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Musharraf: Pakistan’s Pawn Sacrifice?

Siegfried O. Wolf

In chess one calls it a ‘Pawn Sacrifice” — a tactical move of giving
up a piece with the objective of gaining a positional advantage or
another form of compensation. Such strategic manoeuvres are not
unknown in the political arenas worldwide, including Islamabad.
However, it appears that this time one can observe the opaquest
version of such a move in Pakistan’s history. On Tuesday, December
17", a special court in Pakistan sentenced ex-military ruler and
former COAS (Chief-of-Army-Staff) to death in absentia,
concluding a six-years-long trial (DW, 2019, December 12). The
judges found him guilty for high-treason under Article 6 of the
Constitution charging him of subverting, suspending and altering the
constitution, declaring an unlawful a state of emergency and purging
the judiciary! (Regan & Raja, 2019, December 2019).

Anyone aware about the political power dynamics in Pakistan knows
that this capital punishment against the retired and self-exiled?
General Musharraf will be never executed. The military (and the
military-backed current government of Prime Minister [PM] Imran
Khan) already announced that they stand by Musharraf and that ‘An
ex-Army Chief, Chairman Joint Chief of Staff Committee and
President of Pakistan, who has served the country for over 40 years,
fought wars for the defence of the country can surely never be a
traitor’ (ISPR, 2019, December 17). The Press Release by the
Pakistani Army’s spokesman further pointed out that the ‘The due
legal process seems to have been ignored, including the constitution

1 Besides “constitutional engineering”, Musharraf tried to undermine the judiciary by attempting to remove the
then-Supreme Court Chief Justice Iftikhar Muhammad Chaudhry, replacing the higher judiciary with new
judges, detaining or reposting judges, among other steps.

2 Musharraf has been out of Pakistan since 2016, when he was allowed to leave on bail to seek medical
treatment abroad (Dawn, 2019, December 17).
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of a special court, denial of the fundamental right of self-defence, undertaking individual specific
proceedings and concluding the case in haste’ (ISPR, 2019, December 17). At first glance, this sounds
like a remarkably harsh reaction by the director general (DG) of the ISPR - and that the country’s
military is not willing to accept the court’s decision. But given the country’s unhealthy civil-military
relations, one must to place this statement in context. As already indicated above, the army will never
accept that one of its (former) senior members is to face the execution of a severe verdict (especially
not a capital punishment) by a civilian court. This is a matter of reputation and institutional
cohesiveness. As such, the DG ISPR’s statement was expected (and demanded) by the army and
needs to be seen as intending to calm down the ‘pain and anguish by the rank and file of Pakistan
Armed Forces’ (ISPR, 2019, December 17) coursed by the verdict rather than to take Musharraf’s
side in a severe manner. Here, it is interesting to keep in mind that the army top brass ‘over the course

of the trial has remained silent on the case's developments’ (Dawn, 2019, December 17).

It is argued here that the military’s “siding with Musharraf” should be not overestimated. It is crucial
to note that Musharraf during his rule (particularly during his ‘dual office’, understood as the holding
the posts of the COAS and the president simultaneously) not only got in a severe confrontational
relationship with the country’s judiciary but also lost the support from his most important peers, the
Corps Commanders. There are several reasons why this was the case.

To begin with, Musharraf was a ‘political appointee’ by then PM Nawaz Sharif. The latter was
convinced that the designated COAS, an ethnic Muhajir® whose appointment superseded two senior
officers, would not have the full support from the Pashtun and Punjabi-dominated office corps (Rizvi,
2003, p. 232). Sharif’s obvious goal was for Musharraf’s appointment to disturb military coherence,
thus helping to strengthen civilian power vis-a-vis a factionalising army. However, the PM’s strategy
did not work out since the senior officers remained loyal to Musharraf, resulting in the successful
1999 military takeover (Ziring, 2005, p. 257). Here one should raise the question regarding the real
reasoning behind the loyalty to the then newly appointed COAS. Institutional bonds and behaviour
as well as military comradery were for sure essential factors. But it seems that the acceptance of
Musharraf as army head derived rather strongly from military against towards Sharif, who dismissed
the COAS General Jehangir Karamat in 1998 (perhaps the only COAS who ever respected the

authority of civilian institutions despite ‘publicly criticizing the Prime Minister and proposing a

3 Broadly understood as immigrants from India at the time of Partition in 1947 and their descendants.
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stronger military role in making policy’). This dismissal seemed unjustified among both the military
and the civilian opposition (Dugger, 1998, October 20).

As such, it does not come by surprise that military internal faultiness among the top brass and
scepticism towards Musharraf always existed - and intensified over time. Musharraf’s unsuccessful
Military adventure in the Kargil sector of the Indian state of Jammu and Kashmir in 19994, but
especially his decision to join the US-led war against the Taliban regime in Afghanistan functioned
as catalysts for tensions between the COAS and his senior officers. The then gained international
legitimacy and the receiving of substantial aid due to Pakistan’s joining the ‘war on terror’ helped to
stabilised Musharraf’s position within the army as well as his political regime only temporarily. More
concretely, Musharraf’s close alliance with the US quickly started to destabilised his rule. One of the
major reasons for this was that the military campaign against the Taliban was greatly criticized by
the general public and extremist Islamist groups. It is crucial to emphasize that several Jihadist groups
identified Musharraf as an enemy despite the fact that he continued Pakistan’s state-sponsorship of
their activities. Subsequently, a growing number of senior officers linked Musharraf’s pro-US policy
with the erosion of the domestic popularity and legitimacy of Pakistan’s armed forces (Khakwani,
2003, p. 17). Here, the Corps Commanders became concerned that this would disturb the internal
cohesiveness which had been a major factor in establishing military dominance in politics - helping
to ensure favourable defence budgets, maintain corporate interests, and other privileges. Furthermore,
segments among senior officers not only identified the Afghan Taliban as their traditional ally but
were also displeased about Musharraf affronting domestic terrorist groups sympathising with the

Afghan Taliban regime.

Musharraf acted swiftly against the reluctant officers who resisted his pro-US policy: they were
transferred to insignificant posts or forced into retirement. Nevertheless, these measures were only
partly successful in strengthening his authority as COAS and must be seen as an indicator of ‘friction
or tension concerning the organizational integrity of the army—something never exposed before in

such clear terms’ (Khakwani, 2003, p. 17). Such organizational disunity was gaining momentum after

4 The Kargil conflict, which took place in 1999 between India and Pakistan shortly after a summit between the
countries’ then Prime Ministers, resulted in more than 1,000 casualties on the Indian side. This was the first
armed confrontation since India and Pakistan became nuclear powers. The effort to seize territory on the Indian
side of the Line of Control (LoC) around Kargil in order to improve Pakistan’s position in potential negotiations
over Kashmir was the brainchild of Musharraf. The mediating role played by US President Clinton enhanced
the influence of the USA in South Asia, which was not well perceived In Pakistan. Additionally, after this
aggression against India, Pakistan experienced total diplomatic isolation.
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Musharraf was “convinced” by the corps commander conference, the most powerful institution in the
country, to give up his ‘dual office’ by resigning from his COAS post. Yet the deepening fissions
between Musharraf and the army continued. Musharraf’s increasingly autocratic and unpopular
government contributed to a further declining of the military’s reputation. Witnessing the continuing
increase of domestic and international pressure on Musharraf, the new COAS Ashfaq Parvez Kayani
was no longer willing to support the ‘civilianised’ ex-COAS president. Thus, Musharraf had to
withdraw from the centre of politics and handed over political power to Kayani, who held general
elections in 2008 (Jetly, 2008, August 25).

In sum, during his time in office, Musharraf lost the support of the army top brass; turned many
Islamists against him (which founds its expression in numerous assassination attempts against him
by Jihadist groups); entered into sharp conflict with civilian institutions and provoked a massive
opposition by a rapidly growing civil society movement. Having this in mind, one might see in the
here discussed court verdict more than just a move by the judiciary to underline its independence,
especially since it occurred in such a timely manner in relation to the supreme court’s intervention in
the recent COAS (General Qamar Javed Bajwa) extension case®.

The timing of the verdict, the speed at which the decision was pushed through by the three judges
panel and the penalty level all indicate that an element of ‘political vendetta’ in the whole procedure
can’t be ruled out. However, one can’t help feeling that it appears that one has to locate the Musharraf
case (and the Bajwa one as well) within a larger picture. It seems that Pakistan’s major political actors
are playing out another round of a ‘grand strategy’ to improve the image of their country. Thus, we
witness the showing off of a ‘new determination’ by civilians to regain control over the armed forces
on one side and the military’s devotedness to respect the decision-making power of political
institutions - without too much direct interfering — on the other.

Thus, a paw was sacrificed. For in order to attain the goal of improving Pakistan’s international
positioning, the army had to made a sacrifice, even if only a “symbolic” one. The fact that segments
of the army can settle some old scores with its “disgraced” former head and that the capital
punishment for Musharraf will potentially appease Pakistan’s jihadist landscape are seen as positive
side-effects, reducing the value of the piece to lose. Considering that Musharraf determines doubtless
an unfortunate element within the ‘soldiers collective memory’, he does seem like the perfect pawn

to sacrifice!

5 For more information, see Wolf (2019, November 29).
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