A vibrant civil society
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A WORLD BANK economist of Pakistani origin recently observed during a top bureaucrat’s elitist dinner that he had never seen so much despondency in the drawing rooms of Islamabad before. I could not help responding that to me it was a sign of hope, beaming with optimism.

If the thick-skinned, insensitive top bureaucracy could ‘feel’ for matters other than personal advancement and express such feelings, however privately, this held a promising prospect for a maturing polity.

Historically, the demand for public good — democracy, governance, equity, justice — has rarely been voiced by the vast majority of the patient people of this country. Public good has been the supplier’s benefaction; it has been doled out in a manner, in a measure and at a time considered appropriate by the establishment — the sole supplier of governance. Demand for public good, though, has been used by political parties as propaganda at opportune times to acquire public support in their quest for a share in government, trying to grab the small crumbs of political authority (and opportunity of loot and plunder) on offer by the establishment.

The masses were long desensitised due to impoverishment and disempowerment — economic, political and social. Extracting their daily bread from the jaws of feudal and capitalist monsters was their only concern. Their energies were so consumed in mere physical survival that reactions to other denials would be stifled. On the other hand the elite were generally callous and insensitive as perpetuation of their social, economic and political status has been directly linked to patronage from the rulers. However enlightened the elite may have been, they were less than moderately interested in voicing their perceptions of the social lot of the majority.

Over the decades, therefore, the citizens’ demand for freedom and justice has been too feeble to influence the suppliers of governance who closeted themselves in strongly protected chambers of authority, insulated from the plight of the subjects.

But the last full nine months of 2007 revealed a new Pakistani civil society — ripened and blossoming, vibrant and bursting into activity. It has been persistently demanding public good and integrity of institutions. Months of demonstrations have been sustained. Dissent today is being practised and is fashionable.

The most important phenomenon is the composition of these dissenters. They essentially comprise the elite middle classes, enjoying the socio-economic benefits of education and vertical social mobility. Traditionally these were people quietly going about their businesses, trying to meander their way forward, and upwards, in a labyrinth of corrupt public services. Historically they kept apolitical public faces, lest they annoyed the facilitators of financial nourishment.

Suddenly this year they seem to have broken away from the shackles of caution, pragmatism, convenience and individual security and appear to be enjoying a tryst with good citizenship, mindful not only of their rights but also of their obligations. Civil society is coming of age.

Commentators and sociologists have attempted dissections of the anatomy of this dissent. Some have lamented the lack of numbers — these have been in scores and hundreds and not in thousands and hundreds of thousands. The absence of representatives of the majority — farm and industrial labour, urban and rural poor — has been noticed and noted. As usual conspiracy theories as to the why and how of these displays are in abundant circulation. And we cannot, and need not, accept or reject any of these theories. In a country where so much secrecy shrouds ‘public’ affairs, anything is possible. But is that relevant?What is relevant is that the privileged of this country are willing to stand up and be counted. It is not the feudal lords and the fascists parading their rented subjects, for some demand, acclaim or celebration. It is the educated and financially stable who have discovered freedom of conscience. In the past they may have been prisoners of their own well-being, vulnerable to the stick of the state and happy with the carrots laid their way. Even the students joining the recent dissent come from affluent backgrounds and prestigious schools, and are not the dogma-driven goons traditionally claiming all campus power.

Institutions in Pakistan have not been attacked, or denuded of authority and integrity, for the first time. But never before did civil society react with such vehemence and steadfastness. How has the change come about?

No doubt the poorly managed, and sometimes totally unnecessary, events engineered by the government provided an opportunity and precipitated a reaction. But the moment was admirably — and miraculously — seized by the lawyers, the most vocal members of civil society and perhaps the most organised. They provided a platform which beckoned every stakeholder to participate in their demand for freedom of the judiciary. The historian of tomorrow will recognise the role of Aitzaz Ahsan in a deft display of leadership that triggered the unleashing of the public voice. Today he stoutly stands atop the high moral ground, for adoration and emulation as a role model. But events and the lawyers found a civil society ready and willing for this moral uplift.Credit for this vibrancy of civil society goes in no mean measure to the policies and person of President Musharraf between 2000 and 2006. Wittingly, or perhaps unwittingly, he provided space and strength to civil society. Perhaps he regrets that now, as convenience rather than conviction may have compelled his overtures. An enlightened civil society was courted as an alternative to obscurantism.

A more independent civil society is also a result of the economic policies of that period which were shaped and moulded by international events and donors’ influence. An enlarged electronic media with initially unregulated private enterprise has tremendously strengthened and emboldened civil society.

Privatisation, hectic consumerism-based economic activity and well-funded NGOs have created a new class of social elite whose economic sustenance is not directly linked to state largesse. These comparatively younger members of civil society are naively undeterred by the stare of the agencies. Will they discover their naïveté to their grief? Maybe the genie is out of the bottle now. To the shock and dismay of the establishment and the stunned disbelief of the common man, civil society promises a future for this country.

In spite of the superpower’s intentionally circulated designs for pruning Pakistan’s geography; in spite of our political bosses discarding the grey and dividing us between black and white; and in spite of our politicians considering us ordinary pawns in the game of power, if this country will survive in the form known to us, it will be due to a vigilant, vibrant and vociferous civil society compelling the entire citizenry to guard the substance of our existence.

The politicians are quick to notice these winds of internal change. Already political leaders are masquerading their understandings and deals with the establishment behind articulate demands that are in harmony with public feelings — be it support for rule of law, inviolability of the judiciary or public accountability.Let the future rulers of this country — civil or military, feudal or populist, indigenous or imported, real or planted — beware. It may not be a matter of weeks or months (the next government may wear the same designer label as the last), but in no more than a very few years the demand for freedom, good governance and institutional integrity will be impossible to suppress.

