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“Pakistan is a democratic society trapped inside an 
undemocratic state” ... “we are living through Pakistan’s 
moment of democratic struggle.” Adil Najam1

Introduction and abstract
From 9th March 2007 until 18th February 2008 the 
people of Pakistan witnessed an uprecedented spectacle 
of events. It started with the dismissal of the Chief Justice 
of the Supreme Court of Pakistan by the country’s leader 
General Pervez Musharraf. This had happened before in 
Pakistan’s history as early as 2002 although no fuss had 
been created about it by the media at that time. Unlike 
then, this act on 9th March 2007 triggered a series of 
events that spiralled Pakistan from being a US supported, 
military regime to a country whose citizens shouted their 
desire for democracy by voting in elections to restrict 
Musharaff’s political party to an insignifi cant part of the 
new coalition government. 

Privately–owned channels in Pakistan market themselves 
by promising people empowerment through provision of 
truth, something that state–owned media is not credited 
for. Until 2002, there were less than fi ve independent 
television channels broadcasting in Pakistan. By 2007, 
independent Pakistani television channels numbering 
more than twenty, armed with their new found partners in 
other media, decided to make coverage of the deposition 
their prerogative. Thus lawyers protests were given prime 
air time on television, headline space in newspapers and 
a large number of Pakistani, internet-linked networks 
were created or had a change of priorities just so that 
information could be shared globally about the civil 
movement that was slowly taking root in the country. 
Ironically, General Pervaiz Musharraf’s initial policies 
on media had matured private, media organizations 
enough to implement this strategy. However, feeling the 
heat after the March 9 dismissal, on 3rd November 2007, 
Pervez Musharraf imposed emergency on the country 
slapping the media with an ordinance that sought to 
curb most of its freedom and incarcerating most of the 
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senior judges and lawyers who had been at the forefront 
of the restoration protests for the deposed Chief Justice. 
This paper identifi es some strategies employed by 
information networks and shows how they adapted to 
continue informing audiences during the Media Blackout 
that was imposed on 3rd November 2007.

A society developing through freedom 
of media
It was after the 2005 earthquake in the north of the 
country that Pakistanis realized their power through 
organized networking using peer-to-peer contacts and 
information sharing on television and via the internet.

When access to full information was denied after 3rd 
November 2007, a reaction took place in society. By 
then, the Pakistani audience had seen it all; from hidden 
camera recordings showing ruthless gangs fi ring upon 
civilian rallies to images of headless bodies and severed 
limbs after targeted bomb blasts on camera. There 
had been endless television debates on the legitimacy 
of current governments and the ineffi ciency of main 
civic institutions. As the rest of the world portrayed 
Pakistani Muslims as terrorists, perhaps the most liberal 
discussions on Islam were taking place locally.

Theatrics connected to live coverage were being 
exploited fully by producers, politicians, protesters and 
enjoyed as much by audiences all over Pakistan. This 
might have been the fi rst time in history that a democratic 
struggle against the establishment succeeded because 
arm chair revolutionaries turned into angry voters when 
their favourite shows were switched off for three months 
before the elections! 

Protesting the Media Blackout
With the independent media struggling to inform despite 
restrictions, a cumulative agenda emerged in the fi ght for 
freedom of media and the judiciary. The people of the 
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country were re-introduced to the politics of protest after 
almost two decades. Politicians joined in as elections 
were near and votes needed to be accumulated. The 
return on 18th October and the subsequent assassination 
of Benazir Bhutto on 27th December 2008 added fuel to 
the fi re. People were angry at the government. 

During the blackout, the banned news channels continued 
producing programs and transmitting internationally. 
Local audiences in defi ance accessed channel websites 
to view webcasts and news updates round the clock. 
Channel owners protested with black logos on their 
subsidiary channels showing a subscript that stated the 
main channel had been taken off air. Those Pakistanis 
who could afford it put up satellite dishes, those who 
could not just enjoyed the fact that others had done 
so. The ban applied to radio channels that gave news 
updates as well. Radio jockeys were not allowed to take 
calls, frustrating listeners as participatory shows were 
the most popular ones on television and radio. 

Many activist groups amalgamated themselves under 
one name, like the People’s Resistance. Their use of 
internet–based information sharing and sms was crucial 
in recruiting and mobilizing local and international 
members. Since the action was spread all over the 
country, online blogs like Karachi Metroblogging, All 
Things Pakistani and the student operated Emergency 
Times were hot sites with pictures and videos 
complementing the latest stories. Bloggers comments 
accurately refl ected many of the discussions that were 
taking place in offl ine environments as well.

The Pak Tea House in Lahore, which used to be a hub 
for intellectual discussion mostly by members of the 
progressive left movement before the mid eighties 
has been reborn as PakTeaHouse.wordpress.com. It 
is a successful example of an old physical space that 
becomes an ideology for a new generation of Pakistani 
intellectuals. In 2007, the “Pak Tea House is a little 
corner in the blogosphere that will endeavour to revive 
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1 Adil Najam, Politics, Posted on November 5, 2007, “Pakistan: 
Chronology of a Political Meltdown” http://pakistaniat.
com/2007/11/05/pakistan-chronology-emergency-political-
meltdown-musharraf-benazir/

2 http://pakteahouse.wordpress.com/about/

3 Verse by legendary Urdu poet Faiz Ahmed Faiz

the culture of debate, pluralism and tolerance”2. It can 
also be said that maturation of the media in the months 
before 3 Nov 2007 had turned every small tea house 
with cable television into a “Pak Tea House”.

The student body at LUMS, a private management 
university participated vociferously against the 
“emergency” imposed by the President. Through 
their peer–to–peer networks they had access to the 
Pakistani Diaspora and a global audience along with 
local students. A document circulated by them on street 
protest strategies had its origins in Harvard University, 
USA. Stickers, slogan t-shirts, facebook logos, online 
petitions and other newer forms of active protest were 
witnessed as a result of a more image conscious and 
technologically active generation being involved. Street 
graffi ti which is an old form of protest in this country 
was given a new touch by a group of artists from Karachi 
who devised new graffi ti symbols as their contribution 
to the peaceful protests that were taking place all over 
the country.

At the beginning of every rally and candle light vigil 
for restoration of judges and media freedom, poignant 
quotes from Pakistani poets from more than two decades 
ago would be recited. From the progressive writers 
movement in colonial times until now, the poets of 

Pakistan have played a signifi cant role in questioning 
the state for its mistreatment of the people. Many of 
them suffered greatly by being censored or forced into 
exile. Youtube has played a pivotal role in reviving their 
couplets amongst new generations of Pakistanis.

 In order for the media to continue supporting grassroots 
movements, laws which keep ownership of media 
sources non convergent and close to stakeholders, away 
from the hands of foreign buyers, need to be enacted. 
Audiences need to be able to differentiate between 
gimmickry and truth. Above all, the media needs to be 
neutral, responsible and free.

We shall see
Certainly we, too, shall see

That day which was promised,
Which was written in God’s ink

We shall see3


