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THE tremors produced by the reference against the Chief Justice of Pakistan have been felt in virtually every field of our national life. It has outraged the legal fraternity, and the associations of lawyers, who have tried to act as the vanguard of all movements in Pakistan’s chequered constitutional history for the rule of law, have offered a tough challenge to the process initiated by the reference.

Political parties opposed to the government were struggling to overcome disarray in their ranks with uncertain plans to hold an All Parties Conference. The government campaign to sow the seeds of distrust by leaking news of progress in making a clandestine deal with the People’s Party had made people despair of the political parties acting as an instrument of change. The judicial crisis has provided them with an unexpected opportunity to energise their cadres.

The greatly expanded print and electronic media is passing through an intensely competitive phase; it can survive only by providing credible coverage of matters which arouse popular concern. This is where the government has made its worst miscalculation.

There are several precedents of a similar miscalculation in the contemporary world. From Pinochet to Milosevic, authoritarian regimes have relied heavily on communication technology especially the power of television to overwhelm public opinion. After initial gains, such projects have often backfired. Prominent amongst the reasons of this failure is the irrepressible quest for truth in human beings.

In a long and memorable essay, “The Power of the Powerless”, written in October 1978, Vaclav Havel, the dissident intellectual who became Czechoslovakia’s president after the collapse of communism some 12 years later, wrote that in every one there is some longing for humanity’s rightful dignity, for moral integrity, for free expression of being and a sense of transcendence over the world of existence. He defined the inevitable clash with authoritarian systems with stark simplicity. Life, he argued, “moves towards plurality, diversity, independent self-constitution, in short, toward the fulfilment of its own freedom”.

Totalitarian systems, on the other hand, demand “conformity, uniformity, and discipline”. Havel described his struggle and that of fellow intellectuals who were at that time trying to come together as the Committee to Defend the Unjustly Prosecuted as a struggle against a regime that was, in Havel’s own words, captive to its own lies, falsified the future, falsified statistics, pretended not to possess an omnipotent and unprincipled police apparatus, pretended to respect human rights, and pretended to persecute no one.

It is this dichotomy of aims that often gives the media a sense of vocation. This is why at some point of time the project to use it as an instrument of unchallenged power backfires.

Paradoxically, in Pakistan the subjugation of the other forums including parliaments, national civil and military bureaucracies, and business associations to absolute authority has placed a particularly heavy burden on the media.

There has all along been a special self-awareness in the media of being the only effective torch bearer of truth. From the early years when larger-than-life personalities, like the great poet Faiz Ahmad Faiz, took up journalism to assume this responsibility to the present day, there has been a continuous tradition of trying to live up to this high calling.

The struggle to do so has been long and lonely. In more recent years, as the age of information inexorably burst upon us, technology has become an important new factor. Just as power elites try to harness it for their purposes, it also provides an unprecedented counterweight. As airwaves and cyberspace increasingly belong to the market place, the state’s apparatus designed primarily to capture photo-ops and disseminate the authorised word faces a far more robust counterattack.

Then there is the increasing intrusion into the scene of the internet which forces the more formal media outlets to maintain credibility. Access to international websites has added special pages to our newspapers which reproduce news and views that make it extremely difficult for press information departments to hide truth or put a self-serving spin on it.

One of the many surprises brought about by the rapid expansion of private television in Pakistan is the interest in broadcast discussion of national and international issues. It cuts across the social strata and underscores the universal hunger for information and participation. It has been a virtual revelation that even the disadvantaged segments of our population evince as much interest in these debates as the elite. In retrospect, it is not difficult to understand.

Education continues to be a privilege and not a right; it still deepens social polarisation and class cleavages. At least 62 per cent of our adults are illiterate; this figure rises to 77 per cent for adult women. This dismal situation leaves even the best of our newspapers with modest circulation figures and our book publishing industry with pathetically small print orders. But information technology reaches the educated and uneducated alike and helps organise and define their inchoate feelings, thoughts and responses.

Even in our under-developed infrastructure, sound broadcasting reaches 95 per cent of the population and anybody in the trade will testify to the growing interest in news and analysis. Electronic outlets have already given a cutting edge to mass perceptions. The media would increasingly be expected to disseminate information, identify problems and possible solutions, generate new ideas, measure progress, and above all, hold old and new bureaucratic agencies to account.

Empowerment comes to it from a critical outlook and not from compliance with the line given by official spokesmen. Even as the media shapes the attitudes of the people, the people shape the media. The noticeable failure of the publicity organs of the state including its radio and television channels to understand this responsive nexus is cutting into their ratings.

The chaotic scenes projected to a global audience from Islamabad on March 16 showed how inadequately the authorities have understood the present status of the fourth estate. The day marked a distressing stage in the deterioration of relations between the government and the media. As the elected parliament became less and less capable of acting as the custodian of peoples’ rights and the judiciary faced more constraints than before in safeguarding its independence, the media’s watchdog role got heightened. Its expansion attracted a large number of young men and women whose idealism has not yet been jaded.

This is where the official media managers started getting more frustrated: the new information technology was beginning to strike back. At the same time, structural changes in the economy had started reducing dependence on government advertising blunting the weapon that governments have traditionally used against the privately owned media.

The reference about the Chief Justice has demonstrated the unimaginative and uncreative nature of media management in Pakistan. It has underestimated the attention attracted by the seminal events arising out of the reference. For weeks the air was thick with reports and rumours about plans by which the regime would prolong itself. Some judicial decisions had also focused the media on some hitherto unexplored avenues of corruption and abuse of power.

The reference about the Chief Justice was at once dramatic and difficult to interpret. The media met the demand by offering equitable time and space to contending viewpoints and it was not its fault if the government spokesmen had made the disastrous decision to anchor themselves in total denial. What they said was immediately belied by the candid camera available alike to the conventional reporter and the more intrusive TV investigator. Sensing the stakes, the media presented a balanced picture. But obviously the official target was no picture at all if the government alone was not going to determine which picture was to be presented to the people.

Incidents multiplied by the day as major TV channels and newspapers followed similar policies of free reporting and analysis. On March 16, someone’s patience ran out and a particular establishment – the building housing the Jang-News group of newspapers and their flagship TV station in Islamabad – got singled out for punishment. The shockwaves went around the world in real time forcing the president of Pakistan to apologise on line.

This apology by itself is not much of a guarantee that the current drift into fascism would be arrested and reversed. That would need a revolutionary change in the culture of governance. The media has shown an inherent ability to balance freedom and responsibility; it is the insecure and utterly undemocratic ruling elite which does not give up efforts to turn it into a weapon against those who disagree with it.

The people express solidarity with the media when it comes under attack simply because other channels of redress have already been blocked. A reappraisal of the situation should begin by recognising that a vast majority of people want to live in truth when it comes to the collective life of a nation.

Secondly, as seen in different parts of the world, the technique of lies, more lies and still more lies has simply outlived its times. Technology has acquired an iconoclastic edge that cannot be ignored. It has re-opened the old question of the use and abuse of language.

What we have seen in the last few days was that the more glib and audacious the official spokesmen, the greater the public revulsion and media resistance. It is time for all of us to reflect and learn. What is really at stake is whether we can stop the present descent into barbarism.

The writer is a former foreign secretary.
