In defence of rallies
By I.A. Rehman

MISCHIEF is again afoot. The plan is to drive a large number of people out of politics, to abolish the institution of political rallies. This means nothing less than depriving the Pakistani citizens of an important part of their history.

A hallowed method of identifying the culprits behind any crime is to go for its beneficiaries. The indecent haste with which the establishment came out with a ban-all-rallies project, it signed itself as the primary suspect in the Oct 19 carnage case.

By asking the people to choose between security and rallies the authorities have, quite diabolically, diverted public attention from their own failings and instigated a debate on the justification for political processions/rallies. Next they will ask the people to stop travelling by buses because they are being targeted by terrorists. One wonders whether a warning against joining paramilitary forces is to be issued because their members are being kidnapped, tortured and beheaded.

One might not have suspected the bona fides of the authors of the move if one had not known of military regimes’ ingrained hostility to the people’s right to take out a procession, to hold a rally. They have been striving to end rallies with a consistency they have not displayed in any campaign against social evils.

The threat from terrorists is a post-9/11/2001 excuse. But rallies/processions have been disallowed since October 1999. There must have been something prima facie objectionable in the blanket restriction on public gatherings that persuaded the Supreme Court to take note of it (although no relief resulted). The fact is that the Ayub regime disliked public rallies.

The Zia regime could never stomach the sight of rallies, especially after that fateful rally in Lahore in August 1977 that was held as a reception for Zulfikar Ali Bhutto after his overthrow; and the Musharraf regime’s dark record in this regard is too recent to need recounting. The establishment’s intolerance of public rallies has nothing to do with the terrorist threat; it is an essential concomitant of autocracy.

This anti-rally theory can be assailed on several counts. First, on the ground of criminal hypocrisy in banning opposition rallies and not preventing quasi-religious militants from doing so (and, indeed, helping them often). Secondly, suppression of politics and political activity, of which rallies form an essential part, by Ayub created a vacuum that was effortlessly filled by elements operating under the banner of belief. These elements have gained strength throughout the authoritarian regimes in direct proportion to the curtailment of democratic freedoms. And, finally, restrictions on public rallies are one of the most decisive weapons that can be used to deprive the people of their sovereign rights.

Before examining why the people must have a right to rally for their ideas/demands one may refer to the reasons (as far as they can be fathomed) for authoritarian regimes’ hostility to public gatherings.

To begin with, the very idea that the people, especially the poor and illiterate among them, should make demands, instead of obeying their superiors, is alien to the garrison code. Public rallies can give the people a sense of their power which they cannot be trusted with. These rallies can snowball, just as the recent lawyers’ agitation emboldened many a docile sheep to join the black jackets.

Above all, big rallies can spark insubordination among law-enforcement personnel, such as the 1977 incident when two officers refused to order firing on a crowd of protesters in Lahore and some other similar incidents.

How is the holding of political rallies so important to citizens that they should resist the present move to ban them? Some of the reasons can be read in the establishment’s grounds for opposing such demonstrations. Quite a few other reasons can be advanced.

Politics everywhere depends on the oral communication of ideas. This is necessary to sustain a living link between political leaders and the people. It is not enough for government leaders to issue statements on their decisions and policies; they must speak to the people either through the latter’s representatives in parliament or the media. The American president is a notable follower of this principle. (His record in this regard is being threatened by the ambition-driven Punjab chief minister who is obviously exempt from the rally ban.)

In an underdeveloped society, such as Pakistan, a large part of the population does not have access to political leaders through parliaments or media. The press reaches a small part of the population. The electronic media’s huge growth notwithstanding, a sizeable segment of society, especially the underprivileged, does not have the means or the time to benefit from its services. For all such people, public gatherings are the only channel of communication with claimants to their allegiance.

For a variety of reasons, everybody cannot go to a public meeting. A procession, a rally, is thus a means of carrying a public meeting to people who cannot get away from their homes or workplaces. If we had not had processions and rallies most Pakistani women could not have directly seen or heard their leaders.

Public gatherings, processions, rallies are important because they enable people to acquire and retain the qualities of social animals, because in Pakistan, where the space for citizen-government interaction has been greatly reduced, they offer the masses the only possibility of exercising their right to participate in governance and public life.

Rallies are the most direct means of announcing a people’s will. That is why one admires and respects the young people who face batons while protesting at meetings of the international ruling club or WTO rounds. And one can never forget the rally by the US war veterans against the Vietnam war that clinched matters, nor the recent rallies in many world capitals against the unforgivable rape of Iraq.

Rallies are an all-seasons fruit but they are most welcome and most enjoyable around election time. Although rallies have been considerably vulgarised by autocratic rulers who have been using public money to collect audiences, and the bad example is being followed by political parties, they still provide a fair measure of the caravan-organisers’ standing in public.

The myth that crowds at public rallies do not represent a party’s/candidate’s vote-purse was exploded in 1970 and it is kept alive only by the apologists of dictatorship for they have a vested interest in downgrading every expression of the people’s will. To the common citizen, election time rallies are as important as Gallup or exit polls.

This does not mean that the threat from terrorists should be ignored. There is no doubt that this is the most serious danger Pakistan faces today. Failure, even delay, in overcoming this menace will gravely imperil the state.

However, terrorism cannot be managed by extending autocracy’s lease, by avoiding or subverting elections, by banning rallies, or by abridging citizens’ other rights (for instance by increasing the period of detention pending trial). Such actions will amount to retreat before and appeasement of militants and will doubtless make both the state and individuals more vulnerable than ever.

This situation demands much more than the use of blind force. Political parties and other society elements should, of course, take precautions and organise resistance to militancy but the primary responsibility for protecting the life and liberty of citizens lies with the administration. A government that tries to cover up its ineptitude by asking the people to give up their rights will neither be obeyed nor respected.

