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In this brief paper, I analyze the speech of Generals in Pakistan to 

bring to light the different ways in which the idea of a people is evoked 

to suggest the possibility of multiple selves of Generals that, in turn, 

mirror their relation to the multiple selves through which the promise 

of Pakistan is to be realized. Looking at the difference between “the 

People” warns us to think of the movements between dictatorship and 

democracy not as repetition of the same but as showing the subtle 

ways in which each such oscillation gives signs of the newness with 

which Pakistan is confronted and confronts itself. 

In what follows I illustrate my point through studying fragments of 

the speech of Pakistan’s generals, notably Ayub Khan, Zia-ul Haq, and 

Pervaiz Musharaff as they tried to transition out of an extrajudicial 

position of military leadership into that of civilian leadership. This was 

not only a tricky legal maneuver entailing tortuous moves to make 

oneself legitimate within a system of law which one has abrogated and 

whose reinstatement immediately renders one illegitimate. It also 

entailed a certain staking of oneself against other versions of oneself, 
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previous selves, the self in relation to a people under construction, the 

self as viewed by posterity, and so on and so forth. Entire series of 

selves spring up through their words. The struggle was to keep the 

speaking self as sovereign over these series. The outcome in each case 

has yet to be determined. 

Field Marshall Muhammad Ayub Khan, the most secular and 

modernist of Pakistan’s military leaders, came to power through a 

coup in 1958 and stayed on as the President of Pakistan until 1969. In 

1967 he spoke a book, as he says in the introduction to his Friends not 

Masters, in which he tried to give a correct account of his legacy for 

Pakistan. Calling his coup a “revolution,” he wrote “revolutions take 

long and painstaking preparation, detailed planning, clandestine 

meetings, and country-wide movement of troops. In our case there was 

little preparation. It was handled as a military operation” (71). Further 

on he writes about the swiftness with which he moved from imposing 

martial law to drafting and implementing a constitution (the 1961 

Constitution of the three that Pakistan has had so far). It is worth 

quoting him on the reception of his plans as here we find the self as 

staked to a “people”that fragments: 

Many people thought at the time that I was moving too fast and 

that I should allow sufficient time for the reforms to take 

root…An English friend asked me, “Why are you in such a 

hurry to bring in a Constitution?” I said, “I thought you were a 

democratic people.” … At home, too, there were certain people… 

who were convinced that the vested interests who had been 

badly hit by our reforms, such as landowners, politicians, and 
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similar groups, would combine in an all-out attempt to unseat 

me and to destroy whatever had been achieved in the past few 

years. I knew the feelings of the people at large also. Many 

thought I was throwing them back to the wolves and that, once 

again, there would be no respect for law, that corruption and 

jockeying for power would return, with all the other ugly 

features of our political life in the past…. Nevertheless, I came 

to the conclusion that it was better to take the risk, even if all 

our reforms had not yet taken root, and to let the people carry 

on from that point… (211). 

There are no less than four types of people who are mentioned in this 

telling paragraph, a democratic people abroad who nonetheless desire 

the order of martial law in Pakistan, the people at home who warn him 

against his excesses, those at large who expect the worst of him and 

his leadership, and then there are the people with a capital P who will 

sally forth once he has put in place the conditions for their emergence. 

In each instance, a different self springs forth over which he has no 

control, the social engineering dictator, the one who is part of a vast 

rumor mill, the one who is intuitively in touch with the people at large, 

and then the one who will hopefully serve as the subject of future 

testimonials. And the fear the general has as he sees versions of 

himself proliferate is that of chaos and schism: “As a Muslim my sole 

anxiety has been to unite the people of Pakistan in the light of their 

faith and ideology” (ix). After the bitterly fought and narrowly won 

elections of 1965: “The interest and response of the people was most 

gratifying. The country has chosen stability against chaos, security 

against disintegration, progress against stagnation.” (240). And 
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finally, “I thanked the people who had supported me and also those 

who had differed with me… I wanted the moment of vindication to 

become a symbol of lasting unity” (241). Yet his own multiplicities 

militate against such unity. 

Let us now turn to General Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq who was the 

president and military ruler of Pakistan from 1977 till his death in 

1988. He came to power through a coup against Prime Minister 

Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto, becoming the third to impose martial law in 

Pakistan. He ruled as a military law dictator for a year before 

assuming the post of president of Pakistan in 1978. He fashioned 

himself as an Islamic leader and gave considerable place of importance 

to religious scholars in the administration of the country. And it was 

in his time that the perception that the mullahs bore the burden of 

responsibility for Pakistan’s dire state emerged very strongly. I quote 

from one of Zia’s speeches to the nation that attempted to address 

growing hostility towards the figure of the mullah: 

People think that that they have cracked a big joke by branding 

Radio Pakistan or Pakistan Television as a religious school 

which will be greeted by peels of laughter by others. But alas, 

these people are a joke themselves. The people of Pakistan can 

discriminate between good and bad; they don’t laugh at them 

but they only feel sorry for them. They say what kind of people 

are they who have a grouse against the ban imposed in 

Pakistan on the performance of vulgar dances, on night clubs 

and dancing houses? Lashes are administered for drinking. 

Films are properly pruned and edited before they are shown on 
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television. The call for prayer reverberates from radio all the 

time. The Maulvi has got stuck on the T.V. screen; and let me 

tell you he will remain stuck there. (My emphasis, Inaugural 

address, Islamabad, 09 October, 1982: p. 25) 

Although translated, these words provide us our first hint of the 

complex coordinates of the people. In speaking of those who joke about 

the maulvi, Zia referred to them as “people.” Yet further down he said 

that the “people of Pakistan”felt sorry for the “people” and wondered 

what kind of “people” were they who complained about the maulvi in 

the media. There are two sets of confusions here. First, it was unclear 

who the “people”were in each instance. Were the people of the first 

kind not people of Pakistan? Or was Zia hailing one and the same 

people, albeit as a split self, a private self that laughed and a public 

that shook its head at the private self? Secondly, what could have Zia 

meant when he said “the Maulvi has got stuck on the T.V. screen?” In 

one sense he may be quoting words attributable to those people who 

crack jokes. In another sense he may be saying that the joke was on 

the people for the maulvi was nothing but simulacrum. The onus lay 

on them to tell the good from the bad, that is, the real from the 

simulacrum. 

Thus we see how Zia hailed Pakistanis as Muslims and implicated 

them in his worldview. Turned in upon themselves for daring to laugh 

or joke, they were culled into an uncertainty as to whether they were 

able to decipher real from simulacrum, to tell if the maulvi was 

actually stuck in the television or in their heads. The maulvi stuck in 

the television was of course none other than himself. As different 
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versions of him proliferated, Zia was able to turn each of these versions 

to his advantage. Yet his speech is saturated with his fear of ridicule. 

And so he should be, jokes of him are still in circulation. 

Now we come to the third of our generals, the Chief of Army Staff and 

current President of Pakistan, Pervaiz Musharaff. In his speech to the 

nation in which he declared emergency he said, “The people are 

worried. The extremists are trying to take the authority and power of 

the government into their own hands. They want to impose their 

outdated religious views upon the people” (Speech to the nation). He 

followed up his speech to the nation with a speech to the international 

community in which he said the following: 

Pakistan is on the verge of destablization if not arrested in time 

and now without any further time or delaying the issue. The 

saddest part of everything which saddens me the most that 

after all we have achieved in the past seven years I see in front 

of my eyes Pakistan’s upsurge taking a downwards trend. I 

personally with all my conviction and with all the facts available 

to me consider that inaction at this moment is suicide for 

Pakistan. 

Finally, speaking to the New York Times correspondents in Islamabad 

on Nov 13, 2007 he complained that the domestic media did not know 

how to behave and has to abide by a code of conduct as befitting a 

civilized nation. Furthermore he complained about the western media 

saying: “In your media and your press the Pakistan Army and 

intelligence setup are being criticized, maligned to be maybe going 

around with Taliban, and Al-Qaeda, hiding Osama bin Laden.” 
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Even a quick look at what Musharraf says suggests a self not yet fully 

staked upon the people. He rarely mentions the people of Pakistan as if 

to speak for them and never claims to be intuitively in touch with their 

desires and opinions. If as he says that people are worried (as quoted 

earlier), he does so only in the manner of reporting what is openly 

voiced. Rather his concern is much more with Pakistan as a geo-

political territory. If his self is staked upon anything, it is upon his 

version of reality, which is that of the military establishment. This is 

underlined by his repeated use of the trope of “seeing with my own 

eyes”or “in front of my eyes.” The fear of multiplicities is not over 

chaos and schism as in the case of Ayub Khan, or over ridicule as in 

the case of Zia-ul Haq, but over the split between reality and false 

reportage for Musharaff. Hence we see his widespread and hitherto 

successful efforts to clamp down on the domestic media and to present 

himself to the international media as much as possible so as to 

saturate their airwaves. I will hold back from prophesizing on the lives 

of the multiplicities that may come to haunt Musharaff. 

I want to end by saying that I speak on the generals not to be timely. 

So the untimely reason for my seemingly timely commentary on 

Pakistan’s generals is to warn against thinking that Pakistan is in 

grips of the same, that political dysfunction is repeating itself again 

and again. Attention, scholarly, literary, ordinary, needs to be paid to 

the smallest differences between each historical moment so that we 

can not only understand and theorize the nature of repetition specific 

to Pakistan but also learn to amplify other possibilities in the realm of 

the potential. 
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