Army’s vested interest
By Zafar Iqbal

PAKISTAN has integrated the army into its political life. Can we disentangle it? Recently people have been blaming Ayub Khan and Justice Munir because we do not wish to face the truth and blame ourselves.

It began as a joint endeavour between Ghulam Mohammad, Justice Munir and Nawab Gurmani. Ayub Khan had to be included to ensure success. The object was to prevent Bengal from ruling Pakistan. To this end, Ayub Khan had to take over the government which he did in 1958.

This was the only way to deny East Pakistan an eminent role in government. The people now being accused regarded themselves as patriotic (West) Pakistanis. Previously military rule was simply an extension of Punjab.

This has partially changed because Nawaz Sharif decided to have a COAS who he thought would be easy to remove. Unfortunately the army didn’t like the idea of a change of COAS on an annual basis. The failure to remove the COAS annoyed many people. Having got the opportunity, there is now a chorus that military government is bad. Of course it is.

For historical reasons the British Indian Army was substantially recruited from certain areas of Punjab. The Pakistan Army naturally reflected this. Over the years they have developed a vested interest in controlling the government: not in the way Dr Ayesha Siddiqa has claimed but through a refusal to discuss the defence budget and by providing added perquisites for military personnel in the form of real estate, etc which have been growing over time.

There has been a marked change in the way this has happened. During Ayub Khan’s takeover there was some military involvement in the civil administration but it was very limited.

During Ziaul Haq’s time it increased but not dramatically. Musharraf has practically filled every available vacancy outside the secretariat with military officers. He claims that they have been selected on merit (whatever that means).

It raises an obvious question. Do the really bright people in any family enter the armed forces? One of our aberrations is that the Federal Public Service Commission has been headed by generals and admirals for many years. People joining the military are recruited more for their physical capabilities than their mental attributes.

The Public Service Commission is supposed to judge mental and professional competence. What does an admiral or general or an air marshal bring to this forum?

The previous general who headed the FPSC did take on the government. He was right. That is why he and the whole Commission were removed. It was about the promotion of a couple of police officers by Punjab. It was a political decision. We must remember that the way power is exercised in this country is through the police whenever anything high-handed or illegal is to be done. Amenable policemen also tend to be corrupt. Why not?

No government from 1958 onwards has bothered about good governance: that the higher civil service, or whatever you care to call it, has to be capable of advising without fear or favour. This has become increasingly irrelevant. Sycophancy has triumphed over the years. Both business management and military are essentially command and obey structures and tend to be sycophantic.

As for the present government’s claim of good governance, by placing ads in the papers that Transparency International has improved Pakistan’s rating, it is generally related to foreign contractors or other foreigners doing business in Pakistan. Corruption at the top may have declined but has not disappeared. Elsewhere it is business as usual.

There is little or no transparency in government action at any level. In local government, corruption has increased. This is not uncommon. They tried to correct it in the US by introducing the concept of city or county manager, at least in California. All officials reported to him, including the police. We already had the deputy commissioner in place but he has now been totally subordinated to the nazim. The police are supposed to report directly to the nazim.

To expect nazims to be objective and fairminded is being too optimistic. Politicians at that level are very closely involved with their supporters. To completely hand over the administration to them without any local check or balance has increased corruption, seriously endangered good governance and compromised local justice.

The recent problem of the declaration of emergency arose from the chief justice episode, because Musharraf has surrounded himself with secondsycophants referred to in the American press as oily yes-men. This is normal for people in power. He was advised to show, or possibly himself decided to show, military muscle and there was no one to advise him about it without fear or favour.

The CJ was aware of what was coming and quite possibly contacted his supporters in the bar who said they would organise a demonstration which was likely to be supported by political parties. One wonders whether it is common practice in the world for CJs to lead political rallies. Even if it was politically inspired it was brave of him to take on the generals.

The government was also not uninformed and decided to meet agitation with force. Such things don’t happen on the spur of the moment. What the government forgot was that it had freed the media and the press. Neither of these institutions had ever before been free to run down the government and make strong statements against the executive. When Nawaz Sharif’s gang of toughs decided to attack the Supreme Court, there were no private television channels to broadcast the event nor did the press feel strong enough to criticise it.

The two options available to the government were to declare an emergency on March 7 and close down everything or to adopt a totally lowapproach in making a reference against the CJ. Any competent civil servant would have advised about the two alternatives and probably suggested a low-key approach.

The net result of this power play was that the Supreme Court did not look at the reference but only to the attendant circumstances which could easily be classified as mala fide. The bench proceeded to do so and threw out the reference.

There was annoyance at the behaviour of the government in roughing up the CJ and the lawyers on March 9, also some playing to the gallery and possibly some lingering thoughts about the independence of the judiciary. The latter is a good slogan. The CJ was resurrected and decided to make life miserable for the executive.

Rahul Singh’s article in Dawn describes Indira Gandhi’s declaration of emergency as being precipitated by the Supreme Court in India. This implies, quite correctly, that there is a parallel in Pakistan today.

The developments are socially desirable inasmuch as the educated are claiming that they want an independent judiciary, a free press, etc, an end to military rule, and free and fair elections which haven’t occurred in Pakistan since 1970. These are good slogans — unfortunately they are not accompanied by serious thought as to how these can be achieved.

