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Institutions, not individuals 
By A.Z.K. Sherdil 

 
THOUGH it has become proverbial to say that Pakistan is passing through difficult times, it may 

not be an exaggeration to claim that not since 1971 has the federation been exposed to such 

multi-dimensional crises as we find it today. The current turmoil, erupting as a consequence of 

the sacking of the Chief Justice by General Musharraf, has resulted in political dynamics that 

could become an agent for redefining state structures in Pakistan. 
 

It may be of some interest to analyse these dynamics and to examine why our leadership has 

always sparked one crisis or the other at a time when the country was in a state of stable 

equilibrium with democratic institutions functioning smoothly. This has invariably happened 

when individuals have tried to undermine important organs of the state. 
 

Mr Bhutto had successfully and ingeniously handled the problems arising out of the secession of 

East Pakistan. From a position of weakness, he struck a respectable deal with the hawkish Indira 

Gandhi and secured the release of 90,000 prisoners of war besides retrieving chunks of our 

territory annexed by the Indian army in West Pakistan. 
 

He masterminded the formal recognition of Bangladesh in a brilliant feat of diplomacy, using the 

umbrella of the Islamic summit in Lahore. 
 

The nation was made to swallow the bitter pill in the midst of the euphoria created by the 

presence of such luminaries of the Muslim world as King Faisal of Saudi Arabia, Boumedienne 

of Algeria, the Qadhafi of Libya and Yasser Arafat of Palestine. 
 

Bhutto gave the country a skilfully drafted constitution which had the consensus of almost all 

leading Pakistani political personalities and which, till date, is considered a sacrosanct document. 

Without going into the merits and demerits of his socialist agenda, one can give him credit for 

giving a new direction to the socio-political dynamics of the country. 
 

The truncated Pakistan appeared to be on course to become a democratic country after two 

successive military regimes. 
 

Then came the 1977 elections. Bhutto was tempted to overreach himself. In a bid to secure 

overwhelming majority in parliament, he put to doubt the very credibility of the elections which, 

by all reckoning, he was winning hands down. The agitation that followed against the alleged 

rigging was soon to become a bloody movement for the enforcement of the Islamic system of 

state. 
 

By the time the agitation appeared to be subsiding, it was too late for Bhutto. General Zia seized 

the opportunity to oust him in a coup. Here we had a classic example of a brilliant politician 

unnecessarily creating a crisis when he and the country had a smooth sailing. 

 

General Zia, who started out as a pariah for the international world, was soon anchored by US 

President Ronald Reagan following the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. So long as he went along 



with the American agenda, he remained in control. 
 

However, after the rather abrupt and unilateral withdrawal of the Soviet army, General Zia, too, 

overreached himself by carving out his own ambitious agenda and embarked upon a mission to 

turn Afghanistan into a client state. To that end, he started meddling with its ethno-tribal and 

political structures and unleashed the dynamics which have resulted in its prolonged 

destabilisation and the resultant fallout for Pakistan. 
 

Prime Minister Muhammad Khan Junejo, displaying better political sagacity, convened an all-

parties’ conference which endorsed a non-interventionist policy in the power struggle in the post 

Soviet-Afghan war scenario. This did not suit General Zia. 
 

This, along with Junejo’s decision to take to task those responsible for the Ojhri camp disaster, 

led to the sacking of his government. Here again personal whims took precedence over 

institutionalised decision-making. Zia did not survive for long after this ill-conceived decision. 

By the time of his death, he had become a spent force with little legitimacy. 
 

The period from 1988 to 1999 was an era that saw the confrontational policies of the PPP and 

PML, coupled with behind the scenes manoeuvring by the power-wielding establishment, and 

undemocratic predilections of successive presidents of Pakistan determined the political 

dispensation. This individualistic approach slowed down the growth of healthy democratic 

traditions. 
 

The sacking of prime ministers Benazir Bhutto and Mian Nawaz Sharif repeatedly was 

unjustified. It was the outcome of the differences between successive presidents of Pakistan, 

representing the ethos of the Pakistan army, and the political leadership. This was not over 

substantive national issues but the hegemony of power structures. The last of such episodes was 

the most wanton act of all and symbolic of the power-grasping disposition of individuals who 

care little for the constitutional organs of state. 
 

What has the country achieved by this adventurism of individuals? The absence of democratic 

institutions has led to almost totalitarian rule. The benefits of collective consultation and 

institutionalised decision-making on vital national issues have been denied to the nation. Some of 

the adverse effects of personalised decision-making during the last eight years are summed up 

here. 
 

Foremost of these is the use of brute force and the resultant acute feeling of alienation in 

Balochistan. Almost the entire politico-tribal leadership of the province feels marginalised. In 

spite of huge sums of money allocated for the province, the fissures have become deeper. 
 

Even moderate and pro-federation personalities like Dr Abdul Hayee, Mir Hasil Bizenjo, Nawab 

Zulfiqar Magsi, Sardar Sanaullah Zehri, etc., are increasingly disgruntled. “Nationalists” like 

Sardar Ataullah Mengal and his son Akhtar Mengal, Nawab Khair Baksh Marri, Habib Jalib 

Baloch etc., are openly criticising the federation. 
 

It will require a bold and sustained approach aimed at reconciliation and at giving political and 

tribal leadership its due place in the mainstream for fissiparous tendencies to be reversed. 

Tribalism in the hinterland of Balochistan may be an anachronism, yet the emergence of a new 

leadership to replace it is possible only through an enlightened political process. 



 

The situation in North and South Waziristan as well as in the tribal areas, especially those 

contiguous with Afghanistan, has worsened alarmingly during the last few years. 
 

While no one can deny the need to usher in a societal transformation in these parts of the 

country, considering the deep-rooted tribal customs and practices, the process has to be 

evolutionary and not at the point of the gun. 
 

The abortive military operation and the subsequent unilateral ceasefire has led to the erosion of 

the federation’s authority and the weakening of its writ. For any future government, even to 

restore the status quo ante will be well-nigh impossible in the foreseeable future. A common 

factor responsible for the deterioration of the situation is that decision-making is not being done 

through institutional mechanism but in a personalised informal manner. 
 

By keeping the mainstream political leadership out of the country, General Musharraf has 

facilitated the obscurantist clerics to fill the vacuum. Despite his frequent pronouncements of 

enlightened moderation, he buckles under the pressure exerted by retrogressive forces whenever 

he is confronted with a difficult situation. The Lal Masjid stand-off in the very heart of the 

federal capital is symptomatic of the phenomenon where institutional decision-making is absent 

and, in the process, irreparable damage is being done to the very fabric of civil society. 
 

Lastly, coming to the recent crisis regarding the reference against Chief Justice Iftikhar 

Chaudhry, one can discern the same malaise of undermining the importance of vital institutions 

of the state. From one perspective, there was nothing exceptional in the Chief Justice being asked 

to resign from office. After all, members of the superior judiciary have been made to take oath 

under the provisional constitution orders of military governments. Those not obliging or not 

considered pliable were sent home unceremoniously. 
 

However, little did General Musharraf expect a defiant “no.” More significantly, little did he 

anticipate the outburst of the instant and widespread anger, demonstrated initially by the lawyers’ 

community, and then almost simultaneously by the entire civil society, on seeing the Chief 

Justice being roughed up and an important institution of the state being trampled upon. 
 

Now that the country is engulfed in crisis, prudence demands that General Musharraf takes steps 

to resolve it on an urgent basis. This he can do by putting the institution of the state above his 

own self; by not insisting on his election as president by the present assemblies which are in the 

throes of their own demise; by not insisting on retaining his uniform; by putting in place an 

independent and credible election commission; and by not obstructing the mainstream political 

leadership to participate in the political process. But will he? 
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