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Karachi is not only the most important city of Pakistan but ranks among the major cities of the world as well. In a way it is a mini Pakistan because in it inhabits all the linguistic, regional, cultural, social, economic, religious, sectarian and political groups of Pakistan. This city has been well endowed by nature in terms of geography, culture, politics and economics perhaps this is the reason that despite revocation of its status as the capital of the country in 1959 it continues to enjoy the status of Pakistan's pride and identity the world over. At present, however, it is suffering under recurrent waves of violence. This brief article will look at the role played by two significant institutions, the press and the supreme court,  in the situation in Karachi in 2011 and ask if this has implications for the country as a whole. 

The population of Karachi is to some extent a microcosm of Pakistan as a whole but the three principal population of Karachi are Sindhis, Mohajirs, and Pashtuns. Sindhis are the oldest inhabitants of this region, who are present all over the Sindh province. Mohajirs (Urdu for migrants) moved at the time of the Partition from what are now Indian territories, to Pakistan in order to establish their identity as Muslims; however it is their auxiliary identity of being migrants that has become their permanent identity. Despite being the main force behind the city’s business, commerce and finance they are still labeled as Mohajir with the sense that they are still foreigners. The third group of people is the Pashtuns who were initially economic migrants coming in small numbers to Karachi but who came in much larger numbers due to the violence and restlessness which erupted in the north western province in the wake of Afghan-Soviet war that lasted from 1978 till 1989.  Other impacts of the Afghan war on Karachi were that the militant wings of political religious parties started receiving support in the forms of weapons and training from the military so that there was a proliferation of small arms in private hands and a ready availability of weapons in the arms market.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Mark Tully, The Arms Trade and Political Instability in South Asia, Roskill Memorial Lecture, Churchill College, Cambridge, 1995] 


The probably unintended outcome of this development was a subterranean struggle for the acquisition of resources. Karachi’s alleged “ethnic” and “sectarian” conflicts initially had little to do with ethnicity and religiosity: they were fundamentally urban struggles opposing local factions for the control of the most prosperous city in the country. The first major incident of ethnic confrontation took place in 1985 when Bushra Zaidi[footnoteRef:2], young student from an Urdu speaking family was hit and killed by a Pathan bus driver on the morning of April 15. It sparked violent protests that developed into mass killings and led to eventual army intervention to control the situation. It enabled the MQM (Mohajir Quami Movement: the political party of the Urdu speaking community, formed in 1978 at Karachi University) to flex its muscles as vocal party of mohajirs in Karachi and marked the start of the politics of violence and unrest in the city. The intermittent scenes of violence and aggression continued till 1992 when major military operation was carried out in Sindh primarily against MQM by the Nawaz Sharif government and continued under the Bhutto rule.[footnoteRef:3]   [2:  Noman Baig, From Mohallah to Mainstream: The MQM’s Transformation from an Ethnic to a Catch-All Party, University of Central Oklahoma, 2005]  [3:  Ali Nawaz Memon, Pakistan: Islamic Nation in Crisis. Lahore: Vanguard Books, Pvt. Ltd., (1997), p. 199.] 


In the aftermath of 9/11 when Pakistan again emerged in the world arena as a potential front-line state in the war on terror, the dynamics of the socio-politico landscape changed for Karachi as well, but unfortunately for the worse rather than the better. The abduction and later killing of American journalist Daniel Pearl[footnoteRef:4] in Karachi in 2002 gives a grim reminder of the maturation of seedlings planted earlier. The dark irony of the Karachi unrest lies also in the eerie fact that though the violence is brutal and multifaceted yet it is so profound, persistent and pervasive that it has acquired the status of an ordinary value like the ebb and tide on its shores and city life goes on.  [4:  The News International, Saturday, November 25, 2006] 


The most recent wave of violence has taken place against the backdrop of a political tug-of-war between the ruling PPP (Pakistan People’s Party), MQM (now called Muttahida Quami Movement) and ANP (Awami National Party).. These are three mainstream secular political parties forming a power triangle in city who draw their support from ethnic Sindhis, Mohajirs and Pashtuns, respectively. Even though Pashtuns form a considerable percentage of the population, the presence of only two ANP members in the Sindh Provincial Assembly shows that the political standing of Pashtuns is weaker than Mohajirs in Karachi. At the same time, eighty percent of PPP seats in the assembly are from outside Karachi, thus MQM is the most potent force as far as Karachi is concerned.

Table 1: Provincial Assembly of Sindh
	the present Assembly is formed by the following political parties:[footnoteRef:5] [5:  http://www.pas.gov.pk/index.php/members/stats/en/19] 


	Party
	No. of Members

	Pakistan Peoples Party   
	91 

	Mutahida Quami Movement  
	51 

	Pakistan Muslim League (Quaid-e- Azam)  
	11 

	Pakistan Muslim League (Functional)  
	8 

	National Peoples Party  
	3 

	Awami National Party  
	2 

	Total
	166



By 2010/11, Karachi had increasingly fallen victim to ethnic violence. In a struggle to gain political superiority the new and old migrants in Karachi resorted to violence and aggression marring the peace and economic stability of the whole country.[footnoteRef:6] The law and order situation in the city was worsening in the wake of political confrontations and anti-social activities like abductions-for-ransom, extortion and target killings to get even with rivals were increasing day by day. On August 20, 2011 Dr Muhammad Tahir ul Qadri, Chairman of Pakistan Awami Tahreek (Pakistan People’s Movement) a religious-political party working to promote social and religious harmony in Pakistan, made an appeal through two Lahore based Urdu newspapers Daily Ausaf[footnoteRef:7] and Daily Jinnah[footnoteRef:8] to Chief Justice of Pakistan expressing deep concern on the unabated wave of terror, targeted killings, incidents of firing and ransom in Karachi and requested him to take suo moto notice of Karachi situation.  [6:  Sajjad Ashraff. Pakistan Faces Testing Times. RSIS Commentaries. Accessed on October 18, 2011 from http://www/rsis.edu.sg/publications/Perspective/RSIS1392011.pdf.]  [7:  Daily Ausaf, August 20, 2011]  [8:  Daily Jinnah, August 20, 2011] 


This highlights the crucial role of print media in affairs of state. The importance of newspapers is aptly described by Thomas Carlyle (1840) who actually quotes Edmund Burke applying the term ‘Fourth Estate’ for press gallery in the eighteenth century. Newspapers in the context of Pakistan still play a significant role in raising awareness and developing the mindset of large segments of the masses despite the emergence of modern technology and gadgets like internet, Android, Blackberry, iPad, iPhone, iPod, and other smart devices. These are symbols of modern culture that are narrowly limited to urban centres and the vast majority of the  population still rely on traditional methods of reading and listening to newspapers as the means to remain abreast of local, national and international happenings. 

The most effective way in which newspapers have maintained their important position as mind-setters in society is through their focus on critical incidents of their times which take on the status of ‘hot moments’ through which a society or culture assesses its own significance.[footnoteRef:9] (Levi-Strauss, 1966). In this scenario the role of newspapers becomes all the more important and powerful in that not only does they raise awareness level among masses but also contribute significantly in facilitating responses to problems. In the case of the Karachi situation, the consistent coverage by the newspapers in 2011, led the chief justice of Pakistan to take note of the situation and order an inquiry into it. The table below gives some indication of the extent of the coverage by listing the numbers of headlines concerning the violence in two major English dailies, The News International and the Dawn, from  January 2011 till the beginning of October 2011 when the decision of the Supreme Court came out. [9:  C. Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind. Chicago : University of Chicago Press, (1962), p. 62.] 






Table 2: Media coverage of the violence (January – September 2011)
	Month
	No. of headlines – The News
	No. of headlines - Dawn

	Jan 2011
	7
	25

	Feb 2011
	-
	2

	March 2011
	8
	27

	April 2011
	2
	17

	May 2011
	-
	11

	June 2011
	3
	5

	July 2011
	13
	8

	August 2011
	47
	32

	Sept 2011
	40
	25



The Chief Justice of Pakistan Iftikhar Muhammad Chaudhry took suo moto notice of Karachi situation[footnoteRef:10] on August 23, 2011 and established a five-membered bench comprising of Mr. Justice Anwar Zaheer Jamali, Mr. Justice Sarmad Jalal Osmany, Mr. Justice Amir Hani Muslim, Mr. Justice Ghulam Rabbani and headed by chief justice himself to hear the case.  [10:  The News International, August 23, 2011] 


	In Pakistan a suo moto action can be taken by judges of the Supreme Court and High Courts. Through this action the court takes cognizance of violation of peoples’ rights without a writ petition being filed by the third party. The court can initiate the proceedings on its own by simply taking note of it either through newspaper or through any other source.  Chief justice Iftikhar Muhammad Chaudhry gained unprecedented popularity when he started taking suo moto notices of gross human rights violations as highlighted by mass communication media and more specifically  by newspapers. However, some have argued that this  judicial activism involves meddling too much into the affairs of the administration.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Barrister Ahmed Uzair, Constitution: Judicial Activism of The High Court Using SUO MOTU , The Counsel, 2010] 


The first ever case of judicial activism or Public Interest Litigation, as it is properly called in legal parlance, in Pakistan[footnoteRef:12] was ‘Darshan Masih Versus the State’ (PLD 1990 SC-513). In this case the then Chief Justice of Pakistan Mr. Nasim Hassan Shah received a telegram alleging the use of bonded labor in the brick kiln industry. The Supreme Court considered the matter to be a case falling under the category of Public Interest Litigation and took cognizance for the enforcement of fundamental rights regarding bonded labor practices. By 2006 the Supreme Court of Pakistan, headed by Honorable Chief Justice of Pakistan, Mr. Justice Iftikhar Muhammad Chaudhry had entertained 4,200 Human Rights/Public Interest Litigation Cases.[footnoteRef:13]   [12:  Paper read by Mr. Khadim Hussain Qaiser, Advocate Supreme Court of Pakistan, Additional Advocate General Punjab in International Judicial Conference 2006 in Islamabad accessed from http://www.supremecourt.gov.pk/ijc/Articles/17/5.pdf]  [13:  Khadim Hussain Qaiser, Advocate Supreme Court of Pakistan, Additional Advocate General Punjab, Public Interest Litigation and the Role of Judiciary, International Judicial Conference, 2006, held in Islamabad.] 

The Supreme Court of Pakistan gave its detailed verdict of suo moto action on Karachi Situation on October 6, 2011. Its findings exposed the shocking and disturbing extent of the  unrest and violence as detailed below:
Causes of Violence
· Recent demographic changes
· Ethnicity, Sectarianism and factional in-fighting
· Clashes between land and bhatta mafias
· Deep mistrust among the ethnic groups
· Easy access to illicit weapons and misuse of Arms Licenses
Types of Killings
· Killings due to personal enmity
· Political motivated killings
· Sectarian killings
· Ethnic killings
· Gang war killings
· Target killing of Police Officials
· Victims of stray/cross fire
Table 3: Dead bodies found beheaded/tortured (From 24-07-2011 to 24-08-2011)
	Police Station
	No. of Dead bodies

	N.K.I Area
	4

	Kalri
	2

	SITE-B
	1

	Dock
	1

	Total
	8



Table 4: Dead bodies found in Gunny bags (From 24-07-2011 to 24-08-2011)
	Police Station
	No. of Dead bodies

	Baghdadi
	6

	Nazimabad
	2

	Darakhshan
	1

	Risala
	1

	Nabi Bux
	1

	Kharadar
	1

	Bin
	1

	Sharafi Goth
	1

	Rizvia
	1

	Iqbal Market
	1

	Mominabad
	1

	Total
	17



Table 5. Pattern of Violence (From 24-07-2011 to 24-08-2011)
	Date
	Areas of Violence
	Disputed Parties
	Persons killed
	Persons injured

	24th to 31st July
	Baldia Taimoria Kalakot
	i. Urdu Speaking v/s Pashtoon
ii. Urdu Speaking v/s Baloch
	91 
	47

	1st to3rd  Aug2011
	Surjani Town
	Urdu Speaking & Seraiki v/s Pashtoon
	38 
	53

	6th Aug 2011
	Peerabad SITE, Orangi
	Urdu Speaking v/s Pashtoon
	13 
	16

	17th to 24th Aug 2011
	Kharadar, Mithadar, Lyari, Chakra Goth
	Gang war converting
into ethnic violence (Urdu Speaking v/s Baloch & Sindhi)
	111 
	146



In this verdict the chief justice gave the ruling that it is essentially state that is responsible for the well-being and protection of its people. The ruling criticized the incumbent government for not taking measures effective enough for the eradication of the problem. Quoting intelligence agencies it is stated that anti-social elements have backing of political parties. The ruling asked law enforcement agencies to play their part in effective manner and curb the menace of violence from the city and also directed local courts to expedite disposal of cases so that justice could be given to people.

In the situation of lawlessness and anarchy griping the city of Karachi, with the government seemingly unable to play its due role in handling the situation. The suo moto action by Supreme Court of Pakistan proved to be a ray of hope for the people in Karachi. Whether, in the long term, judicial activism can provide a sustainable solution to problems of this kind, is perhaps another question.
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