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Kayani knows that trying to hold on to everything means the army will end up holding nothing. Extricating from politics is easier because it reduces non-professional cost and, as bonus, bestows on the army a better image

The army has a new chief; General (retd) Pervez Musharraf is besieged; E-day is approaching and trouble in the tribal areas continues. What is the army (read: General Ashfaq Kayani) thinking? What, as Newsweek put it, is “The General’s New Mission”?

Any thinking army chief — and Kayani is just that — should at this point be concerned about two broad objectives: (a) restoring the army’s image and ensuring its organisational integrity; (b) performing effectively against internal threats.

The first requires extricating from politics. Musharraf’s tenure thrust the army into political and civil affairs because that is in the nature of military coups; Musharraf’s own duality of office (COAS/President) reflected the complete enmeshing of civil and military spheres and it extended beyond his person. Kayani has to reverse that.

He is already at it. The steps he has taken signal the repainting of the red line between the two spheres and, to that extent, reversing the policies of his predecessor: prohibiting soldiers from meeting with politicians; ordering all active officers who hold posts in civilian agencies to resign from those positions, planning to get rid of NLC/FWO, even rethinking the army’s other business ventures, and announcing that ensuring free and fair elections is not the army’s responsibility.

However, Kayani knows that until Musharraf is hanging in there, the army cannot really disengage from politics. Those who want Musharraf out look towards Kayani to do it, even as they want to see Musharraf’s back because they argue for civilian supremacy.

A contradiction at first sight, it is built into the situation. It proves the primacy of army as a player in the system. But what is important to note is a possible sense within the institution of the armed forces that playing politics may be becoming more costly than opting out and that there is a bonus to be had in focusing only on the institution’s core interests and interacting with the civilian government only to that extent.

This means that the army does not have to go about getting rid of Musharraf pro-actively. It just needs to disengage from his political troubles, post-election, if the situation gets out of control. Active army support being important for Musharraf’s survival, the withdrawal of such support could be effective in settling the issue.

Having said this, at this stage the army does not want to cut its former chief loose. It would closely watch the elections and see how the situation pans out. If Musharraf can work out a deal with the political players he had kept on the periphery, such being an absolute irreducible minimum for his survival, the army would let the system be.

But if that does not happen, or if the new parliament takes up the issues of Musharraf’s re-election, restoration of judges and amendments to the constitution, prickly stuff all of it, the situation could begin to change.

By withdrawing support, the army could signal to Musharraf that the jig is up. Now unless Musharraf is too oblivious to these facts, one could safely say that he realises the nature of the terrain from this leg onwards.

One good thing about the mess since March 9, 2007 is the realisation in the army that it has spread itself thin and does not have the capacity to act beyond its professional brief without accumulating a cost that may not be bearable. This realisation is partly owed to the beating its image has taken among the people but mostly because it has continuously under-performed in the face of the internal threat Pakistan faces.

Kayani knows that trying to hold on to everything means the army will end up holding nothing. Extricating from politics is easier because it reduces non-professional cost and, as bonus, bestows on the army a better image. 

Additionally, at this point, doing so brings to the army the advantage of focusing on counter-insurgency by freeing it of the responsibility to sell to the country at large the policy of and need to strike against targets in the tribal areas. Garnering support and also taking flak for the policy would be the job of the next civilian government, as it should be, though it must be said that there can be no concept of responsibility without overall authority and hence the army must submit to overall civilian authority.

At the same time, in theory, if the civilian government thinks it has a better alternative, the army could oblige and enter the fray only when it is required. While getting out of politics in and of itself does not guarantee operational effectiveness against insurgent groups, it at least absolves the army of any blame. Right now the policy is considered the brainchild of a single person — Musharraf. The popularity of Musharraf being what it is, he couldn’t even sell beer to a platoon of troopers operating in the desert.

By shedding responsibility for policy formulation, the army could give its expert input on operational matters while letting the civilian government handle other facets of the broader policy — including winning political support for it. So there is an indirect link between getting out of politics and becoming more effective against the insurgents to the extent of winning more adherents for the policy among the people. That is a non-military indicator but vital in countering any insurgency.

While this new approach, nascent as it is, opens up new possibilities and options for the civilians, no one should be in any doubt about how the army is positioned within the system. If the army wants to withdraw that is because it has re-evaluated its cost and benefit. The civilians therefore have to act responsibly so that the army does not begin to rethink its rethink. 

Much distance is still to be covered before civilian supremacy can become a norm.
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