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In 1999, after mounting a coup, General Pervez Musharraf spoke to the nation late at 

night. One of the reasons he attributed for the necessity of the coup was Prime Minister 

Nawaz Sharif disturbing the integrity of the Pakistan army by summarily replacing 

Musharraf with another general. That telling observation indicated the army's perception 

of its role in Pakistan.  

 

The integrity of the army was more important than the integrity of the country, and for 

that an elected government had to be removed. This perception has guided the Pakistan 

army through the country's independent history. The past and future of Musharraf is 

better understood through the conviction of the Pakistan army's image of itself.  

 

The question being asked now is if, when and in what manner Musharraf would leave 

office. But the real question is: How would the Pakistan army respond to the possibility 

of Musharraf either continuing in or leaving the political scene? In my several years of 

association with senior Pakistan army officers — many of them with intellectual and 

professional acumen — the overwhelming impression is of a deeply held belief that the 

army is better endowed to govern the country than any other institution. This is a 

conviction which has lasted from Field Marshal Ayub's time.  

 

This belief that the army knows what is best for the country has been sustained by the 

dismal political leadership of Pakistan. However, Musharraf has had more attempts on his 

life than his predecessors. There have also been attacks on him in the well-protected 

Rawalpindi military zone.  

 

Not a few of these attempts involved insiders. The reality of dissent in the Pakistan army 

is now recognised by observers. The question is whether the army and particularly its 

corps and division commanders view Musharraf as a liability. In other words, is he doing 

what Sharif did by disturbing the legitimacy of the Pakistan army? There is a strong 

opposition to the US-led military operations in Pakistan, particularly in the border areas. 

The army by its association with American operations is inevitably seen to be fighting 

someone else’s war and worse, fighting its own people.  

 

The recent reverses in tribal areas, including surrender of Pakistani soldiers to tribal 

militias, has not enhanced the army's image. The army has also taken more casualties in 

this campaign than it has in many decades. Retired generals have gone to the extent of 

saying that army morale has "folded up like a tent". While this may be an overstatement, 

it does provide clues to the army's state of mind.  

 

General Kayani's elevation as the chief designate until Musharraf demits office is a 

pointer to the internal politics of the Pakistan army. Kayani was not part of Musharraf's 

inner circle in 1999. He is, however, like Musharraf, a self-made man. Musharraf reposed 

faith in Kayani by choosing him to probe the assassination attempts. Later, he was made 



GOC of the Rawalpindi Corps, which is the ultimate indicator of commanding the trust of 

the army chief.  

 

Kayani was also deputy military secretary to Benazir Bhutto when she was prime 

minister in 1980s. No wonder he was chosen to parley with Bhutto in Dubai on the 

power-sharing arrangement with Musharraf. When asked if she trusted General Kayani, 

Bhutto is reported to have said that while she has faith in him, she did not like questions 

on trust. Bhutto has obviously gone through too much to trust the army.  

 

The Pakistan army is a professional army with a sound chain of command. Discipline and 

commitment has always been high.  

 

On the other hand, the social milieu in the country has changed greatly. Pakistan now has 

a far more complex society with greater Islamisation than ever before. The army cannot 

remain wholly unaffected by the national mood. If that mood which has turned against 

Musharraf now turns against the army, a real change would have occurred. Greater use of 

the army in subduing popular movements and casualties to the civilian population could 

suddenly become an explosive issue.  

 

It is not clear if Bhutto can mobilise a million people to march in Islamabad. The 

possibility of that has forced Musharraf to have her detained and released by turn. 

Musharraf has ruled with the assurance of the army's loyalty to him and its perceived 

place in Pakistan's polity. If these defining elements are increasingly seen to be eroded, 

there could be a need to question the general's wisdom.  

 

Alternately, if Musharraf is seen to be above the army, his relevance to the integrity of 

the army would be questioned. Musharraf and Kayani are products of a system which 

gives primacy to the power of the military over politics. The infallibility of the military as 

the only factor in Pakistan's future is now in question. It remains to be seen if the army 

views the costs of its loss of public esteem to be greater than the continuation of 

Musharraf as the head of state. In the interim, Bhutto and Musharraf could well find a 

way for political cohabitation. 


