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Since Imran Khan took office as Pakistan’s Prime Minister (PM) in August 2018,
there has been an obvious improvement in the ties between the civilian government
and the country’s armed forces. It is argued here that this new civil-military
cordiality led to a constructive, less tensed working relationship between the army’s
top brass and the civilian administration; however, it did not translate into any

reduction in the military’s political influence, particularly over foreign affairs.

If one is to believe the official rhetoric, civil-military relations (CMR) are currently
experiencing an unprecedented collaborative and cordial unity. When describing
the actual state of the country’s CMR, PM Khan described them as ‘excellent’ and
‘most_harmonious’. Civilians and military ‘work together’ and ‘have complete

coordination’. Moreover, ‘the military completely stands with all the government's

democratic policies.”! Observers see the increased interaction (meetings) within

“Pakistan’s political decision-making troika” — comprised of Chief of Army Staff
(COAS) General Qamar Javed Bajwa, Director General of the Inter-Services
Intelligence (DG ISI) Faiz Hameed, and PM Khan — as revealing this improvement
in the relationship between the army’s top brass and the civilian leadership.

However, current Pakistani CMR has nothing to do with formally established

! Similar statements were made by the Inter-Services Public Relations (ISPR) Director General Asif
Ghafoor; for instance: The ‘Army is supporting a democratically elected government as per
constitution and there will be no let-up in this as it is a must for the progress and prosperity of
Pakistan.’
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civilian control or emerging civilian supremacy over the country’s armed forces.

Rather one witnesses a return to the traditional “consultation mechanism” based on

informal (not institutionalised), personal relations between the COAS (including

DG ISI) and the PM. However, this does not necessarily indicate a shift in the
“CMR power equation”.? Instead, unlike during the tenures of PM Khan’s
predecessors Nawaz Sharif, Yousaf Raza Gillani, or Benazir Bhutto, now relations
between the PMO and Army GHQ are characterised by both forces ‘being on the

same page on all issues of national interest’. Moreover, the PM accepts, even

supports, an increasing role by the army in the China-Pakistan Economic
Corridor/CPEC initiative, the country’s most significant development project
(Wolf, 2019). Here, it is interesting to note that Khan clearly changed its position
regarding China, concretely from being critical of the CPEC and demanding the
reassessment of several individual projects (as he did during his last general election
campaign) towards a straightforward supporter of Chinese projects since he took
office as PM.® He also does not attempt to normalize relations with arch enemy
India (as Nawaz Sharif did). Instead, Khan launched a multi-facetted anti-India
campaign in collaboration with the country’s military and ISI, using all
opportunities on the international stage to rise accusations against New Delhi
(regarding claimed human rights violations in Kashmir, state-sponsorship of
terrorism - especially in Afghanistan -, planning of a surgical strike against Pakistan

so as to distract the citizenry from international problems, lobbying against a

permanent seat for India in the United Nations Security Council/UNSC, among

others). The latest move to reduce tensions, especially the frequent occurrence of

Z In this context, it is interesting to point out that the DG 1SI and COAS called on the PM to meet
and that the meetings took place in the PMO, not at the Army GHQ in Rawalpindi. This can be
interpreted as a measure by the military to enhance the impression its obedience to the civilian
government. The fact that the COAS s visiting the I1SI headquarter to get briefed is noteworthy — it
could be seen as an indicator that some basic dynamics are in flux (in the past, DG ISI was expected
to brief the COAS at the GHQ). There is also a new frequency and intensity in the appraising of ISI
activities by the COAS — which constitutes a new development. Some experts state that there is
some “grumbling” among the army’s top brass as a result of the extension of the COAS tenure. More
concretely, numerous senior officers hoped to be promoted to the position of army chief, or to
consecutive appointments. Obviously, these did not materialize; as many officers are retiring before
the end of COAS Bajwa term on November 30™, 2022, additional discontent is surging. However,
one should not construe these huffs as a severe challenge to the Pakistani army’s internal coherence.
The Pakistani military offers so many social and economic benefits for its personnel, especially for
those retired, that no one would risk great losses by creating fissions among the top echelon over the
issue of appointments and/or extensions of tenures.

3 An example of how PM Khan changed its stand on China/CPEC: ‘When asked whether Islamabad
with renegotiating its terms of the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) with Beijing, PM
Imran rejected the notion, adding that Pakistan's relationship with its ally was better than ever.’
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cease-fire violations at the Line of Control (LoC),* is seen in a very recent joint
statement dated February 25™, 2021, upheld by Islamabad and New Delhi. Both

‘agreed for strict observance of all agreements, understandings and cease firing
along the Line of Control and all other sectors with effect from midnight 24/25 Feb
2021.’° This agreement was worked out on a bilateral military-to-military level by
the two Director Generals of Military Operations (DGMOSs) and the initiative was
apparently supported through back channel diplomacy by the each country’s
civilian National Security Advisors. This indicates an underlying rationale:
Pakistan’s military cooperates with civilians but is still in full charge of the

country’s foreign policy.

Also, in the context of Pakistan’s approach towards Afghanistan in general and the

Afghan Peace Process (APN) in particular, Khan apparently shares the views held
by the military and ISI: providing diplomatic-political support to the Taliban by
downplaying, even side-lining, the Taliban’s violations of the February 2020 deal

with the U.S., as well as promoting the establishment of an interim government.

Pakistan’s political opposition sees the development within the country’s civil-
military relations as rather critical and highlights that under PM Khan, soldiers are
‘increasingly encroaching on the civilian sphere, with many generals now heading
administrative and executive institutions’. In other words, Pakistan’s opposition
expresses its concerns over the army’s increasing leverage within the country’s
political-administrative institutions. Here, it is interesting to mention that on
January 27, 2021, the Pakistani National Assembly (NA) and the Chinese National
Peoples Congress (NPC) agreed on the formation of a joint parliamentary

committee ‘for effective oversight and monitoring’ of the CPEC. The creation of

this new parliamentary body can be interpreted in several ways. Firstly, as an

expression of the ‘frustration by Beijing with the slow pace of CPEC projects’.

Secondly, as a Chinese attempt ‘to become more closely involved’ and gain more

influence over the implementation of CPEC projects. Thirdly, given the fact that

4 The Line of Control’ (LoC), the de facto border between the two countries in the disputed region
of Kashmir.
5 If effective, this joint statement could mark a milestone in the IND-PAK relations, since both
countries agreed on a ceasefire along the LOC in 2003, working together towards the reduction of
violence in the Kashmir region. Moreover, it is the first common agreement of both countries since
many years.
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the proposal for this initiative comes from NA speaker Asad Qaiser, the move can
be seen as an effort by lawmakers to back PM Khan by diffusing criticisms that he

is ‘shifting the control of CPEC projects from the civilian government to the

military establishment’. This is important since the government had to face the

emergence of a growing joint oppositional alliance - called Pakistan Democratic
Movement (PDM) - demanding the PM’s resignation®. Therefore, the new body can
be also interpreted as a Chinese effort to support the apparent public image
campaign by the civilian and military leadership and create the semblance of
civilian control and democratic consolidation of the political-institutional set-up in
the country. This obviously aims to support Pakistan’s vision of a fundament reset

in its relations with the U.S. Last but not least, Beijing’s willingness to create a joint
parliamentary oversight entity could be also seen as a part of a ‘dual-track strategy’
to extend and maintain its influence in Pakistan. More concretely, beyond
supporting the process of an extending institutional role by the military within the
CPEC initiative, Beijing also spends efforts to (re-)strengthen the role of civilian
institutions regarding the CPEC, particularly the role of those side-lined so far
(namely lawmakers). The strengthening of the National Assembly’s role within the
CPEC most likely constitutes an expression of Beijing’s ongoing unease with PM
Khan — as well as the strategy not to put all eggs into one basket, the military one.’
In sum, Beijing is supporting Islamabad’s efforts to maintain the fagade of a

semblance of civilian control in Pakistan.

6 <The Pakistan Democratic Movement (PDM) -- a collection of conservative, liberal,
ethnonationalist, and Islamic political parties -- claimed they were seeking to “restore true
democracy” by forcing the county’s praetorian army out of politics.” This is based on claims that
PM Khan and his political party PTI (Pakistan Tehreek-e Insaf) were only able to win the last
general/parliamentary elections because they were rigged by the army — which is allegedly currently
involved in the suppression of the political opposition as well as ‘manhandling’ and manipulating
civilian institutions for their partisan interests. Currently, the PDM lost its momentum since it was
not able to achieve its political goals. However, the military establishment will most likely become
“alerted” since the country has a record of political movements able to successfully shake the
military’s position, at least temporarily .

" In this context, the Chinese financial aid (bailout) for PAK to repay the Saudi loan also
strengthened Imran Khan’s position not only vis-a-vis the political opposition but also towards the
military (besides the fact that army top brass took a more active role in PAP-KSA relations).
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