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	Ghulam Ishaq Khan — successful bureaucrat, failed politician
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By Sarfaraz Ahmed

According to his friends and foes, GIK was a highly hardworking and efficient civil servant who lived up to his reputation of being transparent throughout his long civil service career. However, he became highly controversial soon after he formally entered politics.

“It was not until 8.00pm that we learnt, with a sigh of relief, that the civilian path was being followed. Former Chairman of Senate Ghulam Ishaq Khan, the Radio Pakistan announced, was taking over as [acting] President in accordance with Constitution. When Ghulam Ishaq Khan himself appeared on television to say that the elections would be held as scheduled, we were even more relieved. That was first indication that the Army was committed to restoring democracy to the country. Ishaq, a former bureaucrat and a key Zia aide, could not hold elections if the Army was not behind the decision...” writes former prime minister Benazir Bhutto in her autobiography Daughter of the East.

Little did Benazir know that GIK would be her major tormentor in the following weeks and months. Not only did he deprive her of a level playing field in the elections, he didn’t allow her government to complete its term. GIK didn’t also allow Nawaz Sharif to complete his first term when he dismissed his government in 1993. But this action cost him dearly. He had to exit the Presidency in ignominy following the Supreme Court’s ruling setting aside his decision to dismiss the NS government.

“... as soon as the Referring Authority (Ghulam Ishaq Khan) seized power following the mysterious death of Gen Zia ...he did everything in his power to preclude the PPP and myself from winning the election... party funds were not released to the party... Political parties were not allowed to participate in the elections and we had to go to the Supreme Court to get relief... the election symbol with which people were familiar was denied to the party..., “ Benazir said in her response to a reference filed by GIK after dismissing her government.

Though GIK had risen to the very senior rank of Secretary-General-in-Chief of Zia’s government and then became chairman of the senate, it was the general’s death in a plane crash in 1988 that proved to be the most auspicious point in GIK’s career. It catapulted him to the highest post of the presidency in the country. He consulted the new army chief, General Aslam Beg, and followed his advice to announce elections. 

According to Iqbal Akhund, Benazir’s adviser on foreign affairs and national security in her first government, Zia’s American patrons did not want things to go back to square one and indicated they would be content if the post-Zia period simply enabled continuity of Pakistan’s Afghan policy. In his Trial and Error: The Advent and Eclipse of Benazir Bhutto, Mr Akhund has pointed out that in Pakistan the fear that “ ‘Gen Zia’s successors will be still more generals’ was uppermost in many minds, that another strongman might step in to `save’ the country from its people and impose martial law all over again. The pretext for doing so was ever present: the country was still deeply involved in the Afghan war, some of the army’s top brass had died in the crash alone with Zia, and the ever-present Indian bogey could always be invoked. However, and for a variety of reasons, the odds this time were against a resort to martial law... The obvious candidate for a new martial law chief, deputy chief of staff, Mirza Aslam Beg, was not cut out to pull off a coup, partly because he did not belong to the so-called `martial races’, was not even a `non’martial’ Punjabi like the East Punjabi Ziaul Haq but a Mohajir, without a tribal network to back up. Nor, like Ziaul Haq, had any potential chief martial law administrator had the time and forewarning to prepare the ground for a take-over.”

Depite GIK publicly proclaiming his commitment to holding elections on Nov 16 1988, disbelief continued to prevail mainly for the reason that he was known for his contempt for politicians and as a Bhutto-hater. His declaration of a state of emergency was not well received, nor was his decision to delay appointing a caretaker prime minister and a Cabinet. The election issue was finally resolved by the Supreme Court only a month before they were held. Not only did SC order holding of elections, it also ruled that these would be held on party basis.

GIK was criticized for “introducing” a new “farce” by installing an “interim government” for a period of three months with a so-called prime minister. This he did when he fired Nawaz Sharif. Humayun Mirza, son of country’s first president Iskandar Mirza, in his Plassey to Pakistan: The family history of Iskandar Mirza, has argued: “The only rationale one can make for such [interim] governments is the inability of Ghulam Ishaq Khan and Farooq Leghari to govern, even for a short time, after firing their prime ministers. This farce of interim governments has cost the country dearly in terms of excessive financial expenditures and further loss of international prestige”.

GIK was therefore accused of letting his personal agenda override the narrow constraints of lawful authority. In 1990, aiming to enfeeble Benazir in Sindh, GIK appointed Jam Sadiq, a man widely believed to be responsible for the murder of six men. At the same time, he appointed Ghulam Mustafa Khar, the Punjab-based politician who had allegedly collaborated with India in seeking weapons to overthrow Zia, a federal minister, simply to weaken the PPP in the Punjab.

In his highly acclaimed autobiography A Journey to Disillusionment, Sardar Sherbaz Khan Mazari writes: “Ghulam Ishaq Khan damaged himself even further by exonerating his sons-in-law from their criminal activities. On one occasion, the local Corps Commander, General Bangash, visited my house brining a file with him. The file contained what the General referred to as incontrovertible evidence against Irfanfullah Marwat for a host of crimes, including a charge relating to a sordid act of rape. Some time later General Bangash told me that he had sent the evidence directly to President Ghulam Ishaq Khan after consulting Army Chief, General Asif Nawaz. Marwat’s father-in-law, Ghulam Ishaq Khan, received the file and then ensured that nothing ever came out of these charges documented against his son-in-law...” The founder of GIK Institute of Engineering Sciences and Technology, GIK chose to live in dignified “exile” once he left the Presidency. May his soul rest in peace.


