After the verdict


WITH the landmark judgment on the CJ reference case issue delivered after 43 agonising days, it is time all sides sobered up and looked to the future. The time for recriminations and bitterness is over; what lies ahead is the more challenging task of building and strengthening democratic institutions. The judiciary will also have to prove that it will not allow the present state of euphoria to interfere with the norms of justice, especially in an election year when it may be required to sit in judgment on matters of vital constitutional and political significance. The legal community’s struggle shows that the challenges to the rule of law and perhaps to the very essence of democracy can be addressed by legal and constitutional means. Barring some exceptions, where over-enthusiasts among the protesting lawyers behaved in a way that was beneath the dignity of their profession, the campaign against the presidential reference and the treatment meted out to the country’s highest judicial adjudicator was by and large peaceful. The lawyers’ campaign also showed that a noble goal can unite disparate elements in a joint struggle for the good of the nation.

When it comes to strengthening democracy, certain bitter truths must be accepted. It is true that the attacks on democratic institutions have come from dictators. But at times the opposition of the day too behaved in a way that harmed the cause of democracy. Many times in our history, the opposition found itself unable to control the mob fury it had unleashed and rejoiced over a dictator’s fall. The end-result was that, instead of democracy, another dictator took over. Then the process began all over again, often with the same result. We also saw how during the period of political governments — 1988-1999 — the opposition had no other aim except that of overthrowing the rivals’ government. In the process, the politicians had no qualms about appealing to the army to “do its duty” — to usurp power. This short-sightedness must be avoided. Often, our politicians seem to forget that the country’s economic development is not the responsibility of the ruling party alone; it is the joint responsibility of the entire nation, and for that it is the duty of all political parties to focus the nation’s attention on economic development, especially on the acquisition of science and technology, so that the people of Pakistan can enjoy the fruits of modern life. This points needs to be emphasised, because repeated wheel-jam strikes and mob violence have paralysed the economy and discouraged foreign investment and the transfer of technology. Let us also accept the harsh reality that some religious parties have deep sympathy for elements which are behind the current wave of suicide bombings. Opposition to the government’s policies, internal and external, does not mean that one should express it in a way that leads to widespread bloodshed and anarchy and threatens to destroy the country itself. The wave of bombings in recent days has shaken Pakistan to the core. While the government, no doubt, gets a bad name, the acts of terror demoralise the people and send signals that prompt foreign governments to talk of intervening in Pakistan militarily. The horrible consequences of such a possibility should persuade all Pakistanis to unite irrespective of political affiliations and eradicate an evil that is eating into the nation’s vitals.

