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If Almeida’s report is substantiated, this marks not only a ‘new civilian cheekiness’ and
extraordinary uproar against military dominance in the political arena but also a peak in the
country’s unhealthy civil-military relations. In other words, it might open the floor for a new
episode in the struggle over decision-making power between the soldiers and the elected
representatives of the people. However, it does not come by surprise that the reaction of
Pakistan’s authorities did not take long. The administration of Prime Minister (PM) Nawaz
Sharif as well as the military headed by Chief of Army (COAS) Staff Raheel Sharif and the

intelligence agencies rejected the report of potential row “as a fabricated news story”.

Obviously, this article was not in line with the intentions of both Sharif and Mr. Almeida was

(regarding his own Twitter statement) put on the Exit Control List (ECL) which barres him to

leave the country. This strong reaction of Pakistan’s officials has most likely various roots:
Firstly, it apparently undermines the efforts to create the atmosphere of national consensus and
harmony, a requirement by Beijing for the full-fledged development of the China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor (CPEC). Secondly, it comes at a time in which Pakistan finds itself once
again in an extremely tensed relationship with India with far reaching negative impacts on the

country’s standing in the region and beyond.

However, the case of Cyril Almeida provoked much reaction among domestic and
international observers. It is out of question that this criticism on Pakistan’s authorities and the
consequent demand to respect the freedom of expression is much needed but its focus is much
too narrow. It is argued here that the debate about the ‘apparent punishment’ of the state
against the disputed author distracts from a very significant point which Almeida raised on top
of his ‘civil-military row’ report. It is worth to have a look at his more detailed analysis which
he published three days later. In the article ‘Interesting days again’, Almeida goes beyond the
lack of institutionalized civilian control. He elaborates not only on purported attempts by the
military to sideline PM Sharif in crucial decision-making, especially in foreign relations. In
consequence, deliberately or not, the military intervention into politics undermines Mr.
Sharif’s mainly economic and regional integration orientated policy agenda. Furthermore, the

‘interesting days’ are also featured by the potential notion among the military top brass to
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break into the Prime Minister’s traditional power base, the Punjab. Snatching away this
province from the influence of Nawaz Sharif, would be most likely complete the ‘political

demise’ of the Prime Minister.

Having this in mind, one can’t help feeling but an old puzzles appears again: How far is
Nawaz Sharif interested in regaining power from the soldiers for the sake of Pakistan’s
democracy by strengthening civilian institutions? Or is the latest (reported) ‘civilian
disobedience’ just a part of a strategy to protect the PM’s own partisan interests and power
base? Whatever the real intension might be, it looks much like that Pakistan could experience
a déja-vu of the political trajectories of the 1990ies. In this context, one must be aware that
Nawaz Sharif, like the army top echelon, obviously do not believe in any broader power
sharing model. Recalling the PM’s first two tenures (11/1990-7/1993 and 2/1997-10/1999),
Mr. Sharif’s tends towards a strong personalized leadership style with a strong focus on a few
selected and loyal persons, a lack of trust into his cabinet, a side-lining of the parliament, and
the desire to accumulate key responsibilities, foremost foreign affairs, defense and law. In
sum, Mr. Sharif showed a clear preference for monopolizing power which happened at the
expense of all other political institutions. Only after the Prime Minister tried to expend its
leverage into the sensitive area of appointment of Pakistan’s COAS the soldiers responded by
launching a coup d'etat to end the short-lived civilian excursion into severe political decision-

making.

Today, once again, it seems that Nawaz Sharif might be allured to (re)gain power by
influencing the appointment of the new COAS since the tenure of the current one is running
out in November. Like in 1999, after Pakistan intruded Indian-administered Kashmir at Kargil,
it seems that PM Sharif is trying to capitalize the deteriorating relations with New Delhi and
Washington in order to build-up his position vis-a-vis the army. Even more important and
similar to the post-Kargil situation, the army and ISI have to face the international criticism of

orchestrating the country’s sponsorship for cross-border terrorism. After several attacks on
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Indian military facilities by Pakistani-based terrorists and the obvious involvement of
Pakistan’s security sector agents, the latter are experiencing once again a far-reaching decline

in their reputation.

As indicated above, Nawaz Sharif might use this occasion to try to change the rules of the
games in his favour. And it will be again naive for the Prime Minister to think he will be able
to do so by making the soldiers subservient to a civilian government. However, despite which
course this round of the power-sharing struggle civilian and military will take, as Cyril

Almeida pointed out , there will be “Interesting Days Again™!



