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I looked through historical data and found out that in the history of the US, a former general never served as secretary of defence except for General George Marshall and that also for less than a year. That made me realise the inherent safeguards built into democratic systems

The affair of the Chief Justice of Pakistan was bad enough. It was soon followed by elimination of the Pakistani team in the cricket World Cup and the murder of the Pakistani cricket coach. This is indeed double whammy. Now like many Pakistanis I keep asking myself (with apologies to Mirza Ghalib), should I cry for my heart or for my soul? 

The sad saga of Bob Woolmer’s murder will unfold in time so any comment on it is premature. The CJ matter is sub judice and having no wish to incur the wrath of the most honourable and puissant Supreme Judicial Council, I will avoid any discussion about it until such time that the aforementioned SJC has given its ruling on the matter. Therefore, I will instead talk a bit about history. 

It was a little less than forty years ago that a field marshal (FM) was president of Pakistan and had just celebrated his ten years in power. He called it the decade of progress. The beginning of that decade was welcomed by many Pakistanis who were tired of the politicians fighting among themselves and a country that seemed to be steeped in corruption. 

The first few years of his rule went well. He gave Pakistan a stable economy and seemed to roll back the forces of obscurantism and religiosity that were running rampant. But then the general became an FM and contested an election for president that many thought was rigged. He went on to fight a war that many thought he lost. Worse, he tried to become a politician, a calling that he was definitely not trained or suited for. 

Before I go any further, I would like to state that many generals in the US have gone on to distinguished careers as politicians and statesmen. The first one was of course George Washington, the commander of the American army in the revolutionary war and the first US president. About whom was said: First in war and first in peace. Then there was President Ulysses S Grant who was the commander of the US forces in the civil war and went on to become president.

In more modern times there was President Dwight D Eisenhower who had served as commander of the allied forces in the European Theatre of Operations in WWII. However, other than General Eisenhower, no other general has been able to win an election in modern times. General Alexander Haig, commander of NATO forces who became secretary of state under Ronald Reagan did run in Republican primaries for the nomination for president but was unsuccessful. 

During the last decade General Colin Powel, another former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs was a very credible candidate for president but went on to become US Secretary of State. And most recently General Wesley Clark, former commander of NATO unsuccessfully ran in the Democratic primaries during the last US presidential campaign. What is common between all these generals is that they pursued politics after they had retired from the military. 

During the 2000 presidential campaign, Governor George W Bush announced that General Colin Powel would be his Secretary of State if he were elected president. My daughter, then in high school, asked me a very interesting question that I have thought much about since then. Her question was that why was a former general not the designee for Secretary of Defence? 

I went back and looked through historical data and found out that in the history of the US, a former general never served as secretary of defence except for General George Marshall and that also for less than a year after having served as secretary of state. That made me realise the inherent safeguards built into democratic systems. Never put a former general, let alone a serving general in charge of the defence establishment. 

The beginning of the end for democracy in Pakistan arguably happened when General Ayub Khan (a serving commander in chief of the Pakistan army) was also made the defence minister of Pakistan, the first general with two hats. Since that time we in Pakistan have had four serving generals and commanders of the army who became presidents. Over the last fifty years of Pakistan’s history, thirty-two (going on thirty-three) years were spent directly under the rule of a general (or FM) president. And that brings me back full circle. 

Today things are not the same as they were all those years ago. But the national mood is similar and the opposition parties are in a state of disarray. In 1968, by arresting Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, President FM Ayub Khan made him a national leader, the question I have is whether President General Pervez Musharraf is also in the process of making the (suspended-on forced leave) chief justice a national figure?

As it is, the CJ has already accumulated the sort of support and public admiration that can make him a formidable political force, especially if he is forced to vacate his position in the Supreme Court. This would be even more threatening for the existing dispensation in an election year if he decides to become a part of one of the major parties like the PPP. The PPP at this time is a party that is in desperate need of a credible leader. And if such an arrangement took place, it could also spell the end of the hold that the Mohtrama has on the PPP. 

But history should also serve as a warning. The presidency of Ayub Khan did not just give way to Mr Bhutto as prime minister. In between was the interregnum of General Yahya Khan and perhaps the darkest period in Pakistani history which saw the break up of Pakistan. General Douglas MacArthur in his farewell to the US Congress said: “Old soldiers never die, they just fade away.” 

Sadly, in Pakistani history, old soldiers do a lot worse. 
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