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On how Benazir saw the state�s role in blasphemy cases 

There was a case of a 14-year-old,along with two other Christian men, who had been 
charged with blasphemy. The case was picked up by the international and national media. [When 
the accused] were convicted by the trial court, I wondered why she [Benazir] was not doing 
anything about it, why she was silent. The next day, I was in court and the advocate general 
came to me and said, �Come to my office. The Prime Minister wants to speak to you.� She was on 
the other end of the line. This was when I was quite upset with her. She asked, �What is 
happening?� I said, �You should know what�s happening. Am I the Prime Minister or are you the 
Prime Minister?� She said, �You have a very poor Prime Minister� and asked me if I was going to 
appeal. To tease her, I said I wasn�t. � After a little silence, she said, �Let me talk to the advocate 
general.� I said she didn�t need to: I had already filed an appeal and the advocate general knew 
about it. And then the case went to appeal and they [the accused] were acquitted. Just before the 
acquittal, I received a message from someone to say that the Prime Minister had said it was the 
state�s responsibility to protect them [the accused in the case]: let the state step in. [Later] I saw 
on television that one [of the accused] had been killed, but the second was sent to Germany by 
the government. I asked the attorney general what had happened. He said, �As the Prime Minister 
said, it is the business of the state. So, let the state do this.� 

On Benazir as a politician and a realist 

She was not a conservative woman; she was a conventional woman. She believed that a 
certain number of conventions had to be kept. Marriage was important, aunts were important, 
uncles were important, keeping house was important and relationships were important. But I also 
realized that she was not a revolutionary because [she was] a negotiator. She was a very 
strategic politician. She was not idealistic in her actions, but she had an ideology that was 
optimistic and, to achieve it, she had to negotiate. It went against her sometimes because, when I 
would ask her, �What happened?�, her reply wasn�t real and I knew she wasn�t happy. But she 
had to survive. 

I was chairperson of the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan at the time Benazir was 
Prime Minister. As the chair of HRCP, I had to point out human rights violations. She would 
always argue, �Asma, I am not running an NGO, I am running a country.� And I would say, �Yes, 
you may be running a country, but there should be some limits because living in society is a very 
complex thing [and you] need to handle the lines between government and society.� 

She was extremely compassionate [even] when there were compelling circumstances.� I 
can never forget, for example, the time there were a lot of extrajudicial killings in Karachi. Another 
complaint had also come to the Prime Minister� of people extorting money. All the political parties 
decided that an HRCP team should go and [conduct]a fact-finding mission.� She said, �We sent 
you to find out about extortions, but you�ve come back with a report saying there are extrajudicial 
killings.� And I said, �That is there.� She was upset about the report, but she understood the facts.  

On working against bonded labor 

We were working with bonded labor in Sindh. A laborer and his family had been picked up by 
a landlord and we were finding it difficult to have them freed because once we had done so, the 
police would arrest them again. We had information that there was a very powerful person who 
was not letting them be released. We called the HRCP Hyderabad office� we got the facts and 
sent them to the Prime Minister. Her principal secretary called me and said the facts were very 
upsetting and asked what we wanted them [the government] to do. I said, �Can you send a 
message to all the district commissioners of Sindh to support us against bonded labor? Within 
two years, 35,000 people were released. Yet Benazir never gets credit for this.  

On Pakistan 

Benazir was a �security risk�, according to our ISI general in Pakistan. Nawaz Sharif is a 
�security risk�, Faiz Ahmed Faiz was a �security risk�, Mujeebur Rehmanwas a �security risk, Wali 
Khan was always a �security risk�. � Does Pakistan exist for the people of Pakistan [or] does it 
exist only for the cantonments of Pakistan? I think that is what we have to decide. 
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The last word 
  

 
On 5 February 2018, Asma Jahangir gave a lecture at Lady Margaret Hall, Oxford, titled 

�Remembering Benazir Bhutto�. It was her last public address. Asma passed away six days later. 

Here are some excerpts from 
the lecture. 

I think it is no coincidence 
that I am here to speak about 
Benazir Bhutto�s life as I saw it � 
especially on this day because it 
had special significance for her. 
Benazir was very committed to 
the rights of the people who lived 
in Srinagar. And today is 
Kashmir Day, when people are 
protesting against the atrocities 
committed by the state against 
those living in Kashmir, 
particularly in Srinagar. And I 
think she felt so strongly about it 
because she herself had been a 
victim of bigoted politics. 

On her connection with Benazir Bhutto 

It was a strange connection. When Benazir�s father, the late Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, became 
Prime Minister of Pakistan, the first person he arrested was my father. And when the death 
sentence was given to Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, my father was so agitated, he went from pillar to post to 
try and save him. And I thought, what is this kind of a friendship and how can he save somebody 
who had put him in prison? But that is what the political culture of Pakistan is. You stand up for 
your principles. You do not support or offend people simply because they have offended you at a 
certain point.  

On how Benazir helped change Pakistan�s political culture 

She was never my leader � as a political leader � because I never joined her party� [But]I 
felt that she had changed the political culture of Pakistan. � She transformed herself and she 
also transformed the political culture of Pakistan. It became more tolerant: a culture [in which] 
people were not abusing each other, people were not arresting their opponents, people were not 
condoning extrajudicial killings, people were not justifying torture. But let me remind you � [that] 
Pakistan is a country where, if you represent the people and come to power with the support of 
the people, you are always a threat to the establishment. When you look like a threat to the 
establishment, it means you area �threat� to Pakistan. 

On Benazir and the women�s movement in Pakistan 

When she [Benazir] came to power, within a week she had banned public hangings. She 
released all women under trial who stood accused under the Zina Act and she released children. 
And that was the first message of a new political culture, a political turnaround in Pakistan. � 
There was only PTV at the time and women like me had been banned from speaking on PTV. 
That was the first time I was called by PTV to talk about women�s rights. � And then, I got a 
message from Radio Pakistan [to say that] the Prime Minister wanted all women�s rights activists 
to talk on the radio about women�s rights in Pakistan. Every day, I and other women were on the 
radio, discussing women�s rights.[It was] a silent revolution for women�s rights. 
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The legacy Asma leaves behind 
Peter Jacob 

 
 

Asma Jahangir breathed her last in her battlefield 
whilst discussing legal issues over the telephone with a member 
of the legal fraternity. Predictably, she will live on as a symbol of 
resistance to oppressive practices and her model of activism will be 
a subject of inquiry. In that event, the traditions and standards she 
set as a human-rights defender and a human being, will continue to 
inspire theoreticians and practitioners alike. 

She contextualised the rules of engagement in social action that 
were tried upon in other parts of the world during human rights 
movements. The moral principles and strategies she adopted drew 
clear distinction between dos and don�ts that may guide social actors 
in discharge of their responsibilities, irrespective of the ideological peculiarities. 

Firstly, she managed to engage in dialogue with people in power, directly and indirectly, without sacrificing 
her responsibility as an activist. For instance, her role in drafting the Bonded Labour (Abolition) Act of 1992 and 
as member of the official Commission of Inquiry on Status of Women in 1997 is a testimony to engaging with 
the government on reasonable terms. Nevertheless, she did not aspire for a political office and refused to 
accept financial assistance from the government in order to maintain an institutional impartiality. Hence, she 
was able to remain political neutral while contributing to crucial struggle for democratic development. 

Similarly, political neutrality was a hallmark in the human-rights institutions she helped build. For instance, 
the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan adhered to standards of impartiality from appointments and 
organisational structure to offices to human rights reporting. Her colleagues and successors also upheld the 
tradition. 

Secondly, the magnanimity shown in providing legal and moral support to her detractors in need is 
reminiscent of a high degree of optimism and faith in human virtue. The moral worth made her argument more 
convincing against her adversaries. 

Thirdly, Asma maintained a balance or a combination of idealism and realism. While she pursued idealism 
in protection of human rights, she was highly mindful of pragmatic needs in advocacy. For instance, her strategy 
and logistics for visit to Balochistan in 2006 exemplified a combination of down-to-earth approach and idealism 
of conscientious objection. 

Fourthly, professionalism, she is the only person who held the three positions as the UN special rapporteur 
for about 20 years. This explains that a wide range of international bodies recognised her expertise in different 
areas of protection of human rights besides her integrity and credibility. The appointments on these jobs are 
made through wide consultative and participatory process and no remuneration is paid. 

She visited several countries for fact-finding missions as the UN special rapporteur, her credibility as 
impartial and independent human rights expert was such that not a single country ever challenged her report, 
even though the reports were critical of governments� action or inaction. Being part of observers� mission to 
Guantanamo Bay jail was no small feat, particularly as a Pakistani. 

Fifthly, she used her hard-earned personal repute to advance her activism, however, never sought any 
favours in home country owing to her position in the UN, etc. Hence her stand on human rights accompanied a 
display of character, something that leadership of all levels can benefit from. 

Sixthly, she maintained a resolute confidence in people-centric approach, hence she invested her energies 
in organising and educating a cadre of human rights defenders, build institutions that could cater to needs in 
mobilising and campaigning for human rights. No surprise that she made herself accessible to a wide range of 
media simultaneously with people across the country who approached her for litigation, mostly without fee. 

Finally, besides a thinking mind, she nurtured a feeling heart. She was a better advocate because she 
could listen to and step into shoes of the victims of grave human rights violations. Her legacy is testimonial that 
the Pakistani society can produce individuals of acumen, character and egalitarian ideals. 

The Express Tribune 
26 February 2018 
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institutions like the school I attended and the Women�s Action Forum (WAF) led by Jahangir 
herself. They are all wearing yellow dupattas with empowerment slogans scribbled on them. 
Together, they had stared down dictators and taught us all the importance of democracy and 
human rights when there were none. Here and now, decades later, they seem humbled and truly 
ready to pass the baton. 

We all gather as the cot carrying her body is being brought forward. And what an assembly it 
is! I see Pashtuns in their red caps � her swansong audience � standing next to celebrities who 
have all enthralled the public over the years, women in burkas and women sporting cropped hair, 
smartly dressed lawyers, and non-conforming activists, mighty politicians, and incapacitated 
common folk. I see Christian nuns joining in, and later would spot a turbaned Sikh waiting for 
public transport outside the gate. There is some pushing and shoving, but all in love: everybody 
wants a piece of their hero. 

They announce that the last rites will be performed by Syed Haider Farooq Maududi, a man 
whose surname divides rather than unites, whose father�s teachings in part birthed tendencies in 
society which Jahangir dedicated her life to eradicating. Farooq�s dissimilarities with the senior 
Maududi are all well publicised, but none could symbolise those more than his act today. 

The men seem to have taken their places, but the women are still marching ahead with 
Jahangir. Where are they going? I stand on my toes and try to catch a glimpse of the moving 
body. Barely over five feet tall, her corpse, draped in white cloth, seems so fragile and thin. I 
marvel that a woman who took only this much space utterly engulfed the minds of gun-toting 
dictators in fear, banished cruel perpetrators away from their victims, and affected our national 
discourse for decades. 

But then I hear her roaring voice, now only radiant in the atmosphere around us, vibrant and 
resounding in its message of justice, loud in its rationality and as clear as the blue skies today, 
and she doesn�t seem so tiny after all. 

Adjusting to these heaving shuffles, men are asked to make room for the opposite sex at the 
front. Of course, this is Jahangir�s funeral. In death, as in life, she has no time for quaint mores 
and primeval edicts. When they gave her lined paper, she had written the other way. It is at once 
understood that women will stand shoulder to shoulder with men in bidding her a religious 
farewell. Nobody dares counter this. Nobody could. 

And then, her prayer ushers in two minutes of silence. As Maududi blesses her soul with 
peace, I surrender myself to a divine epiphany. That this right here is a consummation of what 
Asma Jahangir strived for all her life: fruition. That women stood anchored next to men, that 
Pashtuns fashioned their red caps with pride, that the Baloch were welcome in another province, 
that the Sunni prayed with the Shia, that the disabled were cared for by the powerful, that the 
minorities were accommodated within majority ranks, that the liberals grieved together with the 
conservatives. 

For these momentous two minutes, at this juncture in history, everything has coalesced into 
unison � Maududi, WAF, men, women, red caps, yellow dupattas, lefties, right-wingers, 
Pakistanis, foreigners, Muslims, the others � that we have, for this hard-fought yet fleeting blip in 
time, realised a federal, egalitarian, representative, pluralistic and peaceful Pakistan. Jahangir 
has won, but we have lost Jahangir. 

Her cot is loaded back into the ambulance for her final journey and people start filling up the 
streets on all sides, leading to various circular exits. Without a shepherd, everybody is moving in 
a different direction, back to the caves of their prejudices, biases, sects and miseries, distancing 
themselves further and further away from the open centre that just bound us. 

As I trace my steps back towards the archway, I notice the flag of Pakistan atop the stadium 
again. Still fluttering in the wind, perhaps a little less high, less boisterous, for a giant is passing 
beneath its shadow. 

The News on Sunday 
18 February 2018 
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It�s only right that I�m walking on foot towards the venue. This tactile connection with land and 
its people � dirt, warts and all � is what Jahangir championed and never lost. And it�s also 
where she built her legend: Jahangir the street fighter, fighting General Zia�s oppressive laws on 
the Mall Road in 1983, covering it end-to-end again in 2007, rallying lawyers against Musharraf�s 
increasing tyranny whilst getting baton-charged. But today is marked by silence. 

A team of young cricketers are holding a practice session as I amble by one of the manicured 
grounds, their collective noise never amounting to more than a flick of the bat. Birds and crows 
glide smoothly over us all, their chirp the only signal of time crawling by. I see a policeman in 
deep sleep in one of the vans, cap on his face, his life perhaps still embroiled in the poverty Asma 
helped alleviate for others. The sound-bite of her name comes from walkie-talkies near and far, 
but I hear nothing else after that. 

The stadium eventually comes into full prominence, the flag of Pakistan fluttering high and 
proud. I come across a banner put up by the Chief Minister�s office paying lip-service respects to 
their one-time nemesis, emblazoned with a picture of her sitting on a motorbike behind a woman 
during a women�s marathon that was held a couple of years ago. 

Known to be �brave enough to get angry,� her bright, lambent smile with her fist in the air is 
not what is usually associated with her public image. I sense myself choking up. What if 
somebody sees me? What will they think? I had not known her personally, had briefly seen her in 
flesh only once, and did not belong to the legal fraternity or the many disenfranchised groups she 
serviced selflessly all her life. I was not even of the same gender or generation as hers, but why 
did it feel like the floodgates of some visceral grief were about to burst open? 

I try to navigate my sense of self as I tread past the final check post, and into the wide space 
outside the stadium where we now await her. 

As with the neighbourhood earlier in the afternoon, I reach ahead of time. The place is largely 
empty and the few people I see are all men. Oh right, I think to myself, this is a funeral after all. 
Will the women even participate? Workers run abound setting up chairs and a huge panaflex 
sheet with her face on it. �All of the world salutes you,� it captions, perhaps incorrectly in grammar 
but never in meaning. Her image here is one we are much more familiar with, embodying stern 
conviction and striking grit. I take a seat and let the enormity of this occasion sink in. 

Slowly but surely, mourners start pouring in. Black coats who worked alongside her, 
professionals who teamed up with her, students who learned from her. Seats are filling up, 
though none of the famous names are here yet. Neither are the women. �A huge void,� a lawyer 
seated next to me tells his friend. 

�It was so sudden,� he replies, shaking his head. 

�I�m here at madam�s funeral,� another man speaks into his phone. 

Silence yet pervades. I�m jolted out of my thoughts by a large group of people emerging in 
the far distance. I know the convoy has arrived. Hundreds of nameless, faceless workers 
representing the myriad organisations who sought her out, now as orphans forever in her debt for 
making their lives a little less entrapped, carrying huge bouquets for their saviour, chanting 
slogans. Behind them is the ambulance carrying Asma Jahangir, surrounded by scores of 
women, mostly shrouded in black, returning their champion sister back to the people. Of course, 
that�s where the women were, had been. Who else could Jahangir arrive with? And soon enough, 
there are as many women as there are men in this harmonious melting pot. It is unprecedented. 

Some of them are told by the organisers that there is a separate enclosure for females on the 
right side behind a tent. They refuse. Of course, this is Jahangir�s funeral. They take up front row 
seats next to media cameras where they�ll bring her body. 

Another activist with scorched skin wearing beaded, colourful jewellery surprises her friends, 
blood-like tears in her red eyes, declaring, �I�ve come from Islamabad in solidarity.� 

I spot my old school principal talking to other familiar women, a fiery and famous band of 
lifelong girlfriends, mostly elite urban Lahoris now all in their late sixties, who founded progressive 
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Goodbye, warrior! 
Raaid Masood 

 
 

Everything coalesced into unison � Maududi, WAF, 
men, women, red caps, yellow dupattas, lefties, right-
wingers, Pakistanis, foreigners, Muslims, the others. Here�s 
a consummation of what Asma Jahangir strived for, all her 
life. 

I make a pit stop at the local bookstore. I have reached 
this neighbourhood unexpectedly ahead of time and so I 
decide to wait it out amongst books. 

Three vans � full of school children are on their short 
study trip to the store as well and are seen running excitedly 
in the aisles. I try to find a solitary spot as I always do in a 
place of more than 10 people, not to any success. One 
teacher trying to break off a mischievous tussle between two 
rowdy boys passes me an awkward smile. I tell her I once 
went to the same school. 

An hour later I�m still there. Two highly acclaimed and 
popular journalists enter the premises and know exactly 
which books to buy and where they would be placed. They engage in friendly banter over how 
much money they owe each other and leave as quickly as they came. I sit in the corner observing 
them, thinking to myself maybe I�ll get to see them later in the day again. 

The driver picks me up as scheduled and I ask him to take me to Gaddafi Stadium. The road 
opposite the Liberty Roundabout leading to the stadium is blocked by barricades and I see a 
multitude of police cars and media trucks parked next to them. We drive close to a policeman and 
I inquire whether there is a possibility I can continue further towards the stadium. �No�, he says 
politely but firmly, �Asma Jahangir has died!� 

Maybe he thought I had some other business going inside. I tell him I need to attend her 
funeral, and he asks me to simply walk. 

I willingly undertake this long trek, interrupted by a number of makeshift check posts. The 
policeman manning the first one asks me where my car is and soon lets me proceed. He and his 
peers ahead are all uncharacteristically respectful and friendly today. Without traffic, I traverse a 
smaller roundabout and the road leading to the venue with ease. 

The February wind still carries a chill, set against a bright sun shining down on us. The city 
had officially welcomed spring last week, and the weather was getting warmer. But it had rained 
the day Asma died, a universal outpouring of mourn, as the skies wept unabated in the lead up to 
her funeral. The cool and gentle breeze accompanies me as I enter the tall, squared archway 
marking the premise of the stadium. 

There�s stillness all around, one I desperately searched for in the wake of her passing. I had 
been away on a weekend getaway trip with cousins when my sister gave me the news. I 
immediately disputed its veracity, bringing into question the credibility of our friend who posted 
the message. But despite my quick repudiations, somewhere deep inside it stung me. What if it�s 
really true? 

I quietly checked for myself and confirmed her demise. I must have frozen, but none of my 
cousins � some much younger than me � seemed fazed by it. Why doesn�t their revelry break? 
Is the world not supposed to stop and shudder when a giant passes? Why were they still 
discussing their next meal and not expressing the fear of how difficult national life will be without 
her? I need to get back home, I had kept thinking to myself, irritated. 
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she also worked as a Special Rapporteur of the United Nations Commission on Extrajudicial, 
Arbitrary or Summary Executions, a job, which took her to Afghanistan, Central America and 
Colombia. In recent years, she was UN�s special rapporteur for Iran and her straight-talk angered 
the hardliners in Iran as well. 

But it was home where she dazzled. In 2010, she was elected as the first ever woman 
president of the Supreme Court Bar Association. This was a time when she was also a fierce 
critic of the Chief Justice Iftikhar Chaudhry. Jahangir supported Chaudhry when Gen Musharraf 
wrongfully fired him in 2007 but once the judge regained his position, Jahangir was back to 
business of checking abuse of power. As the bar leader, Jahangir brought some sanity amid 
hyper-activism of the Supreme Court during 2010-2011. 

Yet, her credibility at home was always challenged by fundamentalists and the all-powerful 
establishment. Her opponents in the Mullah-Military combine left no stone unturned to defame 
her. She was declared a Western agent and, in recent years, an Indian stooge. The reason was 
obvious: Jahangir stood for peace with India and vociferously articulated an alternative vision for 
Pakistan which was secular, democratic and based on regional cooperation. 

Her consistent stance on principles of human rights and democracy unnerved every ruler in 
the country. During Musharraf�s time, she was a fierce critic of his regime and he even named her 
several times in a disparaging manner. In 2005, she was abused and manhandled during a mixed 
gender marathon which had been organised to raise awareness about violence against women. 
Little wonder then that after Musharraf launched his second coup in the guise of an emergency in 
2007, Jahangir was placed under house arrest. 

Unlike many in Pakistan�s fractured civil society, Jahangir shunned public offices. Benazir 
Bhutto, in her two stints as Prime Minister, wanted Asma Jahangir to become a judge of the 
superior courts but Jahangir refused. 

In 2013, Nawaz Sharif was elected as the prime minister for the third time. From the very 
start, it was evident that Sharif�s relationship with the establishment would be rocky to say the 
least. And it turned out to be just the same. A long drawn civil-military conflict culminated in the 
judicial ouster of Sharif. Throughout his tenure, Jahangir supported the primacy of civilian 
institutions and after Sharif�s controversial dismissal by the court, she was the staunchest of 
voices against the judicial excess. The opposition leader Imran Khan and his party distorted her 
position as political support for Sharif. Jahangir called out Khan for his soft stance on Islamic 
extremism and his bidding of the military establishment to destabilise Sharif. Jahangir�s 
detractors, therefore, multiplied as Khan�s young supporters saw her as the foe. In addition to 
being anti-Pakistan, an Indian agent, enemy of Islam, she was also painted as an apologist for 
�corrupt� Sharif dynasty. 

Jahangir fought back and with her usual gusto. Never deterred by personal attacks she was 
unmoved. Her positions on all matters, political and legal, remained unchanged. This was her real 
strength and confidence in principles she had remained loyal to. 

This larger-than-life commitment to her passion and gritty hard work came at a cost. Her 
health suffered. Leading a highly stressful life � waging multiple battles at the same time � 
perhaps ended in that fateful cardiac arrest last Sunday. For many of us, it will be a black Sunday 
for we are yet to determine all that has been lost with the passing away of an exceptional 
individual. 

Even in her death, Jahangir overthrew conventions and her public funeral was attended by 
women who are generally not allowed to pray with men. The right-wing has created a furor with 
fatwas flowing in. A nasty campaign on TV and social media continues defamation. But these 
desperate attempts are likely to fail in dwindling her legacy of resistance and hope. 

Rest in power, Asma Jahangir. You showed us what a meaningful life entails. 

Daily Times 
18 February 2018 
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Asma Jahangir is no more � but her formidable legacy lives on 
Raza Rumi 

 
 

It will take some time to accept that Asma 
Jahangir has gone silent. That she is not at the 
centre of Pakistan�s political discourse. As a 
formidable and relentless fighter, Asma Jahangir 
personified the struggles Pakistanis have waged 
against executive excesses, shameful cultural 
practices and discriminatory legislation throughout 
the country�s history. Jahangir kept the torch of public 
liberty, freedom and democracy alive for decades. 
Since her foray into activism as a young woman, 
Asma Jahangir remained a fearless champion of 
democratic rights and, in many ways, the conscience 
of Pakistan during the last forty years. 

A leading Pakistani lawyer, Jahangir was most renowned for her role as a human rights 
activist. This was a role which resulted in her confronting the military dictatorships of General Zia-
ul-Haq and General Pervez Musharraf, as well as civilian autocrats. In 1972, when Asma 
Jahangir was a teenager, she filed her first petition to have her father � who had been arrested 
for denouncing war crimes in Bangladesh � released from prison. She won the case. In fact, the 
earliest and the only judgment against a military coup is attributed to her name. Her resistance to 
the Pakistan army�s active role in politics was legendary. In 1999, when sections of Pakistan�s 
civil society welcomed the apparently secular Musharraf, hers was the only clear, unequivocal 
voice against military intervention. A decade later when Pakistan rallied behind judges and 
lawyers to oust Musharraf, Jahangir was once again at the forefront. 

In 1987, Asma Jahangir and her sister Hina Jilani partnered with other women lawyers 
formed the first law firm established by women in Pakistan, named the AGHS Legal Aid Cell. To 
date, AGHS has provided legal services to several women and members of minority groups, and 
it continues to be a benchmark against which the legal profession and public law in Pakistan will 
be judged in the annals of Pakistani history. 

During Ziaul Haq�s dictatorship, Asma was also at the vanguard of activists who created the 
Women�s Action Forum (WAF). Jahangir, along with other women activists, led protests against 
enforcement of fundamentalist laws, specifically the Law on Evidence (which made a woman�s 
testimony inferior to that of men), together with demonstrating against the conviction of a 13-year-
old blind rape victim for zina (adultery). WAF was the first spark of resistance against military rule 
and inspired men and women of all faiths, ethnicities and backgrounds to rally against a 
repressive dictatorship. Her struggles continued thereafter even when civilian governments were 
ruling Pakistan. She was as outspoken as before and refused to adopt a partisan line. Within 
years, Jahangir received global acclaim and became a symbol of progressive and liberal-
democratic elements within Pakistan. She was recognised and honoured across the globe for her 
stellar contributions to human rights and advocacy for marginalised segments of Pakistani 
society. 

Another key contribution by Jahangir was the establishment and nurturing of the formidable 
Human Rights Commission of Pakistan (HRCP). Today, it is the biggest and most credible 
network of rights� activists in Pakistan with a presence in all corners of the country. Jahangir 
remained the Co-Chairperson of the HRCP for several years. She was also one of the founders 
of the South Asia Forum for Human Rights. 

Even though Jahangir will always be remembered for her work in Pakistan, her influence had 
turned global in the past two decades. The United Nations appointed her as a Special Rapporteur 
of Freedom of Religion of the United Nations Commission on Human Rights. From 1998-2004, 
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removed or if chemo would be needed. She dealt with the pain and uncertainty stoically. I didn�t 
hear her complain once. 

The intense recovery period morphed slowly into a more regular pace of life, as Asma 
healed. 

One evening, when she had regained some strength, I walked into the apartment and saw 
her sitting in the living room with TJ. She looked a little tired, speaking more softly than she 
usually did. We decided to have dinner together and ordered food from Chicago�s Devon Street, 
famous for its desi restaurants. We talked politics and as the evening progressed, she gained 
more energy. As she ridiculed Pakistan�s politics and its corrupt system with choice Urdu and 
Punjabi phrases, I discovered Asma was a wonderful mimic, extremely witty, and she giggled at 
times like a happy schoolgirl. The doctor also called that evening to give us the fantastic news: 
there was no need for chemo. Asma said, �We should celebrate. Let�s plan an outing.� Abbe 
came up with several options and an ebullient Asma decided on a night of jazz music. We would 
celebrate her recovery at The Green Mill, one of Chicago�s best and oldest jazz venues. 

When the day arrived, I entered Asma�s apartment and saw her standing near the kitchen 
counter making tea, wearing a colorful shalwar kameez. 

�Kaisey ho baita?� she said, using the same words as when I�d picked her up at the airport. In 
the weeks since, I discovered she was indeed a rockstar, just even more courageous, resilient, 
and humorous than I had imagined. And our time together had flown by. She was leaving the next 
day for Lahore. 

�I�m good, Asma Khala,� I replied. As we hugged, I felt a tinge of sadness at her impending 
departure. Still, we had the whole evening before us, for which I was excited. �Where is Uncle 
TJ?� 

�He is getting ready,� she said, �Where is Abbe?� 
�She�s getting ready too.� 
�Good. We have some time to chat. Would you like some tea?� 
I realised, even then, how special this moment was, when I got a chance to chat with her 

one-on-one. First, she asked me about my work and our life in Chicago, and listened intently, 
asking questions. She was visibly pleased that I was doing well. Then, I asked her: what was she 
looking forward to when she got back to Pakistan? It was a simple question, asked casually, 
unthinkingly. 

As she spoke, it dawned on me that my simple question had been asked to someone who 
had just battled cancer and got a new lease on life. The clarity of her vision, her purpose, was 
evident in her every word and gesture. She explained how she felt she had gotten a bit 
sidetracked with all kinds of conferences, special positions and honorary stuff like PhDs from 
universities. She wasn�t going to waste any more time on such things. 

�Now, when I go back,� she said, fervidly, �I want to really focus on what I�m most passionate 
about. It�s what started me down this road. To help the women of Pakistan.� 

She explained all the things she wanted to do, and in the way her eyes narrowed and 
sparkled, in turn pained, hopeful, dismayed and ultimately defiant, I saw not a woman in her 
sixties, but someone much younger: a 30-something idealistic lawyer, who had marched down 
the streets of Lahore, facing teargas, batons and imprisonment. The person I had heard of as a 
seven-year-old boy and wanted to know, had appeared. 

Our teacups empty, Asma, TJ, Abbe and I all walked out together from the apartment and 
stepped into a balmy Chicago evening. Strolling down the leafy streets, we chatted and laughed, 
Asma and TJ walking in a pair, ahead of us. Fifteen minutes later, we were at The Green Mill. 
And the jazz club didn�t disappoint. At one point in the evening, as the piano and trombone grew 
to a fevered pitch, pI turned and looked at Asma. She was gazing up at the musicians on stage, 
smiling and shaking her head to the beat of the music. She noticed me looking at her, and gave 
me a quick smile � no longer my unfamiliar khala. 

The Friday Times 
23 February 2018 
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A few days earlier, my mother had called me from Toronto in distress. Asma had been 
diagnosed with cancer. She was coming to Chicago for treatment from a leading cancer 
specialist. �Please email her and let her know that you�ll be there to pick her up at the airport,� 
mother said. �And that you�ll be at her disposal for the duration of her stay. I�ve already told her 
that you are.� 

Waiting for Asma to arrive, I recalled my earliest memory of her. The year was 1983. I was 
seven years old and at home when the phone rang, followed by an anxious discussion between 
my parents about what was happening in the city that day. Asma and members of her Women�s 
Action Forum (WAF) had taken to the streets protesting the discriminatory laws that Zia, 
Pakistan�s military dictator, had instituted against women. The police had tear-gassed and 
charged the protestors with batons to break up the rally. A heavy silence hung in the room as I 
learnt that Asma had been injured and was now behind bars. I remember thinking, �Who is this 
crazy and daring woman? I want to know her.� 

Our paths did cross, every time she�d come to meet my mother. But I was too young to 
engage with her in a meaningful way. I moved abroad as an adult, and during my wedding in 
Lahore fifteen years later, I was deeply touched when Asma and TJ hosted my American mother-
in-law and several friends as guests in their home. But somehow we never got a chance to 
connect one-on-one then, either, given the madness of the wedding. 

As I stood at the airport, nervous, thinking about Asma�s cancer diagnosis, it didn�t feel like a 
wish coming true to see her now due to this troubling circumstance. Yet my wish would be 
answered � just not in the way I expected, and not for another couple of weeks. 

When Asma emerged, she had a calm energy about her, and greeted me with a hug. �Kaisey 
ho baita?� she said. �How are you, son?� These words, and her natural warmth, put me instantly 
at ease. Her husband, TJ uncle, was with her. As we drove into the city together, the trees were 
still bare, the skies grey; spring was still a few weeks away. Asma paid no attention. Her focus 
was on her treatment and the logistics of her stay. She discussed treatment options, medical 
tests, appointment dates and times. Relatives and friends called her cell phone. She asked them 
not to worry, to please not show up in Chicago, and that everything was under control. It was 
going to be fine. She was like a general getting ready for battle. There was no fear or anxiety, at 
least none that showed. I briefly mentioned some sightseeing and entertainment options, but she 
was not interested. I dropped her and TJ off at their friend�s house, where they planned to stay 
until they found a hotel. 

As Abbe and I helped search for a hotel room for them, preferably close to our condo, we had 
an amazing stroke of luck. Airbnb showed a listing that looked oddly familiar� in fact, it was 
directly below us, in our very same building! Upon inquiring, we learned that our downstairs 
neighbour was headed off to travel in Europe for several months. We locked in the rental for his 
one-bedroom apartment, and Asma and TJ moved in. 

Over the course of three weeks, Asma and TJ became our real-life neighbors. Abbe and I 
dropped in to see them, before and after work, to say hello and help with any small tasks. When 
Abbe baked, she dropped off cinnamon rolls, brownies and other treats for the Jahangirs. We 
made arrangements for our maid to help clean their apartment too. Like two Lahori Aunties, Asma 
and I occasionally griped about certain details of her work but also expressed our deep 
appreciation. Uncle TJ and I worked together to master the new apartment�s cable TV and air-
conditioning system. We loved our new neighbours. 

Looking back, the three weeks that we spent with them had three distinct flavours. The first 
was pre-surgery, with Asma and TJ settling into the new apartment and getting ready for the 
surgery. This period, starting from Asma�s arrival in Chicago and ending with her surgery, was 
practical and efficient, although not without its moments of humour. One evening, laughing and a 
little chagrined, Asma told us, how she was stunned at discovering a stash of sex toys and S&M 
paraphernalia in one of the cupboards of her apartment, belonging, presumably, to our neighbour 
from whom we had rented the apartment. I felt a pang of guilt and embarrassment, since we had 
found the apartment for her. But seeing Asma laugh heartily put my mind at ease. 

After the surgery, Asma�s apartment lay mostly silent and dark. After an anxiety-filled wait of 
6+ hours of surgery, it would take several more days to learn if the cancer was completely 
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An investigative report on this matter was published in a newspaper on Friday. It�s mind 
boggling revelations, irrespective of suspicions that have circulated for some years, provide an 
insight into how our entire structure of governance and the judicial process have thoroughly been 
corrupted. 

It may seem odd that I have brought together an investigative report about the criminal 
behaviour of our police officials with an assessment of the potential for a progressive agenda. In 
the first place, I am searching for some clarifications about the direction of our present state of 
societal disorder. 

On the face of it, Rao Anwar does not at all belong in any analysis of the challenges that the 
civil society confronts after Asma�s death. But the contents of such media reports should be taken 
into account when we think about the injustices and oppression that exist in our society. 
Furthermore, extrajudicial murders were very much at the heart of Asma�s campaign. 

It isn�t possible to give a gist of what the investigative report has unmasked. I can only give 
you a hint about the magnitude of the transgressions that were committed with impunity. We are 
introduced to Rao Anwar as �an instrument of the deep state�. We are told that �even the Sindh 
chief minister was helpless before a policeman who knew he was more powerful than even the 
province�s chief executive�. 

What we have here is a thriller that has its place in the realm of fiction. But the truth of it is 
spine-chilling. Since the Supreme Court is also involved in the Rao Anwar affair, we should 
expect that some form of action will be taken at some level. But that would certainly not change 
the fundamental character of a system that is shaking to its core. 

It is a situation that is beyond the comprehension of the religious extremists and the 
obscurantists. In a sense, the ruling ideas are under pressure and can be pushed into retreat if 
the progressive forces of change are able to unite and move forward. In times like this, all 
institutions become divided and there is confusion about what is to be done. The point is that 
there must be people in all segments of our society who crave freedom and justice. The real task 
is to mobilise the enlightened elements to protect and promote democratic values. 

The battle, it would appear, has begun. But I am also aware of the fear that after Asma, a 
void will begin to emerge. We will surely miss her. But we also need to be motivated by her 
example and, as the poet said, �find strength in what is left behind�. 

The News 
18 February 2018 

*** 

My rock star khala 
Taimur Ali Ahmed 

 
 

One afternoon, in May of 2015, my wife and I 
stood anxiously at Chicago�s O�Hare airport, waiting 
for Asma Jahangir � the world-renowned human 
rights lawyer and activist, a household name in 
Pakistan and champion of women�s and minorities� 
rights � to emerge from Arrivals. Outside, my freshly 
detailed car was waiting to take her into the city. I 
turned and noticed Abbe, my wife, biting her nails. I 
too was nervous, like I was going to meet a rock 
star, someone I had idolised all my life. She was one 
of my mother�s oldest friends but for a variety of 
reasons, we�d never really gotten to know each 
other. I referred to her as Asma Khala � Asma Auntie � but really she was unfamiliar and unlike 
any aunt I�d known. But things were even more complicated than that. 
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Civil society after Asma 
Ghazi Salahuddin 

 
 

Throughout this week, our minds have been 
concentrated on Asma Jahangir. Those of us who 
passionately endorse the universal values of 
democracy and social justice are still in a state of 
shock. 

It is, perhaps, the present state and mood of the 
nation that has enhanced our sense of bereavement. 
At the same time, we have an occasion to celebrate 
the amazing life of a great human being. Since Asma 
had touched so many lives in different spheres, we 
have an outpouring of memories and specific 
personal encounters. We were stunned by the news of her death that spread in the afternoon last 
Sunday. It struck us from out of nowhere. 

Some of us were at the Karachi Literature Festival that had entered its final phase. It helped 
because we could condole with each other. I. A. Rehman was there and we were able to gather 
around him. The KLF provided an appropriate backdrop to share our initial feelings about what 
had happened. Then, we could sense the surge of anguish and sorrow across the country and 
beyond. 

Asma�s detractors must have been astonished that her death had prompted such a 
groundswell of sympathy and an affirmation of her struggle for the rights of the oppressed and for 
rule of law. They, the detractors, are a powerful lot. But are there any signs that the balance of 
power is beginning to shift? 

This, in fact, is uppermost in my mind as I make an attempt to understand the life and legacy 
of Asma Jahangir. That I had known her for many long years, mainly through the activities of the 
Human Rights Commission of Pakistan, is beside the point. Yes, personal reminiscences do 
intervene. 

I had travelled to Lahore from Karachi for her funeral on Tuesday with Zohra Yusuf, a former 
chairperson of the HRCP who was very close to Asma. The memories we shared during this 
journey are a veritable treasure. Set in a pattern, they could draw a glowing portrait. 

However, we have already had a number of tributes and appraisals of Asma�s life and work, 
underlying her indomitable courage and commitment as a defender of human rights. Eventually, 
we have to think about what it is going to be like after Asma�s death. 

One measure of this concern was her funeral. The presence of women in that unique 
congregation was in itself a vindication of Asma�s iconoclastic mode of protest. More than that, it 
was a microcosm of modern Pakistan, with its manifestations of plurality and tolerance. In that 
sense, it inspired hope that the shock of Asma�s death may bring various strands together and 
create the prospect of a new alliance of liberal and progressive forces. 

As I have suggested, this coming together of the civil society should have some relevance to 
the existing social and political situation. Nawaz Sharif�s confrontation with the establishment and 
the higher judiciary is truly consequential and has raised some vital issues about the drift of the 
present democratic disposition. Meanwhile, the quality of political discourse has greatly 
worsened. The general mood is that conspiracies are forever being hatched. 

In the midst of all this turmoil, there is this spectacle of how a powerful police officer linked 
with extrajudicial killings for all these years has now gone missing. What is important is that this 
was the result of the massive protest launched after the murder of a Pakhtun young man. It is this 
protest that has signalled a change of some kind in the political environment. 
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Anyone who doesn�t subscribe to the narrow notion of national security and nationalism can be 
branded �unpatriotic� by the so-called defenders of our ideological boundaries. 

Indeed, Asma relentlessly fought against every military regime and struggled for democracy 
and civilian supremacy. That certainly did not please the so-called patriotic elements. Her 
campaign against forced disappearances and her criticism of security agencies� role have also 
been used to question her patriotism. Nothing could be more ridiculous than that. 

In fact, her struggle gave hope to the alienated people of Balochistan of getting justice and civil 
liberties. On her death, Akhtar Mengal, a former chief minister of Balochistan, tweeted: �Balochistan is 
forever in your debt.� The remarks also represented the sentiments of the Baloch population towards 
her for raising a voice for their rights at the national level. She became a symbol of the national unity 
that our so-called patriots and nationalist chauvinists have never been able to fathom. 

And it was not just Balochistan; Asma was there to support any struggle for democratic and 
civil rights. Her last speech was at the Pakhtun long march in Islamabad. Organised by a group of 
Pakhtun students and young activists, the protests triggered by the killing of Naqeebullah Mehsud 
in a staged police encounter in Karachi last month became a forum for the demonstration of 
grievances of the population affected by the conflict in the tribal areas. 

Hundreds of people are known to have become victims of enforced disappearances. Such a 
policy cannot help win the hearts and minds of the people who have suffered massive destruction 
and displacement from their homes. Those assembled in Islamabad were not militants; they were 
victims of war in their areas. They were not sure whether the state has really changed its policy of 
�good Taliban/bad Taliban�. 

That concern is witnessed in many other parts. Asma shared their concerns and anger over 
indiscriminate action against the Pakhtuns in other parts of the country. Like many other 
progressive public figures, Asma had been a strong critic of the disastrous state policy of using 
militancy as a tool of foreign policy that cost Pakistan massively, both in terms of human lives and 
the economy. 

Asma�s campaign for normalisation of relations with India had also become a major issue for 
the nationalist brigade. They also used this to question her patriotism. An old newspaper picture 
of her with India�s extremist Hindu leader Bal Thackeray resurfaced on social media, though she 
had met him in her capacity as the United Nations special rapporteur on freedom of religion 
investigating violence against Muslims in India. What these zealots have forgotten is that Asma 
also raised her voice against Indian atrocities in occupied Kashmir. 

She had long been targeted by the extremist Islamist groups for her unrelenting campaign for 
women rights and the misuse of the blasphemy laws. This is also being used against her in the 
latest social media campaign. She was never intimidated by the extremist onslaught despite the 
serious threat to her life. She never left the country; that demonstrates her courage and 
fearlessness. 

As she said in an interview that whatever she did she never deviated from her core principles; 
she never sought glory or ever tried to benefit from adversity. Her courage has certainly been 
recognised by the people here and by the international community, notwithstanding the vitriol 
spewed by the forces of regression that are not willing to let go of their obscurantist worldview. 
These are the same people who glorify murder in the name of faith. The way Mashal Khan�s 
murderers were lionised is a horrific manifestation of the rising religious extremism against which 
Asma stood up. 

These are the same elements that have been running a concerted campaign against Malala, another 
international icon of courage. The young Nobel Prize winner has been accused of being a Western agent. 
They don�t want to see how these two brave women raised Pakistan�s image. As one American writer has 
pointed out, Pakistanis often complain about the bad image of their country being projected in the 
international media, but they refuse to see what they are doing to those who present the dynamic face of 
their country. These are the people who are afraid of Asma�s legacy. 

Dawn 
14 February 2018 
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students and teachers at the LSE how to fight injustice related to religious intolerance, using 
democratic means (a subject that seems to become more and more important across the world). 
Her ideas were buzzing around the LSE for many weeks. 

Activist lawyers, especially those who lead human rights movements, are often in danger of 
violent attack by people whose despotism and oppression are threatened. In Shakespeare�s 
�Henry the Sixth, Part Two�, when Jack Cade with recently acquired � indeed ill-acquired � power 
talks about his policy priorities, one of his followers, Dick the Butcher, says, �The first thing we do 
let�s kill all the lawyers� (4, 2, 1, 78). 

Asma had to face many such Dick the Butchers in her committed and dedicated life. But my 
fearless friend continued to speak, argue, plead, guide, and lead the movements she had 
founded and built, without being at all deterred. Threats and dangers could not stop her. Nor 
could they reduce the force of her reasoning. Nor diminish her extraordinary warmth and 
humanity which captivated all. 

Even though Asma has left us, we can still not only bask in her glory, but also continue to be 
guided by what she has taught us. The angel of humanity may have gone, but the great 
inspiration and the penetrating education we have got from her are here to stay. At this tragic 
moment, there is comfort in that thought � and we can have pride in having known so perfect a 
human being. 

Address at Harvard Kennedy School, Cambridge, MA 
17 February 2018 

*** 
Who�s afraid of Asma Jahangir? 

Zahid Hussain 
 

 
THOUGH small in stature, Asma Jahangir 

stood tall against the usurpers and bigots who 
were her biggest nemesis. They were scared of 
her. Her relentless fight for justice and for the 
rights of the people made those in power 
uneasy. Her fearlessness made them shudder. 
Her quest for regional peace earned her the 
wrath of the warmongers. 

She was the conscience of a nation that 
has produced few icons whom the people can look towards for inspiration. In her death the 
country may have lost its bravest soul and a fearless street fighter, but her legacy lives on. The 
principles Asma stood for and the causes she championed are very much alive. 

Therefore, it is not surprising that while her passing is being mourned across the region and 
religious divide, there are also some who have not spared her even in death. The kind of filth 
spewed against her in the social media reflects a sickening mindset of powerful interest groups 
who were challenged by Asma. They ran a concerted campaign against her when she was alive, 
but this campaign has become even more vicious after her death. They are afraid of the legacy of 
struggle she has left behind. She was among the few Pakistanis who also won international 
acclaim for her struggle for human rights. 

Asma�s courage has been recognised here and abroad, notwithstanding the vitriol spewed by 
regressive forces. 

Indeed, religion and patriotism are two major weapons in their arsenal that they use in their 
venomous propaganda campaign against her. There is certainly nothing new about this. They 
know they can�t attack her for her struggle for democracy and justice. Hence these issues come 
in handy. The adage that �patriotism is the last refuge of the scoundrel� fits well in this case. 

There is no mystery about who is spearheading this social media campaign. What is, 
however, more disconcerting is how young minds are being polluted in the name of nationalism 
and patriotism by some elements. Among them are also members of mainstream political parties. 
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Asma Jahangir, my fearless friend 
Amartya Sen 

 
 

It is hard to find a measure of Asma Jahangir�s 
greatness. She was a brilliant intellectual, a superb 
humanist, a great political leader, an epitome of 
kindness, a personification of indomitable courage. 

Asma was all these things � and much more. 
Professionally she excelled as a magnificent lawyer, 
who did more than anyone else I can think of to defend 
and save helpless people from the unjust wrath of 
authoritarians and tyrants. As one of the most 
distinguished human rights lawyers in the world, Asma 
used her legal knowledge to protect the vulnerable and 
unimaginably strengthen people�s rights. 

As it happens, Asma Jahangir�s first legal victory came before she became a trained lawyer. 
She won a great legal victory in freeing her father, Malik Ghulam Jilani, a parliamentarian and 
critic of the military who had been unjustly incarcerated by the government. At the time of her 
victory at the Supreme Court (in a case celebrated as �Miss Asma Jilani vs the Government of 
Punjab�), Asma was barely twenty years old. Later, with professional legal training and far-
reaching vision, combined with her exceptional intelligence, Asma became the leading defender 
of human rights in Pakistan, in the company of other great human rights activists like I A Rehman 
and Dorab Patel. 

It is extraordinary to see how much the Pakistan Human Rights Commission has achieved in 
the cause of justice, without even having the firm legal � and constitutional � status that, say, the 
Indian or the South African Human Rights Commission can comfortably rely on (those 
commissions have a much easier job than the Pakistan Human Rights Commission, which � 
despite that legal handicap � has achieved no less, particularly through powerfully mobilising 
public opinion and involvement). 

I personally think that in understanding Asma�s success, it is important not only to appreciate 
the strength of her skilled arguments, her trained reasoning and her deep-rooted courage, but 
also the tremendous warmth of her personality including her radiating friendliness. She generated 
enthusiasm across the world, but particularly on the two sides of the sub-continental divide. Asma 
was loved in Pakistan, but no less in India, and whenever she gave a talk in India, the room � 
whatever its size � was always overfull. She communicated an amazing closeness that was felt 
by all. It was her companionable personality, in addition of course to the force of her reasoning, 
which helped her to bring judges, even in most difficult cases, to see her arguments with 
sympathetic clarity. It is amazing how Asma won case after case against what seemed like 
insurmountable adversity. 

I have been extraordinarily privileged to have Asma as a close friend for nearly two decades. 
I first met her when we were both members of a joint Indo-Pakistani initiative to engage the 
citizens of the two countries to talk more with each other (Asma was the co-chair of the group, 
along with former prime minister I K Gujral on the Indian side). 

I was awestruck by the clarity of Asma�s mind as well as her boundless humanity and 
warmth. We had the chance to talk a great many times in many different places when we met (as 
we did frequently), but we had the most wonderful opportunity to talk endlessly when she and her 
wonderful husband, Tahir Jahangir, stayed with us at the Master�s Lodge of Trinity College in 
Cambridge. We were often joined by her younger daughter Sulema, also a lawyer. I learned a 
huge amount from Asma about how to think about one�s priorities and duties in the most complex 
of circumstances. 

One of the most fulfilling moments of my life came last year when Asma spoke at the London 
School of Economics, in a lecture named after me � I have not done anything to deserve it (I 
hasten to add) but the LSE has such an annual series. Asma explained to nearly a thousand 
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for what she wore. Quite a few things did not change, though. Smoking, for instance. Doctors� 
warnings persuaded her to switch over to lighter brands. For some time, bidi was the thing. Then 
back to thin cigarettes. 

Also gossip sessions with friends were not given up. The core group comprised friends since 
childhood � Seema Iftikhar and Naazish Attaullah, followed by Mona Kasuri and Salima Hashmi. 
The common factor among them was that all of them, including Asma herself, had themselves 
made their lives and each one of them had excelled in the area of their choice. Asma would often 
relate with pride the hard struggles they had to wage before achieving success. She adored her 
friends and she also admired them. 

Her love of having regular meals did not change either. Lunch was usually out of office and 
she did not care what she ate. But dinners were always elaborate affairs. She liked to cook for 
guests and especially for her children in foreign lands. She had a special liking for fish and would 
buy it from a choice shop in Islamabad and Karachi, to be carried home for the family, the bad 
smell making fellow travellers uncomfortable sometimes. During drives in the interior, especially 
in Sindh, she would like to stop at the first tikka shop by the roadside. She ate little but enjoyed a 
fresh tikka to cleanse her palate. 

She was a good mother to her children. A good governess helped while the children were 
small. She gave them full freedom to become whatever they wanted to be and her husband, Tahir 
Jahangir, played his role quietly. They gave the children opportunities for studying in the best 
institutions of Canada and the US. If any one of them had a health problem Asma would take the 
child to any part of the globe where treatment was possible. 

Asma loved crowds. Active crowds, and crowds that kept moving forward � Jaloos. She 
would issue the call whenever the crowd grew to a sizeable number. 

We were having a workshop in Mirpurkhas with an unusually large number of correspondents 
and field workers from all parts of Sindh, around 650 of them. The Commissioner had imposed 
section 144 but that didn�t deter Asma. She asked me about taking out a procession. My view 
was that a procession could be carried out if the people who had come to listen to the speeches 
exceeded 3,000. By afternoon the crowd had swelled to more than 3,000 and Asma�s wish could 
not be denied. With Iqbal Haider jumping up and down in the frontline, the procession marched 
along the town�s roads. The administration struck back by picking up senior activist Akhtar 
Baloch. But Asma made so much noise that he had to be released after �first aid� treatment only. 

Beginning with 2010 when she became the first woman president of the Supreme Court Bar 
Association she led a more hectic life than even a far stronger body could bear. The long line of 
litigants at her office grew longer. Even the General who had wanted to slap her wished her to 
defend her. Constant travelling between Lahore and Islamabad, with frequent breaks for flying 
visits to London, Geneva, Toronto and New York City, catching bits of sleep in cars and on 
planes, making notes, checking e-mails in short journey breaks, she took too much liberty with 
her body. She was a sound manager of time but there is a limit to which hours and minutes could 
be stretched. 

Several times I called on her to slow down, because I saw a thin screen of pain on her face, 
which many thought was a sign of annoyance. Her remark always was, �I am OK�. She literally 
worked herself to death. 

There were quite a few things she left undone. But any mortal will be proud of what she had 
done. A little lawyer from Lahopre had become the greatest defender of human rights in the 
subcontinent and one of the bravest voices in the world against injustice, falsehood, autocracy, 
patriarchy, intolerance and humbug. 

What a life, my friend Asma, and what a life to celebrate for a long, long time. 

 
The News on Sunday 

18 February 2018 
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a year away. With Justice Dorab Patel as its head and a governing body full of eminent fighters 
for basic rights, Asma as Secretary General launched HRCP on a full-throttle drive to defend the 
people�s human rights. 

The commission had its office in Asma�s law chamber above a shop on Hall Road. For three 
years it received no donor support and all office-bearers themselves bore their expenses on 
attending its meetings. The commission started getting financial support in 1990 and it shifted to a 
flat that Asma had bought for herself in Gulberg. 

1998 was a remarkably successful year in Asma�s life. This was the year that Asma gave a 
dazzling display of her lobbying skills. We were in the midst of a regional human rights 
conference when we received reports that the National Assembly had passed a bill for the 
enforcement of the religious code, similar to Ziaul Haq�s 9th amendment that had been passed by 
the National Assembly but had lapsed due to the Junejo government�s failure to table it in the 
Senate. Within a few hours Asma persuaded the leaders of all opposition parties to block the 
measure in the Senate. The last one to fall in line was Akbar Bugti. He was asleep and woke up 
at midnight and immediately nodded concurrence. The bill was never sent to the Senate. It 
lapsed. 

One other example of Asma Jahangir turning her sole voice into the voice of the majority was 
the demand for increase in women�s seats in legislatures. A large convention was organised 
jointly by HRCP and Sustainable Development Policy Institute to discuss the quantum of 
women�s seats in assemblies. Most organisations present were thinking of 10-12 per cent seats 
for women. Asma said: �Nothing less than 33 per cent.� 

A long debate ensued. She was supported by Tahira Mazhar Ali Khan, the then HRCP vice-
chair for Punjab, and Aziz Siddiqui, and one or two others. By and by, Asma�s supporters grew 
and by the end of the convention women�s demand for seats in legislatures had been fixed at 33 
per cent. 

Beginning in the 1990s, Asma won an embarrassingly large number of international awards, 
including the King Baudouin Prize for development, which they wished to give to Asma alone but 
she put HRCP as a co-awardee and gave all the prize money, a substantial amount, to HRCP. 
She took these awards in her stride and valued only a few, such as the Right to Living Award, 
said to be an alternative to the Nobel Prize. Four foreign universities gave her honorary 
doctorates � two Canadian, one Swiss and one American � though she never used the prefix �Dr�. 
She especially valued her title of Senior Supreme Court Advocate. There was an unmistakable 
glint in her eyes when she told me about this. The little girl who had dared to defend Safia Bibi 
had arrived among the highest category of the country�s lawyers. She had found a place of 
distinction among her peers. 

The most important thing that happened in 1998 was her nomination as the United Nations 
(UN) Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions. She decided to 
consult Aziz Siddiqui and me about whether she should accept the job. She talked about her 
practice, her work at AGHS Legal Aid Cell, her duties to HRCP. Apparently she wanted us to 
endorse her entry into the UN system and perhaps an assurance from us that HRCP�s work 
would not suffer. We duly helped her accept the UN offer. 

With her work against extra-legal killings Asma took off into the international orbit. Important 
world leaders � presidents, prime ministers, academics, artists � sought her company and some 
advice too. She grew up fast. She acquired a deeper understanding of men and matters. She 
quickly learned to comprehend the problems related to extra-legal killings in various countries and 
also mastered the art of writing concise reports. She outpaced most of the people who at one 
stage or another considered themselves as her mentors. 

The first UN mandate was renewed after three years and continued till 2004. This was in 
accordance with the normal practice. A bit unusual was the fact that without any break she was 
given a second mandate � on Freedom of Religion and Belief � that continued till 2010. This 
mandate enabled Asma to further refine her thought process and her advocacy skills. She also 
became more circumspect. The way she carried herself in public changed and she began to care 
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My friend Asma 
I. A. Rehman 

 
 

I cannot recall exactly when and how I first met 
Asma. Did I see her when I was invited to dinner by 
her father, Malik Ghulam Jilani, to meet Nawab Akbar 
Bugti, who was staying with him? Not sure. But in the 
early 1980s I have several images of her in my mind. 
In one image, she is standing between me and Aitzaz 
Ahsan, whose protégé she at that time was supposed 
to be, by the bedside of Mahmud Ali Kasuri. Mian 
Kasuri sahib was unwell and wanted to discuss with 
his young friends how to strengthen the Lahore High 
Court Bar Association�s challenge to the Zia tyranny. 

However, I was soon attracted by Asma�s 
campaign against the Hudood Ordinances and her 
defence of its victims, especially the visually impaired 
Safia Bibi, who had been sentenced to imprisonment 
and flogging for committing zina. She established 
herself, in my estimation, as a doughty fighter worthy of our respect. This impression was 
deepened when she was accused of having provided justification for the addition of the 
blasphemy provision to the Penal Code. I was among the many defenders of civil liberties who 
rallied to her defence. 

This was a period of great ferment in Lahore�s political circles. The Movement for the 
Restoration of Democracy (MRD, a name coined by top journalist Nisar Osmani) had been 
founded in 1981. Ziaul Haq had used the hijacking of a PIA plane to fill the jails with PPP leaders 
and a large number of leftists, and to proclaim the first Provisional Constitutional Order (PCO). He 
had also embroiled Pakistan in the Afghan conflict. At the same time the world had started 
looking at Zia�s arbitrary curtailment of the legal protection to citizens. All these developments 
influenced Asma�s mind and she decided to broaden her concerns and address human rights. 

A distinct image in my mind is that Asma is standing in the door of my small room at Mazhar 
Ali Khan�s brave weekly Viewpoint and I am scribbling something. She says: �Rehman sahib, let 
us set up a Human Rights Commission�. And I say without lifting my head �All right, let us do 
that�. For many years she would repeat this scene to chide me for my casual response to her 
momentous announcement and to remind me that I had been wasting my time writing in small 
letters something of little value. 

Of course, she had been talking to a lot of people, especially after she had established the 
Malik Ghulam Jilani Foundation to continue her father�s work following his sudden death. The 
Foundation held a convention in Lahore. It was at this gathering that the decision to set up the 
Human Rights Commission of Pakistan (HRCP) was taken. 

The convention had the stamp of Asma�s organisational capacity. Everybody who was doing 
something for women�s rights, for political prisoners� release and welfare, or for the liberation of 
bonded labour was invited (Asma had already played a key role in the case of Darshan Masih in 
which the Supreme Court started the train of events that led to the abolition of bonded labour). 

A distinguished guest had brought some posters and other display material to expose the 
excesses committed by the Bhutto regime. Asma put her foot down. She refused to allow the 
convention to be marred by unnecessary controversies. The honourable guest was free to walk 
out. 

HRCP was founded in October 1986 and it came at the right time. Martial Law had been 
withdrawn, Muhammad Khan Junejo had become prime minister after a party-less poll. Benazir 
Bhutto had returned. MRD had conducted a movement three years earlier and another was only 
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