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Pakistan’s Justice Revolution

People’s first ever victory against an oppressive State
machinery: March 16 dawned on Pakistan as the
beginning of a new era; when Prime Minister Yusuf Reza
Gilani announced the restoration of Justice Iftikhar
Mohammad Chaudhry as the Chief Justice of the Supreme
Court of Pakistan — the apex court. Pakistan has clearly
crossed an extremely critical threshold; from a state, where
the judiciary traditionally connived with and sanctified
repeated military takeovers to an era that decided to
unconditionally reinstate judges whom former President
General Pervez Musharraf had dismissed after slapping the
state of emergency on Nov 3, 2007. This is the first ever
victory of the Pakistani people by staging a non-violent
civil activism at a mass scale that, in literal terms, defeated
the State tyranny on an issue that was earlier agreed by the
sitting government that represents the Pakistani State at the
moment.

The Centre for Research and Security Studies (CRSS),
Islamabad welcomes this painfully worked out epoch-
making and monumental moment in Pakistan’s history.
The Centre believes the reinstatement of Chaudhry and
others goes beyond a few personalities. It is as much a
rejection of illegal authoritarian actions by a
controversial president as well as the vindication of the
struggle that the lawyers of the country had launched
against the state of emergency and its consequences. It
also blew up the foot-dragging of an elected government
on an issue that in fact helped the ruling Pakistan
People’s Party secure votes from the Pakistani voters.

The restoration will be the best tribute to a large number of
lawyers, human and civil rights’ activists, trade unionists,
and several political parties. The final push came from
Nawaz Sharif, the former Prime Minister, who had decided
to join the lawyers’ protest march that had been set for
March 16 at Islamabad. Sharif’s decision was apparently
also influenced by a Supreme Court ruling that barred him
and his younger brother from holding public offices on
February 25, followed by the Governor’s Rule that
President Asif Zardari imposed in the politically most
influential province Punjab, Sharif’s stronghold.

People’s seven achievements: Regardless of the eventual
package of outcomes in the weeks and months ahead, the
movement, led by barrister Aitzaz Ahsan and his
colleagues Munir Malik, Ali Ahmed Kurd, Lateef Afridi,
Athar Minallah, Justice (r) Tarig, Hammid Khan and
several other selfless advocates, achieved several
milestones for a country that is currently embroiled in
many conflicts, the most important of them being the
consequences of the US-led questionable war against
terrorism.

Firstly, if all goes well, Justice Chaudhry and
several other judges will resume their duties on
March 21. Quite a contrast to the past; in the
previous instances, consigning dissenting judges to
the dustbin of history was an automatic
consequence of the coups. In the latest
unprecedented episode, the rebel judges will
honorably get back to their offices.

Secondly, the successful pressure brought upon
President Zardari, who had until late March 15
ruled out judges’ restoration, demonstrated
political pluralism in the country, whereby
lawyers, the civil society and several political
parties including the Pakistan Muslim League of
Nawaz Sharif stood united all through on a single
issue i.e. restoration of judges. During all this time,
Sharif and Ahsan kept arguing that this issue
symbolized the struggle between the supporters of
the rule of law and an independent judiciary on the
one hand, and those who dismissed this as a “petty
issue being kicked up for the sake of a few
individuals.” “l am not asking for my Punjab
government or revoking my disqualification
verdict, | am only to restore the independent
judiciary that a dictator, General (r) Musharraf, had
illegally and unconstitutionally sacked on
November 3, 2007,” Sharif has been saying.

Thirdly, an all-powerful President is likely to be
an indirect casualty of the victorious march that
had mobilized tens of thousands of people all over
Pakistan and had raised the specter of a bloody
stand-off between the marchers and the
administration in Islamabad. President in Pakistan
symbolizes the State power that usually and
routinely has been used to crush the social dissent
and victimize the masses instead of being an arm
to benefit the citizens. This was the first ever most
serious and direct challenge posed to any Pakistani
president — and the people of Pakistan won.
Zardari’s ~ concession  i.e. allowing the
reinstatement of judges essentially means the
weakening of a powerful and democratically
elected president whose bid for absolute power
through the direct rule in Punjab turned out to be a
political death-knell for him. Within six months of
his elevation to the country’s most powerful office,
Zardari lost vital support both within and outside
the country because of his rush for absolute power.
The President’s desire to grab absolute-power has
manifested itself in more than one ways and latest



of them is the election of Farooq Naek, President’s
legal-eagle, as the Chairman, Senate of Pakistan.

Fourthly, Sharif, once considered a wobbly and
whimsical politician, has rehabilitated himself as a
populist leader by agitating on a single-point
agenda. He declared the cause of an independent
judiciary as a “sacred mission so crucial for the
future of Pakistan.” Sharif had returned home in
November 2007, from his almost eight year old
Saudi Arabian exile and successfully undertook to
establish himself as a leader who wants to put
“Pakistan on the path of constitutionalism and
economic  prosperity  with  sincerity  and
commitment.”

Fifthly, the latest conflict and its positive fall out
in favor of the ousted judges underscores a
diffusion of power centers in Pakistan’s turbulent
politics; while it has taken the movement for civil
liberties and constitutionalism to new levels and
injected confidence nationwide, the outcome also
underlined the erosion of the traditional power
structures symbolized by the feudal ruling elite
and conventional politicians many of whom owed
their presence and rise to the mighty military
establishment. Between Oct 1958, the first military
coup, and Aug 2008, when another coup-maker
resigned, three generals - Ayub Khan (10 years),
Ziaul Hag (11 years) and Pervez Musharraf (9
years) - exemplified the autocratic rule the military
establishment imposed on this country. Each time,
though, the long military rule left deep and
indelible marks on the institution itself because
with it came a new breed of self-serving and
hypocritical breed of sycophants, mostly
politicians and  bureaucrats. “The  March
Revolution,” as most have started calling it, hasn’t
caused any major shake-up in the government. Yet,
Pakistan has its first ever “Justice Revolution.”

The sixth achievement of Pakistan’s struggling
democracy revolves around the role of the lawyers;
when the Supreme Court Bar Association, a body
that represents senior advocates from all over the
country, and its affiliates in the four provinces,
embarked on the mission of reversing Justice
Chaudhry’s suspension by General Musharraf on
March 9, 2007, nobody had ever dreamed of
achieving the objective. A relentless campaign at
home and abroad kept the heat of the movement up
and eventually the lawyers achieved that stands
unparalleled in Pakistan’s history. Political support
of course provided the adrenaline that they had
needed but the foundation was set by the lawyers’
community all across the nation that spoke with

one voice on one point agenda of the reversal of
unconstitutional steps of Gen. (r) Musharraf on
November 3, 2007.

Lastly, the electronic media emerged as another
player in the power structure. Both the government
as well as the non-government remained under the
sharp lenses of private TV channels. On the spot
reporting, leaks from well-meaning government
officials, instant analysis and dissection of
impending moves and interactive programming
kept the government in particular on the defensive,
while the opposition and the lawyers optimally
used the several TV windows available to them.
Despite being on the receiving end by some of the
mainstream channels, the government did not dare
go beyond a brief indirect crackdown, and thus the
flow of audio-video information kept pouring into
households and shopping centers. Even Musharraf
had tried to muzzle the electronic media after
imposing emergency on Nov 3, 2007, but most of
the channels were allowed back on air after a string
of criticism and protests all over the country.

Pakistan’s reportedly largest electronic news
channel, Geo News, took a principled position
and instead of budging against the State
directives, its tickers categorically named the
President Zardari for issuing instructions to
ban the channel all across Pakistan.

Army’s democratic credentials: Ironic indeed but during
the night of the 15" and the 16" Pakistan’s military
actually played an important role in Pakistan’s democratic
evolution; it was the Chief of the Army Staff who brought
Pakistan’s warring democrats to sit across-the-table and
agree on a compromise. While March 16 may symbolize
the victory for the rule of law, the long and arduous
journey to constitutionalism, parliamentary supremacy, the
war against radicalization, and economic progress has just
begun. Whether the nation achieves all that its leaders
would plan for it but one thing is clear: Pakistani nation has
emerged stronger and can now hope for better days with
multiple centers of power, including media and civil
society, on its side.

In fact, Pakistan’s Justice Revolution has just begun.



