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A BSTRACT  

The nine-year tenure of General Pervez Musharraf (1999–2008) represented a 
critical juncture in Pakistan’s oscillation between democracy and military rule, 
ultimately exposing the profound vulnerability of its political institutions. This 
paper analyses the multi-faceted role of opposition—encompassing political 
parties, the judiciary, and civil society—in dismantling the authoritarian 
framework established following the coup. Initially fractured and 
compromised, the political opposition, notably the Pakistan Peoples Party 
(PPP) and Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N), gradually consolidated 
their resistance through alliances like the Alliance for Restoration of 
Democracy (ARD) and the subsequent Charter of Democracy (COD). Their 
sustained, though often compromised, legislative battle against constitutional 
amendments, such as the Legal Framework Order (LFO) and the Seventeenth 
Amendment, served to delegitimise the regime’s structural control. The 
turning point, however, was the judicial uprising, triggered by the arbitrary 
dismissal of Chief Justice Iftikhar Muhammad Chaudhry in 2007. The 
subsequent Lawyers' Movement, driven by civil society and amplified by an 
independent media, galvanised popular sentiment, shifting the locus of power 
from the military establishment to the masses and successfully asserting the 
principle of judicial independence. The final political manoeuvre, the threat of 
impeachment following the 2008 elections, culminated in Musharraf’s 
resignation, demonstrating that the combined pressure of political 
consolidation and mass legal mobilisation remains the most effective challenge 
to entrenched authoritarianism in the Pakistani context. 

K EYWORDS : Authoritarianism, Judicial Activism, Political Opposition, Pervez Musharraf, 

Lawyers' Movement 

 

 
 Independent Scholar. Email: zjamil1463@gmail.com   

  DOI: https://doi.org/10.65463/27  

mailto:zjamil1463@gmail.com
https://doi.org/10.65463/27


The Historian                                                                                 Vol. 21  /  Summer -  2023  

50 
 

Pakistan’s political trajectory since its 
inception has been perpetually defined by a 
contest for supremacy between its civilian 
institutions and its powerful military 
establishment. The imposition of martial law 
by General Pervez Musharraf on 12 October 
1999 marked yet another forceful interruption 
of democratic governance, yet the unique 
characteristic of his nine-year rule was the 
sustained, multi-layered, and ultimately 
successful resistance mounted by various 
segments of Pakistani society. This period, 
from the bloodless coup to the General’s 
forced resignation in 2008, serves as a 
compelling case study in the struggle against 
authoritarianism, one where the traditionally 
submissive political forces and a newly 
assertive judiciary converged to reclaim 
constitutional space (Syed 2007). The 
opposition movement was not monolithic; it 
evolved from a fractured, exiled political 
challenge into a powerful, legally grounded 
civil rights campaign that ultimately exposed 
the institutional fragility of military 
dictatorship. 

The central argument of this paper is that 
the decline of General Musharraf’s regime 
was not attributable to a single factor, but 
rather to a cumulative and escalating 
sequence of opposition strategies. The initial 
political resistance, while important for 
establishing the democratic narrative, was 
insufficient in isolation. It was the 
convergence of a politically mature 
opposition, symbolised by the Charter of 
Democracy, with a potent judicial 
opposition—manifested through Chief Justice 
Iftikhar Muhammad Chaudhry’s judicial 
activism and the subsequent Lawyers' 
Movement—that fundamentally undermined 
the regime’s legitimacy and operational 
capacity. This confluence of parliamentary 
manoeuvring, popular mobilisation, and 

judicial defiance systematically dismantled 
the constitutional scaffolding of military rule, 
culminating in the peaceful, yet forceful, 
restoration of civilian political sovereignty 
(Khaled Ahmed 2010). 

The broader context of this debate lies in 
understanding the mechanisms by which 
authoritarian regimes perpetuate power and, 
conversely, how civil and political forces 
exploit the inherent contradictions within 
such rule. Musharraf’s regime attempted to 
clothe itself in constitutional legality through 
mechanisms like the Legal Framework Order 
(LFO) and carefully managed elections, which 
is a classic strategy of modern 
authoritarianism (Khan, Constitutional and 
Political History 2017). The opposition’s 
success, therefore, lay in its ability to strip 
away this veneer of legality, first by 
condemning the extra-constitutional steps 
through alliances like the Alliance for 
Restoration of Democracy (ARD), and later by 
leveraging the judiciary as an institutional 
check, a body that had been traditionally 
complicit in legitimising past military 
takeovers. The dynamic between the co-opted 
political wing, the 'King's Party' (PML-Q), and 
the forces committed to the 1973 Constitution 
shaped a decade-long political theatre, with 
profound implications for the subsequent re-
establishment of democratic norms. 

The academic literature on this era is 
bifurcated, often focusing either on the 
intricacies of civil-military relations leading up 
to the coup or the nature of the resistance 
that followed. Key scholarly works, such as 
those by Shuja Nawaz and Aqil Shah, 
meticulously document the deepening 
tension between Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif 
and the military high command, culminating 
in the 1999 coup (Nawaz 2009; Shah 2014). 
This scholarship posits the coup not merely as 
a personality clash but as an institutional 



The Historian                                                                                 Vol. 21  /  Summer -  2023  

51 
 

assertion by the Pakistan Army in response to 
perceived threats to its autonomy and 
influence, particularly following the Kargil 
misadventure and the forced resignation of 
General Jehangir Karamat (Ishtiaq Hussain 
2000). The primary source accounts from 
figures like Musharraf himself in In the Line of 
Fire and the counter-narratives by Sartaj Aziz 
in Between Dreams and Realities provide 
crucial insider perspectives, albeit with 
inherent biases, on the dynamics of this 
rupture (Musharraf 2006; Sartaj Aziz 2009). 

However, a second, equally important 
body of work concentrates on the subsequent 
resistance. Scholars like Zahid Shahib Ahmed 
and Maria J. Stephan highlight the distinctive 
features of the Lawyers’ Movement, 
characterising it as a pivotal, non-violent civil 
resistance that transcended traditional 
political divides. They demonstrate how the 
movement’s singular focus on the rule of law 
and judicial independence allowed it to gain 
unprecedented popular support and media 
amplification, successfully shifting the public 
discourse from politics to principles (Zahid 
Shahib Ahmed and Stephan 2010). 
Conversely, analysis of the political 
opposition, notably by Lawrence Ziring, often 
critiques its initial failures, including the 
compromised participation in the 2002 
elections and the internal divisions that 
permitted Musharraf to govern for several 
years (Ziring 2004). The consensus across this 
scholarship is that the combination of political 
reconciliation, crystallised in the Charter of 
Democracy, and judicial defiance created an 
insurmountable challenge, transforming a 
period of military dominance into one of 
institutional reassertion. 

This study adopts an institutional and 
historical approach to analyse the role of 
opposition during the Musharraf era. The 
institutional approach, as employed by 

scholars in comparative politics, is essential 
here because it allows for the examination of 
how political structures—the judiciary, the 
parliament, political parties, and the 
military—interact, respond to crises, and 
adapt over time, particularly under the stress 
of authoritarian rule. This framework moves 
beyond mere biographical accounts of leaders 
to evaluate the resilience and conduct of the 
institutions themselves, such as the Supreme 
Court’s fluctuating willingness to grant 
legitimacy to military regimes and the political 
parties’ development of unifying platforms 
like the Charter of Democracy (Abbas, Abid 
Hussain 2017). By focusing on institutional 
behaviour, the study can effectively chart the 
transition of opposition from an unorganised, 
reactive state in 1999 to a proactive, 
constitutionally empowered force by 2008. 

The methodology relies heavily on the 
systematic triangulation of primary and 
secondary sources. Primary data, which 
includes autobiographical accounts, key 
official documents (such as the Seventeenth 
Amendment Bill and the Provisional 
Constitutional Order), and contemporary 
newspaper reports, provides direct insight 
into the motivations and specific actions of 
the main actors (Faqir Khan 2014). This data is 
cross-referenced with established scholarly 
secondary literature—journal articles and 
academic books—to ensure an objective 
interpretation of events, mitigating the 
inherent bias found in memoirs or partisan 
political narratives. This historical tracing, 
applied chronologically to the key legislative, 
electoral, and judicial confrontations of the 
1999–2008 period, allows for a nuanced 
understanding of causality: demonstrating 
how each incremental act of opposition—
whether political, judicial, or civil—
contributed to the final, comprehensive 
failure of the authoritarian state (Talbot 1998). 
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M ILITARY T AKEOVER AND P OLITICAL 

F RACTURE (1997 – 2002)  

The roots of the 1999 coup are deeply 
embedded in the complex civil-military 
relationship of the late 1990s, where Prime 
Minister Nawaz Sharif sought to cement an 
unprecedented degree of civilian supremacy 
(Najiyah Khan 2010). His second tenure was 
characterised by a series of legislative and 
executive decisions that directly challenged 
the military's traditional, opaque role as the 
ultimate arbiter of national policy, a role the 
army viewed as critical to the country’s 
stability. Sharif’s drive to consolidate power 
saw him take decisive action against 
institutional rivals, most notably securing a 
two-thirds majority in Parliament and 
subsequently challenging both the presidency 
and the Supreme Court, creating a power 
vacuum that the military, as the most cohesive 
institution, was predisposed to fill (Rizvi, 
Military, State, and Society 2003). 

The forced resignation of General Jehangir 
Karamat as Chief of Army Staff (COAS) in 1998 
was a watershed moment that severely 
ruptured institutional trust within the military 
(Nawaz 2009). Karamat's proposal for the 
formation of a National Security Council 
(NSC), interpreted by the civilian government 
as a mechanism for institutionalising military 
oversight of policy, was met with a swift and 
decisive dismissal by Sharif. This action was 
widely perceived within the military as a 
humiliating blow to the institution's honour 
and professional autonomy, creating deep 
resentment. Sharif’s subsequent appointment 
of General Pervez Musharraf, superseding two 
senior generals, was a gamble intended to 
secure a pliant COAS, but it inadvertently 
installed an officer with a robust, often 
aggressive, interpretation of the army's role in 

national affairs (Shafqat, Civil-Military 
Relations 1997). 

The Kargil Conflict in 1999 rapidly 
escalated the existing institutional distrust 
into a personal, irreconcilable confrontation 
between the Prime Minister and the Army 
Chief (Zehra 2018). While the military viewed 
the operation as a strategic success against 
Indian positions, Sharif’s unilateral decision to 
meet with US President Bill Clinton and order 
a complete withdrawal was seen by 
Musharraf and his inner circle as a profound 
betrayal and political capitulation. This 
divergence over foreign and defence policy 
created a mutual sense of threat; Sharif saw 
Musharraf as dangerously independent and 
insubordinate, while Musharraf viewed Sharif 
as a political liability willing to sacrifice 
military gains for personal political expediency 
(Siddiqi 2007). 

The ultimate decision to impose martial 
law was pre-empted by Sharif’s attempt to 
summarily dismiss Musharraf while the latter 
was abroad (Shahid Aziz 2012). This was not a 
coup initiated in a vacuum but a reactive 
seizure of power, triggered by the 
announcement that Lieutenant General 
Ziauddin Butt was to replace Musharraf as 
COAS. The subsequent take-over of the state 
apparatus, the diversion of Musharraf’s 
returning flight, and the suspension of the 
Constitution marked the formal establishment 
of a new military regime. The coup leaders 
framed their action not as an anti-democratic 
measure but as a necessary ‘correction’ to 
save the state from a corrupt and 
dysfunctional civilian leadership, a narrative 
that has historically been used to justify 
military intervention in Pakistan (Jalal 1995). 

The immediate opposition to the military 
takeover was fragmented and ineffectual 
(Ziring 1997). The deposed PML-N leadership, 
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including Nawaz Sharif, mounted a legal 
challenge in the Supreme Court, seeking the 
restoration of the assemblies and the 
constitution. However, General Musharraf, in 
a move echoing previous martial law 
administrators, issued the Provisional 
Constitutional Order (PCO) of 1999 (Rabbani 
2003). This order required the superior court 
judges to take a new oath of office affirming 
the legitimacy of the military regime, 
effectively weeding out judges who would not 
comply. Chief Justice Saeed uz-Zaman 
Siddique, along with several other judges, 
refused the oath, an act of principled defiance 
that was, however, insufficient to halt the 
regime’s consolidation of power, as a 
reconstituted judiciary eventually validated 
the coup under the doctrine of necessity. 

T HE P OLITICISATION OF L EGITIMACY AND 

L EGISLATIVE C OMPROMISE (2002 –

2004)  

With the coup validated by the Supreme 
Court, the political opposition faced the 
critical challenge of maintaining a coherent 
front against the newly institutionalised 
authoritarianism. In late 2000, key opposition 
parties, primarily the exiled PPP and PML-N, 
converged to form the Alliance for Restoration 
of Democracy (ARD) (Khaled Ahmed 2010). 
The ARD’s foundational principle was the 
immediate end to military rule and the revival 
of the unamended 1973 Constitution, 
establishing the clear, unwavering democratic 
narrative that would sustain the movement in 
the long term (Tariq 2009). However, the 
ARD’s effectiveness was consistently 
hampered by the decades-old mistrust and 
personal animosity between its two leading 
figures, Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif, 
leading to internal divisions and limited 
capacity for mass mobilisation, particularly as 

the military employed strategies of political 
co-option and victimisation. 

In 2002, General Musharraf attempted to 
secure his personal power base through a 
controversial referendum for a five-year 
extension as President (Musharraf 2006). The 
ARD immediately rejected this exercise as 
fundamentally unconstitutional, arguing that 
the President must be elected by the electoral 
college of the Parliament and provincial 
assemblies, not through a plebiscite of 
questionable legality and transparency 
(Belokrenitsky and Moskalenko 2013). The 
ARD’s decision to boycott the referendum was 
a critical strategic choice, aimed at exposing 
the illegitimacy of the process by highlighting 
the low and fabricated turnout figures. While 
Musharraf claimed overwhelming public 
support, the widespread reports of electoral 
irregularities and a lack of authentic 
enthusiasm served to delegitimise his 
mandate in the eyes of domestic and 
international observers. 

The subsequent 2002 General Elections 
were a masterclass in political engineering 
designed to fragment the opposition and 
manufacture a parliamentary majority loyal to 
the military leadership (Abbas, Hassan 2015). 
The regime implemented rules, notably the 
two-term limit for a Prime Minister, 
specifically targeting the return of Bhutto and 
Sharif, and actively cultivated a new political 
entity, the Pakistan Muslim League-Quaid-e-
Azam (PML-Q), often derisively referred to as 
the "King's Party." The formation of the 
Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal (MMA), an alliance 
of six religious parties, was also strategically 
encouraged to siphon off conservative votes, 
further weakening the secular opposition 
parties (Shahrukh Rafi Khan 2004). 

The elections produced a hung 
parliament, forcing the PML-Q into an uneasy 
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alliance, and critically, elevating the MMA to a 
powerful position as the third-largest party 
and the official opposition leader (Kamran Aziz 
Khan 2005). This fractured result shifted the 
political confrontation from the streets to the 
parliamentary floor, where the real battle over 
the constitutionality of Musharraf's rule 
would take place. The introduction of the 
Legal Framework Order (LFO)—a set of 
constitutional amendments unilaterally 
promulgated by Musharraf—became the 
primary point of contention, attempting to 
retroactively validate all of the General’s 
actions, including his assumption of the 
presidency and the dissolution of the 
assemblies (Rabbani 2003). 

The parliamentary deadlock over the LFO 
persisted for over a year, with the entire 
opposition refusing to accept the LFO as part 
of the 1973 Constitution. The breakthrough 
came with the Seventeenth Amendment in 
December 2003, which was a result of a 
controversial deal between the Musharraf 
regime and the MMA (Kamran Aziz Khan 
2005). In exchange for the MMA’s 
parliamentary support, Musharraf made 
minor concessions, such as agreeing to 
relinquish the post of Chief of Army Staff by 
the end of 2004, though this promise would 
later be reneged upon. The MMA’s support 
provided the two-thirds majority necessary to 
pass the amendment, which formally 
institutionalised the LFO into the Constitution, 
legitimising Musharraf's presidency and 
providing him with the power to dissolve the 
National Assembly. This move was widely 
condemned by the ARD as a political betrayal 
by the MMA, effectively dividing the 
opposition into a ‘loyal’ faction and an 
uncompromising one (Javed Hashmi 2005). 

L EGISLATIVE AND E XECUTIVE C ONFLICT 

AND P OLITICAL V ICTIMISATION (2004 –

2006)  

Beyond the major constitutional 
amendments, the political opposition 
continued its resistance by challenging 
specific legislative and executive overreaches 
(Murtaza Rizvi 2009). The government’s 
introduction of the National Security Council 
(NSC) Bill in 2004 was a significant institutional 
attempt to formalise the military’s oversight 
role in civilian affairs, granting it legal 
authority over matters ranging from national 
security to human rights and economic policy. 
The NSC’s composition, heavily tilted toward 
military and intelligence chiefs, was 
immediately and fiercely opposed by the ARD, 
which rightly saw it as an unacceptable 
institutionalisation of the ‘Troika’ that had 
historically destabilised civilian governments 
(Khan, Constitutional and Political History 
2017). 

A curious point of cross-party consensus 
emerged with the opposition to the Hisba Bill, 
introduced by the MMA-led government in 
the North-West Frontier Province (NWFP) in 
2005. The bill, which aimed to establish an 
Islamic accountability commissioner 
(Mohtasib) with broad powers to enforce 
religious morality, was rejected by 
mainstream opposition parties, including the 
PPP and PML-Q, and even the federal 
government, on grounds that it usurped the 
powers of established courts and would lead 
to the misuse of authority (Khaled Ahmed 
2010). This internal conflict within the 
opposition ranks demonstrated that, while 
united against the General, political parties 
retained disparate ideological and governance 
priorities that occasionally placed them in 
opposition to one another, reflecting the 
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complex political landscape beyond the anti-
Musharraf narrative. 

Perhaps the most internationally focused 
legislative battle was over the amendments to 
the Hudood Ordinance (eventually passed as 
the Women’s Protection Act in 2006), which 
sought to mitigate some of the most punitive 
and discriminatory aspects of the Zia-era laws 
related to adultery and rape (Behuria 2009). 
President Musharraf supported this reform as 
part of his projected image as an "enlightened 
moderate," which put him in direct conflict 
with the religious parties of the MMA. The 
MMA launched massive street protests, 
condemning the amendments as an assault on 
Islamic law. Conversely, the secular opposition 
(PPP and parts of PML-N) supported the 
amendments on human rights grounds, 
highlighting the fractured and multi-
directional nature of the legislative opposition 
within the Parliament. 

Crucially, the operation of the National 
Accountability Bureau (NAB) served as the 
primary instrument of political victimisation 
throughout Musharraf’s tenure (Siddiqi 2007). 
NAB was widely viewed by critics as the 
'National Arm-Twisting Bureau,' selectively 
prosecuting political opponents, particularly 
leaders from the PPP and PML-N, under the 
guise of an anti-corruption drive. Insider 
accounts, such as that of former NAB 
Chairman Lieutenant General Shahid Aziz, hint 
at the political manipulation of the process, 
where proceedings against government allies 
were often dropped or discouraged to 
maintain the regime’s political stability 
(Shahid Aziz 2012). The continuous threat of 
investigation and imprisonment under NAB 
was instrumental in forcing politicians to 
change loyalties and create the PML-Q, which 
was the central pillar of Musharraf’s 
parliamentary support (Warraich 2006). 

The effective exile of both Nawaz Sharif and 
Benazir Bhutto was a strategic triumph for the 
regime, as it decapitated the two largest 
political parties (Jones 2002). Sharif’s deal 
with the Saudi government forced him into a 
protracted period of exile, while Bhutto, 
though strategically detached, remained a 
potent political force operating from abroad. 
Their absence created a leadership vacuum 
that limited the ARD’s ability to mobilise 
sustained, high-impact street protests. 
However, this period of exile also provided the 
necessary insulation for the two rival leaders 
to overcome decades of mutual hostility and 
lay the groundwork for a unified resistance 
front, recognising that their individual survival 
and the restoration of democracy depended 
on a coordinated strategy to eject the military 
from politics (Ziring 2004). 

T HE C HARTER OF D EMOCRACY AND THE 

J UDICIAL UPRISING (2006 – 2007)  

The culmination of the political opposition's 
learning curve was the signing of the Charter 
of Democracy (COD) by Benazir Bhutto and 
Nawaz Sharif in London in May 2006 
(Belokrenitsky and Moskalenko 2013). This 
document represented a historic political 
reconciliation, effectively ending the 
adversarial politics of the 1990s that had so 
often provided the pretext for military 
intervention. The COD was not just a political 
pact; it was a comprehensive manifesto for 
democratic institutionalisation, committing 
both the PPP and PML-N to restoring the 
unamended 1973 Constitution and creating a 
system of checks and balances that would 
permanently exclude the military from civilian 
governance (Bhutto and Sharif 2006). 

The COD’s demands were explicit and far-
reaching: the abolishment of the NSC, the 
repeal of the Seventeenth Amendment, the 
immediate resignation of the President from 
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his military post, and, critically, the 
establishment of an independent 
accountability commission to replace the 
politically compromised NAB (Khan, 
Constitutional and Political History 2017). By 
agreeing not to seek the army's intervention 
or support against each other, the two largest 
parties denied the military its traditional 
strategy of exploiting civilian division, thereby 
shifting the political battleground back to 
constitutional and democratic principles 
(Haqqani 2002). The COD effectively 
presented the public with a clear, credible, 
and unified alternative to Musharraf’s rule. 

The political dynamics of the opposition 
were profoundly influenced and then 
superseded by the sudden and dramatic 
emergence of the judiciary as the ultimate 
source of resistance. This was driven by the 
unprecedented judicial activism of Chief 
Justice Iftikhar Muhammad Chaudhry (Rizvi, 
Military, State, and Society 2003). After his 
appointment, the Chief Justice began to 
invoke the Supreme Court's suo moto powers 
aggressively, taking up cases of significant 
public interest and challenging the executive’s 
authority in a manner unseen in Pakistan’s 
history (Khan, A History of the Judiciary 2016). 

One of the Chief Justice’s most impactful 
interventions was the annulment of the Paki-
stan Steel Mills privatisation in 2006, which di-
rectly challenged the government's economic 
policy and exposed allegations of corruption 
(Faqir Khan 2014). This judicial strike against a 
key executive function infuriated the Prime 
Minister and the ruling elite, demonstrating 
the court’s willingness to place the national 
interest and the principle of good governance 
above the executive’s political and economic 
priorities. The decision was a powerful signal 
that the judiciary was no longer content to 
serve as a rubber stamp for executive 
decisions, directly contradicting Musharraf’s 

notion of a ‘subordinate’ institutional 
structure. 

Even more confrontational was the 
Supreme Court’s relentless pursuit of the 
‘Missing Persons’ case (Zahid Shahib Ahmed 
and Stephan 2010). Through his suo moto 
authority, Justice Chaudhry forced the 
government and its intelligence agencies to 
account for hundreds of citizens who had 
disappeared into illegal detention. This action 
was a direct challenge to the authority and 
operational secrecy of the state’s security 
apparatus, the core institution underpinning 
Musharraf’s regime (Shah 2014). The Chief 
Justice’s insistence on the rule of law and his 
refusal to yield to political pressure in these 
highly sensitive cases ultimately sealed his 
fate, leading the military establishment to 
view him as an insurmountable obstacle to 
their continued dominance. 

The authoritarian response came on 9 
March 2007, when General Musharraf 
summoned Chief Justice Chaudhry to the 
Army House, demanding his resignation on 
charges of alleged misconduct and misuse of 
office (Khan, A History of the Judiciary 2016). 
The Chief Justice’s refusal to resign triggered 
his summary dismissal and house arrest, an 
event that instantly ignited the nation. This 
was not merely the dismissal of an individual 
but a perceived attack on the very integrity 
and independence of the judiciary (Khaled 
Ahmed 2010). The move was a miscalculation 
of monumental proportions, as it provided a 
singular, non-political issue around which 
lawyers, civil society, and the media could 
unite. 

The dismissal led directly to the Lawyers' 
Movement, a sustained, nationwide campaign 
of rallies, court boycotts, and long marches 
(Zahid Shahib Ahmed and Stephan 2010). The 
initial legal resistance saw Justice Chaudhry 
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file a petition challenging the reference 
against him, a move that forced the Supreme 
Court to hear the matter (Khan, A History of 
the Judiciary 2016). The movement's defining 
success was its ability to mobilise the public 
and focus solely on the rule of law, giving the 
movement a moral authority that trans-
cended party politics. This unprecedented 
pressure, combined with the Chief Justice’s 
principled legal battle, ultimately led to the 
thirteen-member Supreme Court bench’s his-
toric decision to restore Justice Chaudhry to 
his office on 20 July 2007, marking a colossal 
defeat for the Musharraf regime and validat-
ing the power of non-violent, rule-of-law-
based opposition. 

T HE F INAL P USH AND THE E ROSION OF 

A UTHORITARIAN P OWER (2007 – 2008)  

The restoration of the Chief Justice was a 
victory that proved fleeting, as the Supreme 
Court soon took up petitions challenging 
General Musharraf's eligibility to contest the 
upcoming presidential election while still 
holding the office of Chief of Army Staff (Faqir 
Khan 2014). The prospect of judicial 
disqualification panicked the regime, leading 
to the highly destabilising imposition of a 
State of Emergency on 3 November 2007 
(Musharraf 2006). Under this second PCO, 
Musharraf suspended the Constitution, 
removed Justice Chaudhry and dozens of 
other superior court judges who refused to 
take a fresh oath under the new, 
unconstitutional order, and effectively placed 
them under house arrest. The imposition of 
emergency rule was a naked act of 
institutional self-preservation, demonstrating 
the military's ultimate willingness to sacrifice 
constitutional legality to maintain power 
(MacCartney 2011). 

The second deposition of the judges 
triggered an immediate and intensified wave 

of opposition. Thousands of lawyers, political 
activists, and civil society members were 
detained, and the electronic media—which 
had played a vital role in the initial 
movement—was placed under severe 
restrictions (Zahid Shahib Ahmed, “The Role 
of Pakistani Media” 2012). Despite the 
crackdown, the role of media in the lawyer’s 
movement had already been decisive; 
channels like Geo and ARY had provided wall-
to-wall coverage of the Chief Justice’s 
movements and the subsequent rallies, 
creating a powerful national narrative of legal 
resistance and moral righteousness that could 
not be fully suppressed (Khan, A History of the 
Judiciary 2016). The media's commitment, 
despite facing immense financial and 
regulatory pressure, was crucial in keeping the 
flame of the opposition alight during the 
emergency period. 

The political opposition, emboldened by 
the judicial crisis, used the period to formalise 
their electoral strategy. The Murree 
Declaration, signed between the PPP and 
PML-N, committed them to a power-sharing 
arrangement after the 2008 elections, with 
the central pledge being the restoration of all 
deposed judges within thirty days of forming 
the new government (Khaled Ahmed 2010). 
This promise—the primary demand of the 
Lawyers' Movement—demonstrated the 
political parties' recognition that the principle 
of judicial independence had become the 
most powerful political tool available to them. 
This coalition unity was briefly shaken by the 
tragic assassination of Benazir Bhutto in 
December 2007, an event that temporarily 
threatened the elections but ultimately 
galvanised anti-Musharraf sentiment and 
solidified the PPP's resolve to participate and 
defeat the regime at the ballot box (Sohail 
Warraich 2006). 
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The 2008 General Elections delivered a 
crushing blow to the military establishment. 
The PML-Q was routed, and the two major 
opposition parties, the PPP and the PML-N, 
won a decisive majority, immediately forming 
a coalition government (Behuria 2009). The 
defeat signalled a clear public rejection of 
Musharraf’s constitutional and political 
arrangements. Adding to the internal 
pressure, a group of retired military generals 
publicly demanded Musharraf’s resignation, 
arguing that his actions—from the Kargil 
conflict to the political instability—had 
significantly damaged the morale and 
reputation of the Pakistan Army, thereby 
removing a critical layer of institutional 
support that had long protected him (Shahid 
Aziz 2012). 

In a final attempt to secure his political 
future and manage the fallout from the 
elections, Musharraf issued the National 
Reconciliation Ordinance (NRO) in October 
2007 (Burki, Changing Perceptions 2007). This 
controversial executive order granted 
amnesty to many politicians, including Asif Ali 
Zardari, who faced charges of corruption. 
While the NRO facilitated the return of 
Benazir Bhutto and enabled a temporary 
political dialogue, it was ultimately a self-
serving measure intended to fragment the 
opposition and secure support for his 
presidency, but it failed to prevent the 
subsequent democratic consolidation against 
him (Ziring 2004). 

The newly formed PPP-PML-N coalition 
government wasted no time in executing its 
mandate. Recognising that the restoration of 
the deposed judges was non-negotiable, the 
coalition announced the intention to initiate 
an impeachment movement against President 
Musharraf under Article 47 of the Constitution 
(Hashmi 2005). The coalition partners 
successfully passed resolutions in the 

provincial assemblies demanding a vote of 
confidence, demonstrating that they 
possessed the requisite numbers in 
Parliament to carry out the impeachment 
process (Maqbool Arshad 2008). Facing a 
political and institutional checkmate, and 
lacking any further military or judicial 
mechanism for self-preservation, General 
Pervez Musharraf chose the path of least 
resistance. 

On 18 August 2008, General Pervez 
Musharraf announced his resignation from 
the office of President in a televised address 
to the nation (Arshad 2008). The resignation 
was a historic moment, not simply because a 
military ruler was forced out, but because the 
mechanism of his removal was entirely 
constitutional: the threat of impeachment by 
a newly empowered, democratically elected 
legislature. This outcome validated the 
decade-long struggle of the political and 
judicial opposition, demonstrating that the 
convergence of political will, legal principles, 
and popular mobilisation could overcome 
even the most entrenched authoritarian 
regime. The opposition, fragmented at the 
outset, had learned to cooperate, mobilise, 
and leverage the institutional power of the 
judiciary to reclaim sovereignty for the 
Parliament and the people (Raza Rabbani 
2003). 

C ONCLUSION  

The period from 1999 to 2008 in Pakistan's 
political history offers a profound 
demonstration of how opposition, evolving 
from a posture of political weakness to one of 
constitutional strength, can effectively 
dismantle an entrenched authoritarian 
regime. General Pervez Musharraf’s rule, 
initiated through a classic military coup and 
sustained by constitutional engineering like 
the LFO and the Seventeenth Amendment, 
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attempted to institutionalise military 
dominance under a veneer of legality. 
However, the multi-faceted resistance—first 
by the politically unified Alliance for 
Restoration of Democracy (ARD) and later by 
the historic reconciliation enshrined in the 
Charter of Democracy (COD)—steadily eroded 
the political foundations of his rule (Ziring 
2004). This political groundwork, focused on 
constitutional revival and accountability, was 
essential for creating the environment for 
democratic resurgence. 

The decisive turning point, however, was 
the judiciary’s unexpected refusal to be co-
opted, culminating in the Lawyers' Movement 
(Zahid Shahib Ahmed and Stephan 2010). The 
popular movement, triggered by the arbitrary 
dismissal of Chief Justice Iftikhar Muhammad 
Chaudhry, successfully galvanised public 
opinion by framing the struggle as a contest 
for the rule of law, rather than mere political 
power. The combination of judicial activism, 
civil society mobilisation amplified by a 
nascent independent media, and the eventual 
electoral defeat of the pro-military political 
front proved insurmountable. The final 
manoeuvre—the unified, constitutional 
threat of impeachment by the newly elected 
parliament—demonstrated that the civilian 
forces had successfully learned to operate 
within the constitutional framework to 
achieve a democratic objective (Khan, 
Constitutional and Political History 2017). The 
resignation of General Musharraf under the 
duress of constitutional procedure thus stands 
as a powerful testament to the relentless 
pursuit of sovereignty by Pakistan’s political 
and judicial opposition. 
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