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Whether the government accommodates Maulana Fazlur Rehman’s reservations on the recent amendment to the constitution or agrees to simple assurances, without any amendment to the 21st Amendment, will determine whether or not we remain united in fighting the war against terrorists.

Instead of taking any immediate bold steps after the tragic Peshawar incident the prime minister chose to follow the course of constituting committee upon committee to recommend to him the future strategy of fighting this war. And when it was decided to amend the constitution he preferred to do that without taking into consideration the reservations of the religious parties on the language of the draft. He got the draft passed into law in parliament but only at the cost of the newfound ‘unity’ that had been shown by the political parties at the APC.

It is the nation’s misfortune that at critical junctures it has never been guided by its leaders in accordance with the country’s interests. Rather it has always been misguided and misled on one pretext or another. We witnessed the U-turns of dictators for selfish reasons, affecting adversely our security interests as well as relations with our neighbours.

Then came a time when those policies were declared wrong on the floor of parliament and a solemn promise made to set things right through the Nacta. But that has remained just a dream as nothing concrete was formulated and put into action while acts of terror still continue unabated.

Once all the political parties had agreed to amend the constitution for the smooth implementation of the 20-point National Action Plan close aides of the prime minister drafted an amendment, which the religious parties wanted slightly amended to address their concerns. But no heed was paid to them and the amendment was steam-rolled through parliament without any proper debate. 

This should not have happened at such a crucial point and on such an important issue. The prime minister should not have permitted a rift in the newly-found unity between the parties after the heartrending Peshawar incident. It was incumbent upon him to focus on maintaining unity and have the bill passed unanimously without leaving room for anybody to differ. 

The language of the draft could have been easily corrected. A terrorist is a terrorist whether he or she comes from a religious seminary or not, irrespective of any ethnic or sectarian background or misplaced nationalistic feelings. The right-wing parties were thus left with no choice but to refrain from voting for the draft. They not only raised objections to the language of the draft but Maulana Fazlur Rehman went a step further by thanking the Creator for saving him from committing the sin of voting for the bill.

The Punjab chief minister has now suddenly become active in efforts to defuse the situation. He had a long meeting with the maulana and tried to convince him that his reservations would be addressed provided he voiced support for the 21st Amendment. But the big question is whether the CM will be able to satisfy the maulana without any amendment to the 21st Amendment. Also, will the maulana accept any assurance after the views he articulated in his press conference and agreed with other religious parties in a meeting a few days back?

The opportunity that came our way to stand together in fighting this menace seems to have been weakened – if not completely lost. This was the time for the government to have given a counter-narrative to the nation against militants but that moment appears to have been frittered away. Efforts can still be made to revive the momentum. For that the rulers need to change their attitude and handle matters in accordance with the wishes of the people instead of imposing their own will.

All institutions and segments of society must understand that firm action needs to be taken across the board against all hues of militants wherever they may be in the country. Operations against them should not be confined only to certain areas or groups. They have to be sorted out everywhere with force, such as that used in Fata, if so required. It should be done without exception in Punjab, Sindh, Balochistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. And if they are found in the ranks of political parties or traced towards powerful institutions that should not matter.

The day the nation sees the rulers following this course of action without distinction or discrimination the nation will stand solidly behind them, irrespective of whether the constitution is amended or not. The fault lies with the establishment/rulers and not with the public. Those with authority need to correct themselves and do what the people, who have lost over 50,000 innocent lives, want them to do. 

While there has been some change in the establishment’s attitude towards the erstwhile ‘strategic assets’ along our western border, other non-state actors and proscribed organisations still thrive, mainly in Punjab, Quetta and parts of Sindh without let or hindrance. Their links with murderous sectarian terrorists are no secret. Have we learnt no lesson from the ‘assets’ that we nurtured earlier who have turned into Frankenstein’s monsters and become a nightmare for us? Do we not realise that the others will also one day turn into hell whatever parts of Pakistan still remain peaceful. The establishment and the prime minister will have to be on one page if action has to be taken against them. Otherwise we will never be able to eliminate this curse once and for all. 

The prime minister took a lot of time in responding to the problem. Instead of wasting time in deliberations, he could have taken action forthwith – being the elected prime minister of the country with the authority to initiate action against terrorists. He needs to take steps to convert into reality the anti-terrorism promises he made during his election campaign.

Amending the constitution to set up military courts was not that urgently required since the security forces already had enough power to take action against terrorists anywhere in the country under the Protection of Pakistan Act and Regulation in Aid of Civil Power. Had the intention been there in spirit to eliminate militants that could have been done a long time back. 

Years have been wasted in taking effective action to safeguard the lives of the people – which is the duty of the state. Let us not waste any more time. Let us fight the menace together, with the understanding that a terrorist is an enemy of the country and must not find shelter anywhere.
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