Still on rough terrain —Abbas Rashid 
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It would be far better for all concerned if the major political parties were to curb runaway ambition and go back to the letter and spirit of the Charter of Democracy. If the politicians cannot arrive at a minimum consensus on the rules of the game, it could well end up being a game without winners

The Long March meant to reach Islamabad on March 16 had achieved the objective of getting the government to agree to the restoration of Chief justice Iftikhar Chaudhry and other deposed judges well before getting anywhere close to the capital. Whatever other factors and forces may have been at play alongside, there is little doubt that at the heart of the enterprise was the unrelenting struggle put up by the lawyers over a span of two years. 

The unyielding collective leadership — that included Aitzaz Ahsan, Ali Ahmed Kurd, Munir Malik, Anwar Kamal, Athar Minallah Hamid Khan, Justice Tariq Mahmood (retd) and others — never wavered in its resolve during the course of this long and trying period. That the lawyers’ rank and file equally demonstrated their mettle as they took to the streets week after week goes without saying.

Apart from the media and other sections of civil society that were supportive of the lawyers in this struggle, the political parties that more consistently allied themselves with it were the PMLN, the JI and the TI. 

On the day, the PMLN played a critical role as Nawaz Sharif breached the barricades in Lahore and headed for Islamabad. But it was clear, certainly from the turnout in Lahore, that it was an issue that had found resonance among ordinary citizens beyond party lines or alignments. That evening, as euphoria swept across the city, it was indeed a moment to savour. And the speech by Prime Minster Yousuf Raza Gilani early next morning, announcing the restoration of the CJP and his colleagues, was a fitting finale. 

However, within hours of that speech as a suicide bomber struck near Pir Wadhai chowk Rawalpindi killing 15 and injuring many more, mostly poor people going home after the day’s work, we were rudely reminded yet again of what we are up against. 

The fight against militancy is real but only one side seems to have realised that there is a battle going on. The events leading up to the restoration have demonstrated yet again that our political leaders lack the maturity to negotiate and resolve differences among themselves and consolidate a democracy that remains vulnerable on many counts. Could the issue of the restoration not have been handled differently? 

Other things aside, did the lawyers, the PMLN and the others actually have to set off for the last leg of the march to Islamabad before President Zardari relented and the announcement could be made by the PM? If the government was set on maximising the political capital accruing to the PMLN as a result of its support of the lawyers’ movement, it could not have done any better. 

More significantly, the pressure from the US as well as the military for a quick resolution of the issue was starkly evident. The US secretary of state served as a point person in the crisis with her telephone calls to Asif Zardari and Nawaz Sharif asking for restraint, preceded by those from Richard Holbrooke, the US special envoy. 

At home, the COAS Ashfaq Kayani was frequently flashed in the media meeting the prime minister and the president in a bid to defuse the crisis. Reportedly, a visit to the presidency by the COAS was necessitated even just hours before the PM’s dawn speech. 

Within a generally fragile political system indicated by the foregoing, political parties have lost and gained in the process: the PPP seen to resist the restoration of the CJP has lost ground, particularly in Punjab. And, for now Asif Zardari appears to be a president under siege. His popularity was certainly not helped by the Supreme Court judgment disqualifying the Sharif brothers, the subsequent removal of Shahbaz Sharif as chief minister Punjab and the imposition of Governor’s Rule in the province.

Incidentally, why the government did not anticipate that this would drive the Sharifs into taking their case to the streets and taking full advantage of the popular cause of the CPJ’s restoration is something of a mystery. The party may have slipped further, were it not for the resignations of well regarded members such as Raza Rabbani and Sherry Rehman. 

For its part, the PMLN has gained considerably. Its support of the lawyers’ movement is seen as central to getting the CJP restored. And the manner in which the final scene was played out with Nawaz leading the cavalcade along GT road in the thick of night to lay siege to Islamabad, as it were, situated it in high political theatre. 

After the restoration was announced Mian Nawaz Sharif made it clear that this was only the beginning and the objective was a change of the system. In today’s heady atmosphere few questions are being raised as to the contours and content of this revolution. But in the testing times ahead the Sharifs will be pushed to spell out the actual changes they envisage. After all, the courts alone cannot secure justice for the people. They can only apply the law as it stands. 

Will the PMLN, for instance, frame policies to alleviate the crushing burden of poverty for more than a third of the population? Or initiate legislation that roles back laws discriminating against the minorities from the time of Zia ul Haq? Will we see some effort towards the imposition of an effective agricultural income tax? 

And then there is the fight against the militants who see the democratic system itself, of which the courts are an integral part, as the enemy. In an interview carried by this paper on Thursday the TNSM leader Sufi Muhammad had this to say: ‘democracy is not permissible in Sharia law’ and those participating in the process are ‘taking part in infidelity.’ 

Meanwhile, given our track record, it is very possible that few lessons have been learnt. Hopefully, there is nothing to the media reports that a bid may still be made to keep the CJP from being restored or that a PPP-PMLQ alliance is being sought to form the government in Punjab and oust Prime Minister Gilani at the Centre. 

It would be far better for all concerned if the major political parties were to curb runaway ambition and go back to the letter and spirit of the Charter of Democracy. If the politicians cannot arrive at a minimum consensus on the rules of the game, it could well end up being a game without winners. 
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