of the magnitude that was witnessed in the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict, and the sufferings the latter bore, it is time to step back and take stock of what 

lies ahead. In short, the Palestinians have to assess the strength and weaknesses of their 

own and that of their mortal adversary who is determined to reduce them to an enslaved 

status. 

This is not the last round or the end of the conflict. For the naked Israeli aggression against 

the Palestinians was not the first nor is it going to be the last. It is one episode of a long 

running war where Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, overconfident with the country’s 

military might and unlimited tacit support from major powers, will continue to wage. It is 

also a war that goes on in many different ways even when the guns are silent, by 

containment to weaken the adversary. The saddest, cruelest and the most highly 

unacceptable aspect of Israel’s aggression is that it has a beginning but no end. Moreover, 

it does not consider or treat the Palestinians as normal citizens and brazenly defies all 

human and well-established behavioural norms. It has usurped Palestinian legal rights as 

citizens and indulges in prejudices that do not behoove of civilised behaviour to say the 

least. What is most disappointing and tragic is that the United States and the West 

overlook these major policy aberrations for expedient gains. With advanced technology, 

military might and unquestioned support of Washington and the western countries, Israel 

has studiously planned to push the Palestinians from their land and that of their ancestors. 

This it has planned to execute by initially squeezing their living space, making existence 

unbearable by applying relentless pressure and abandoning the two-state solution. 

True, not that long ago, Jews were subjected to the most inhuman treatment and even a 

genocide but not by Muslim countries but by the West. Regrettably, the focus of 

retaliation and pent-up hatred seems to be misdirected against the Palestinians. Of 

course, the Jews consider that they inhabited the land in the distant past but this is merely 

a dressing to justify its aggression. The same argument holds equally true for Palestinians, 

in fact, even more convincingly. 

The most tragic aspect is that due to the acute differences between Saudi Arabia and Iran 

the Muslim countries are deeply divided. A few years ago, it would have been simply 

unimaginable that the Arabs would abandon the cause of the Palestinians and side with 

Israel or remain indifferent to their plight as the Arab-Iran confrontation has a higher 

strategic priority. Furthermore, most of the Middle Eastern kingdoms are politically, 
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economically and militarily dependent on the West and cannot take positions that run 

counter to their immediate vested interests. 

The support to Israel by the West serves multiple purposes due to their converging 

interests. Besides, the US is so engrossed with the Chinese rising threat that Palestine is 

more of a distraction and all it wants is that the conflict does not get out of control. 

Another major factor that cannot be overlooked while assessing the Palestine-Israel 

conflict is the prevalence of prejudice against the Muslims in general at the global level. 

This applies not only to Christian countries but also countries like India, Myanmar, Sri 

Lanka and many more. It is not surprising that whereas there were large-scale protests 

and condemnation in several western capitals but the protests were not that significant 

in these countries. 

The Muslim leadership cannot absolve itself of the sharp and continuous decline in their 

collective voice, which is a consequence of its lagging behind in all critical features that 

define the progressive countries of the world today. Whether it be education, health or in 

the field of science and technology, or manufacturing civil or military hard or software, 

the Muslim countries with a few exceptions are heavily leaning on the US or China or 

Russia. Perhaps their decline is another reason for the world to exploit them so easily. 

According to Nicholas Kristof, a highly respected journalist of The New York Times, 

Netanyahu, by being able to get support from evangelical Christians and to an extent 

from American Jews, has strengthened his hard line against Palestinians. It is nothing short 

of acute discrimination if not apartheid, if we dispassionately examine the treatment 

meted out to the Palestinians in the occupied territories. They are denied their 

fundamental rights in their own country. They are denied their right to vote, their lands 

are forcibly usurped and given away to Jewish settlers. In short it is the cruelest form of 

colonisation. And the other dark side of this saga is that seldom do the western or Muslim 

countries, apart from a few exceptions, speak up and raise their concern. Unfortunately, 

the animosity of certain Arab rulers for Iran far outweighs their interests in Palestine. It 

seems that the Arab kingdoms consider Palestine a lost cause and a fait accompli. The 

divide within the Muslim countries is a blessing for Israel. The civil war in Syria and its 

adversarial relations with Saudi Arabia, the Shia-Sunni divide in Iraq and the Yemen civil 

war are pulling down these already battered countries and allowing Israel to dominate 

the region and deal with each of them individually. Iran does stand up against Israel and 

has been the main supporter of Hamas and Hezbollah. But the country is presently 

constrained by severe international sanctions and its adversarial relations with the US and 

Saudi Arabia. 

Pakistan and Turkey have raised voice against Israel’s aggression at the UNSC and other 

international forums but much more is needed to rescue and support the beleaguered 

Palestinians. Israel having inflicted severe damage on Gaza it would take years to recover 

and rebuild so an uneasy calm is likely to prevail. The question is: should this cycle of 
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violence, followed by a lull, make the world shift its attention away from it until the next 

round with more fatalities and greater misery for the Palestinians? 

Published in The Express Tribune, May 26th, 2021. 
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Words that we 

remember 
By Atle Hetland 

You probably remember the witty French writer, philosopher and historian, Francois-

Marie Arouet (1694-1778), better known as Voltaire, his ‘non de plume’. He reportedly 

said, “I disagree with what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it.” 

Whether Voltaire really said it or not, it gives insight into Voltaire’s thinking and that of 

many others at the time before the French Revolution in 1789-1799. People were 

struggling for better working and living conditions. The intellectuals put words to the 

issues and the struggles; people no longer wanted those in power to interpret and define 

right and wrong. The king, the nobility, the politicians, the church, and others high up 

should not decide all, ordinary people and intellectuals wanted a say. 

Another French philosopher and scientist, who lived much of his life in the Dutch Republic, 

Rene Descartes (1596-1650), said something that is indeed important to remember, 

especially today when we believe so strongly in science and our own ability to reason: “If 

you would be a real seeker after truth, it is necessary that at least once in life you doubt, 

as far as possible, all things.” 

Then I have landed at the main topic of my article today, notably Bob Dylan’s many 

famous words, sounds and metaphors, indeed about issues related to war and peace. He 

turned 80 this week on Monday, May 24, 2021. 

In 2016, Bob Dylan won the Nobel Prize in Literature for his countless contributions to 

music and letters over the last fifty years. It was a controversial award although he had 

been on the list even in the 1990s. Some people thought a folk singer and popular singer 

could not really be a poet, yet a top one. In his impressive work in songs and articles, he 

deals with important existential and philosophical issues as well as everyday issues. 

Folksingers, singers of genres, poets, writers of prose, musicians, and artists in other fields, 

often show us more of the world around us than the authorised thinkers and experts. They 

simply see and tell us what they have seen—not as scientists, but as artists. They don’t 

give us the complete answers, but they shed light on issues, and they get us to think and 

paint on our own canvas. 

In his Nobel Lecture, Bob Dylan drew attention to the many people he had learnt from, 

beginning with the young singer Buddy Holly (1936-1959), whom he admired and had 

the opportunity to listen to in person just a few days before he passed away in a plane 

crash. Bob Dylan listed writers of prose and poetry. He gave titles of many books and 

songs that had influenced him, including from his grammar school years, when his interest 

for music and words had developed. He also drew attention to the important folk song 

tradition, where poets without names had authored impressive songs. He also said that 

many times, the exact meaning of words and sentences in songs cannot always be 
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explained, but we still remember them. “As long as a song moves you, that’s all that’s 

important. I don’t have to know what a song means”, he said. “Lyrics in songs are meant 

to be sung, not read on a page. The words in Shakespeare’s plays were meant to be acted 

on the stage”, he said. 

In his Nobel Lecture, he also said: “We only see the surface of things. We can interpret 

what lies below any way we see fit.” And then he spoke about lyrics, music, sea voyages, 

wars, suffering, working class people, religion, truth, modern life, the past, and all the 

other things that are universal and individual to all human beings. He even mentioned the 

old Greek philosophers and what we can learn from them, yet we live in the time and 

place where we are, and only we walk the road that we walk. He has asked so many 

questions, touched upon so many issues, and he makes us think and reflect, and dream, 

too, in his famous songs, where we often remember titles, words and even full sentences. 

But Bob Dylan doesn’t give the full answers; that he leaves to each of us. I don’t know if 

you have listened to Bob Dylan’s songs, or if you were ever that they were this when you 

listened, and some words, moods and sentences burned into your mind. Many of his most 

cherished songs came in the 1960s, when he was just in his twenties. Let me list a few: 

‘Blowing in the Wind’, ‘Forever Young’, ‘When the Ships Come In’, ‘World Gone Wrong’, 

‘False Prophet’, ‘A Hard Rain’s Gonna Fall‘, ‘Don’t Think Twice, It’s Alright’, and many, many 

others from a highly productive poet and thinker—having created words that we 

remember. 

If you are not familiar with Bob Dylan’s songs, or you want to refresh your memory, it is 

easy nowadays with Google and YouTube. But let me still quote a few lines from one song, 

namely ‘Blowing in the Wind’ from 1963: “How many roads must a man walk down before 

you call him a man? How many seas must a white dove sail before she sleeps in the sand? 

Yes, and how many years can a mountain exist before it is washed to the sea? And how 

many years must some people exist before they’re allowed to be free? Yes, and how many 

times can a man turn his and pretend that he just doesn’t see? The answer, my friend, is 

blowing in the wind”. 

That means that we must learn to listen and think ourselves—to our heart and mind, and 

not let conventions, power and money decide. Descartes said: “Everything is self-evident.” 

And the old Greeks said: “To see is to know.” I am glad that philosophers, poets and 

singers see and interpret issues for us, help us ask questions and search—in words that 

we can remember. 
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