Emergency or martial law?
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GEORGE Orwell understood both tyranny and language very well. One of his many insights in this context is that tyrannical governments change the meaning of words. The most recent example of such a distortion is the term ‘emergency’. For, what is called ‘emergency’ in Pakistan today is actually some kind of martial law.

Emergency, as defined by the 1973 Constitution of Pakistan, is imposed on account of war or grave internal disturbance which provincial governments cannot control (Articles 232, 233 and 234).

However, there is no war going on. As for the suicide bombings, they cannot be controlled by any declaration of emergency. Indeed, they also took place on the day after the ‘emergency’ was imposed. The other relevant point is that only the president may issue a proclamation of emergency and not the army chief. The latter does, however, impose martial law (which, again, is not allowed by the Constitution). In short, the situation now is some variant of military rule martial law.

Surely we have become rather good at not calling a spade a spade since the days of Ayub and Yahya, even Ziaul Haq. For they called martial law just plain ‘martial law’. Ayub even called his coup just plain ‘coup’ though, of course, he also claimed it was a revolution. Yahya called it a deliverance from misrule and a prelude to elections. Zia went one better and called it the ‘protection of the chadar and the chardiwari’ — basically the protection of women and privacy. Now who would object to that?

But General Musharraf surely takes the cake because he invented the term ‘countercoup’ for his coup. All the dictionaries say that a coup is carried out against those who legitimately hold power. But here was a prime minister carrying out a coup against an army chief and the poor army chief, with his back to the wall, merely resorted to a ‘countercoup’. And now we have an ‘emergency’.

What has this achieved? Well, it has removed the judges of the Supreme Court who could have barred General Musharraf from the presidency. The first attempt to remove the judicial impediment came on March 9. This did not succeed because, for a change, the lawyers stood up against it. The Chief Justice returned in triumph but the judges seemed to have been divided or cowed until the Supreme Court again gave statements which indicated that it would not let General Musharraf become the president while in uniform. This new impediment was removed by the present proclamation of ‘emergency’.

What else was achieved? Well, the media was muzzled. The private channels went off air and, if they return, they will probably be much more restrained than they were during the judicial crisis.

Those who believed that the media was given (note the word ‘given’) unprecedented freedom ought to know now that it was given this only as long as the powers that be were not threatened too much. As soon as they were, as we noticed from March this year, the media was subjected to various draconian black anti-freedom laws. Several channels were taken off air and some saw their premises attacked. Freedom is not really freedom until there is such a strong civil society that it ensures that nobody can curb it.

The next question is: who is the loser? Well, we are the losers. We, the people of Pakistan, are the obvious losers as our freedom is curbed. Whenever we are forced to acquiesce in power, whenever we face violence, the culture and habit of democracy withers away. It is a fragile plant, democracy; and it is nurtured by a free press, constitutional freedoms, brave judges and rulers who respect citizens.

Of course, globalisation and the press barons played their role in achieving what freedom we had, and the government, hoping to get a liberal image, helped all along but that is not all. We have had a tradition of some very intrepid, very heroic, very honest people among our journalists. We have also had our share of sycophants and those who are looking for the next bribe. But the noble souls are always there; one or two maybe, but they exist.

They took advantage of the relaxed atmosphere at least for the fashionable part of the press and created a bubble of which the rest of us were proud and rightly so. But just as many of us waxed lyrical about our media, the latter was punished, as on Sept 29 in Islamabad. Now there is a clampdown. This will certainly silence some people and that is not a good thing for democracy.

Some may point out that the media will spring back stronger than before. This may be true for some of its members but it cannot be true for all. The truth of the matter is that courage is created — as is cowardice — by political, social and economic conditions.

Some people are naturally very brave but others become brave because bravery is easy for them in their society. Such people — ordinary people like me who are not heroes at all — are cowed by draconian laws. That is why societies where draconian laws remain in force for long periods are never brave or open or articulate. They are closed, secretive and sneaky societies. This, then, is a major loss for the people of Pakistan — the possibility of the reduction of their natural openness and fearlessness.

But there are two scenarios. One is the strengthening of militant forces. These forces operate in the name of religion so they are difficult to oppose anyway. Now that Benazir Bhutto is seen to have supported General Musharraf, the progressive forces will be weakened and the religious forces will be correspondingly strengthened.

The other scenario is that, after years of apathy, progressive forces — students, lawyers, human rights activists — outside the political parties have started speaking up. Their protests are weak and unorganised yet but they represent the possibility of the creation of public opinion against non-democratic rule. It is all the more welcome as some alternative to the political parties may emerge and, for a change, it will be liberal and democratic in nature.

We are citizens and remain so as long as there are rights, laws and courts. When these come to an end we will not remain citizens of a modern, democratic state at all. The subjects of mediaeval states were not citizens because they were ruled by their feudal masters while citizens choose one of themselves to govern them temporarily in accordance with the law. Surely we did not create Pakistan in order to become non-citizens, did we?

