Harvest of intemperance
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RELIGIOUS fanatics have no monopoly of extremism. If we look around, we are sure to meet other varieties. Their ranks include even some of those who are out preaching “enlightened moderation.” Extremism is not quite the same as intemperance but they may be regarded as cousins. Intemperance and excess are identical twins.

Passion, even when it is not associated with faith, will also find extremist expressions. President Ronald Reagan’s hatred of communist insurgents in Nicaragua led him to believe that “extremism in defence of liberty” is a great idea. One who has a passion for alcoholic beverages will not be temperate when he has free access to them.

Love that young people feel for each other, faith that admits of no qualification, concepts of honour, belief in the goodness of certain customs may lead to intemperate conduct.

It may be said that we as a people are given to excess. Attention to measure, proportion and balance does not normally form part of our inclination. Prompted by a preference for certitude, we like to be emphatic, categorical.

Outraged by some blatant wrong done by the government of the day, or a third party such as a foreign power, protesters on the street will turn violent and wreak their anger not only on government establishments and agents but on private cars, buses, homes, and stores. Call it extremist, if you will, but it is undoubtedly intemperate conduct.

How are moderates to deal with extremists? One way may be to leave them alone. An orthodox Jew who stays home, does not work, does not even answer his door bell or pick up his phone on Saturday (the Jewish Sabbath) poses no threat to the freedom and tranquillity of his neighbours. That is, if he is willing to be left alone.

But he becomes a menace to their peace if he attempts to force them to do as he does. In that event he will have to be resisted and his force met with force, theirs or that of a public agency.

What if the ruling authority itself is the source of extremist or intemperate conduct? The Saudi policeman who pushes a man on the street into a mosque, because it is prayer time, is acting like a blind fanatic. It is, however, not he but the government he obeys that is the extremist, especially if its regulation in this regard does not have its people’s approval.

The MMA government in our own NWFP wants to follow the Saudi practice, but its enabling legislation, the Hasba bill, does not seem to have general approval, and its enforcement would then be an extremist imposition.

Pliable public officials, more “royalist than the king himself,” are prone to excess in doing their political superior’s bidding. They are, at times, asked to put away some of the regime’s more boisterous opponents. It is not their custom to say that it cannot be done because the targeted person has done nothing unlawful.

They will go to his house, knock on his door, more likely break it down, in the dark of night, wake him up, insult and push around his protesting wife and children, drag him out, shove him into a waiting vehicle, take him away, and confine him in undisclosed quarters. Lately it has become customary for them to suggest that the man may simply have chosen to “disappear” for reasons of his own, and that they have had nothing to do with the matter.

In other cases the police are intemperate because they do not know better. A crime has been committed, they bring in a suspect, picked up on the basis of their own speculation or that of the victim. When their interrogation goes nowhere, they torture him to extract a confession or information. In many instances he dies under torture.

An election is approaching, and the ruling party sends word out to civil and police officials that its candidates must be “enabled” to win. If they won with a margin of a few hundred votes, their victory might appear genuine. It would be seen as fraudulent if they had been “enabled” to win with a huge majority, which would be the case if the riggers had taken the easier option of stuffing the ballot boxes with bogus votes or misreporting the count.

The entire election would then be regarded as dishonest. The officials who rigged it went to excess in carrying out the government’s wishes and, unwittingly, pulled it down in public esteem.

Of essentially the same order is the conduct of the police officers who beat up lawyers and journalists, protesting the suspension of the chief justice of Pakistan, and who forced their way into the offices of a private TV channel, broke up windows and furniture, and manhandled the staff. They acted in this fashion because the TV channel in question had been broadcasting news and pictures that put the present government in a bad light.

That the police action in this case had been excessive and intemperate is evident from the fact that even General Musharraf and his ministers have seen fit to denounce it.

This is pretty much the way our police and security forces act when they feel they have to deal with an agitated crowd. It is not clear why they must confront the crowd at all, especially when it consists of highly educated and normally civil persons such as lawyers and journalists. Their march will probably be much less newsworthy if they are left alone than when they are baton-charged, tear-gassed, and arrested.

Let us now turn to the event that the lawyers and journalists were protesting. According to published accounts, General Musharraf “summoned” Iftikhar Mohammad Chaudhry, the chief justice of Pakistan, to his office in the Army House in Rawalpindi on March 9. The judge could have declined the summons, but since he accepts the general as the president of Pakistan, and since in that role the latter symbolises the country’s sovereignty and majesty, he did answer the call.

The general, in uniform decorated with stars and ribbons, confronted him with allegations of misconduct and, reportedly, called for his resignation. The chief justice denied the allegations and refused to resign, whereupon he was made “non-functional,” detained in the Army House for several hours, during which time the Supreme Judicial Council (two of whose members had been flown to Islamabad from Lahore and Karachi earlier in the day) was called to meet and given a presidential “reference” (bill of accusations) against the chief justice.

In the absence on leave of Justice Bhagwandas, the second most senior member of the Supreme Court, Justice Javed Iqbal was appointed the acting chief justice.

The chief justice was let go towards the evening, but stopped from returning to his office, driven forcibly to his house, and placed under detention there. A large number of police and security personnel surrounded his house and blocked the adjoining streets. He was not allowed to receive visitors or step outside. On March 12, as he proceeded to appear before the Supreme Judicial Council, policemen forced him into one of their vehicles and, in the process, pushed and shoved him and tore his clothes. He arrived at the Supreme Court, where the Council was to meet, dishevelled and distraught.

All of this was needless. General Musharraf could have forwarded the “reference” he is said to have received from the law ministry to the Supreme Judicial Council. One can be sure that the chief justice would have excused himself from participation in its deliberations while it dealt with this reference, because of the obvious conflict of interests.

The Council would then have proceeded under the chairmanship of Justice Bhagwandas after his return from leave. Nothing would have been lost if these proceedings had been deferred for a couple of weeks.

The government’s handling of this case has invited virtually universal condemnation. One may wonder why it chose to act in this manner. It may have been plain thoughtlessness.

Another explanation may be that this is the way military officers act in their own domain, and since they don’t know any other, this is how they act even when they have taken over the government. This explanation is not altogether convincing. I cannot believe men in uniform are incapable of restraint that considerations of balance and proportion may counsel.There is more to this matter than the inclination of an authoritarian ruler to brush aside the niceties of the due process of law, both substantive and procedural. Invested with a monarchical temper and style, he prefers spontaneity to extended deliberation.

Not only does he think highly of himself, cronies and flatterers convince him that he is indeed the master of all he surveys, that he is right in whatever the spirit moves him to do, and that he can get away with it.

This self-perception works to the nation’s detriment in other areas as well. In our own present situation we see that General Musharraf has taken charge of affairs that the Constitution assigns to other functionaries. He has also chosen to be a practising politician. He goes around addressing public meetings and asking his audiences to vote for PML-Q candidates in the next election, because they support him and the good work he is doing. He has been persuaded to believe that the good people of Pakistan love and admire him.

He has apparently not been told that the police in the districts of Gujranwala, Gujrat, Sialkot, and Narowal impounded hundreds of privately owned buses, trucks, and vans to haul persons to his meeting place to provide an “impressive” audience for his speech on March 14. Little does he know that but for the exertions of these officials in his behalf, exertions that amounted to “misconduct and misuse of authority” on their part, he might not have had any audience to speak of.
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