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Gen Kayani’s address to a batch of army officers on November 5 has stirred up a storm within political circles and the media. While varying interpretations have been put forward on what the general stated and what he implied, the address may be seen as an expression of the evolution that our society and polity are in throes of.

 

The 19th century German philosopher Georg Hegel famously described tension of opposites – the dialectics as he would term it – as the underlying force in the march of history, the rise and fall of nations and growth of civilisations. Every idea and every situation (called thesis) invariably gives rise to its opposite or antithesis. In the course of time, the two merge into a synthesis, which creates its own antithesis.

 

In a controversial situation, says Hegel, each side considers itself to be totally in the right and its antagonist wholly in the wrong. However, in point of fact, each side is partly wrong and partly right. But being right or wrong is merely an academic question. What’s important is the antagonism, which, though painful, leads to a new and higher situation. On the other hand, “Periods of happiness,” in the words of the German sage, “are empty pages in history, for they are the periods of harmony, times when the antithesis is missing. What is left to life is simply habit, activity without opposition.” 

 

Seen from this perspective, the clash of adversaries is to be welcomed rather than feared, encouraged rather than shunned. Which side wins or loses, thrives or gets decimated, is beside the point. What matters is the fact that the clash is both a necessary and desirable step in the evolution of society.

 

History then, according to Hegel, advances in terms of conflict, which is always good. One may not see eye to eye with the Hegelian view that conflict is always good. However, it is hard to deny that conflict is not inherently bad. Conflict, it must be admitted, has been a powerful instrument through which history advances and societies transform. But for the strife among adversaries, we would not have seen the Renaissance and the Reformation or the Glorious (1688), French (1789), Russian (1917) and Chinese (1949) revolutions. However, the change produced by a conflict can be a change for the better or the worse; it may usher in development or decadence, growth or decay, progress or regression, order or chaos, peace or mayhem, greater harmony or discord.

 

One may look at Gen Kayani’s statement as well as that of the chief justice of Pakistan, incidentally issued on the same day, from a Hegelian perspective. The statements reflect the predicament of the Pakistani society, where democracy is struggling to take root, where attempts are being made – feeble though they may seem at present – to bring the high and mighty to the book, and establish rule of law and a progressive, liberal society. However, such endeavours are generating, as they always do, stiff opposition from forces that have high stakes in preservation of the status quo.

 

Down memory lane, the political system of Pakistan has been dominated by the armed forces, which have directly ruled during half of the country’s history and have been the power behind the throne for the remainder of the time. There was a time when even mild criticism of the forces was looked upon as too daring a venture, and bringing serving or retired generals in the dock was pretty much out of the question. The defence expenditure long remained a closed book and any public discussion of what it entailed was strictly prohibited. The secrecy regarding the working of the agencies was religiously guarded and no one had any clue as to what they were up to. The media sang the praises of those in command of the destiny of the people, who had no access to the other side of the picture.

 

Likewise, the executive has sought, with success, to control the other two organs – the judiciary and parliament. The courts have been made to put their seal on the illegal and illegitimate actions of those in power, both civilians and men in uniform, including suspension and subversion of the constitution.

 

However, things are changing, with events taking place that were well-nigh inconceivable in the not-too-distant past. We have a judiciary which, despite all its failings, is asserting its independence and is not shy of bringing the high and mighty to the book. The generals, in or out of uniform, are being made to account for their acts of omission and commission. Efforts are being made to take the lid off the mysterious activities of the agencies. The defence budget is now largely an open book, whose size and content are a subject of intense public discussion and criticism. Courtesy the growth of the private sector media, the people know that there’s much more than, and a lot different from, what is presented and projected by the state controlled media.

 

Tensions, conflicts and clashes are bound to crop up amid such changes. Individuals, institutions and nations hate to lose their power and privileges and don’t approve of the attempts to divest them of what they think they are entitled to. During the 17th century, the absolute monarchy in England resisted with all its might and main the attempts to be made constitutional. But in the end, it had to give in. Similar attempts were made with similar results in many other European countries in subsequent centuries. The point to note is that the transition of power among nations as well as institutions is fraught with difficulties and dangers. One side may be so keen to assume power and assert its authority that it can’t wait. The other side may be so addicted to power that it can’t bring itself to cede it. The freedom of expression is also open to misuse. This is especially true for a country like Pakistan with a strong tradition of authoritarianism and absence of the rule of law.

 

The key message in the COAS’ statement is that the judiciary and the media basking in their new found freedom need to desist from over-reaching themselves and exercise restraint while calling to account the present and retired top brass of the armed forces. One can debate whether such remarks are warranted. However, coming as it does from the head of an institution that has been easily the most powerful player in the country’s political arena, the message is hardly surprising. It simply reflects the opposition that invariably arises when the established power centre is challenged.

 

During the last one decade, we have also witnessed intense antagonism between the judiciary and the executive for similar reasons. The judges maintain that they have the last word when it comes to the interpretation of the law and the constitution, whereas the executive accuses them of overstepping their mandate. Again, which side is in the right is open to debate. The important thing, however, is the conflict underlying the relations between these institutions.

 

Conflict, being an essential element of change, may be inevitable but its outcome is difficult to predict. Therefore, it remains to be seen whether the conflict between national institutions will usher in a brighter future or push the nation back into the past.
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