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Imran Khan - A twist in the tale?
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WITHITS

TROUBLED

HISTORY AND THE
UPCOMING FIRST
DEMOCRATIC TRANSFER
OF POWER, IT DOES NOT
COME ACROSS AS A
TOTAL SURPRISE THAT
MR KHAN IS BEING POR-
TRAYED AS SOMEONE
THAT THE PAKISTANIS
AND THE INTERNATIONAL
COMMUNITY DEEM FIT
FOR PREVENTING THE
DOWNWARD SPIRAL OF
THE NATION
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bserving the
euphoric rhapsody
of an ‘ecstatic’ pri-

vate media in Pakistan
regarding Imran Khan the
critical mind can’t help
but to be somewhat sus-
picious. The whole story
seems dodgy if one takes
into account that the usu-

ally overtly critical
Western Press is joining
the praise.

Nonetheless, it is quite
obvious that the “Khan
hype” is not only exagger-
ated but also to some extent
artificial. With its troubled
history and the upcoming
‘salvific’ first democratic
transfer of power, it does
not come across as a total
surprise that Mr Khan is
being portrayed as some-
one that the Pakistanis and
the international commu-
nity deem fit for preventing
the downward spiral of the
nation. This wishful think-
ing, however, does not
match the reality Pakistan
finds itself in. For the sake
of completeness, one must
also state that not all ana-
lysts and commentators
share the ‘Khan enthusias-
m’. Subsequently one can
find a broad range of Khan
portrayals: from national
hero, beacon of hope, last
savior, harbinger of change,
great benefactor to less
charming descriptions (for
a political career) such as
hardliner, right-wing, ultra-
nationalist, legendary play-
boy, infidel, or ‘slave of the
west. However, as in most
of such cases, the truth can
be found somewhere in the
middle of such praising or
slanderous depictions is
adequate: they only point
out and magnify a certain
feature of Imran Khan’s
multi-faceted personality.
Therefore one should take
a closer look at the public
figure that is Imran Khan.
To begin with, he is a man
who, for a long time, has
been portraying himself as
the symbol of an ‘enlight-
ened secular and western-
ized Pakistani,” breaking
with an extremely Islamized
and socially repressive
atmosphere in Pakistan,
created by military ruler
Zia-ul Haque in the 1980s.
He was educated at Oxford
University, enjoyed
London’s nightlife and mar-
ried Jemima Marcelle
Goldsmith, the daughter of
an Anglo-French billionaire
and business tycoon. In
addition he earned the rep-
utation of making impossi-
ble things happen, at least
on the cricket pitch. All
these things made him an
attractive figure for inter-
national media. Therefore,
the western media was hap-
pily picking up the image
of Imran Khan as the ‘Pepsi
man’ for the Muslim crick-
et world -interpreted as the
beacon of western and lib-
eral progress in Pakistan-
but also created the view of
a representative of a new
generation who embodied
the nostalgic feeling of the
western-orientated, pros-
perous days of urban
Pakistan on the 1960s.

But besides the obvious
fact that he is an interna-
tional, smart and sophisti-
cated person, Khan’s polit-
ical standpoints are per-
ceived as extremely disqui-
eting by observers who
believe in the liberal dem-

ocratic norms of tolerance
and respect for the freedom
of speech. . It seems that
before Khan made the deci-
sion to change the trajec-
tories of Pakistan he first
made a twist in his very own
tale. As soon as he came
back from London to
Pakistan Khan seems to
have re-invented himself
not only as an increasingly
religious person but also as
the spearhead of anti-west-
ern agitation. This in itself
isnot very unusual for elites
returning from the West to
their countries of birth, but
it does make him appear
unpredictable. This is espe-
cially true when one con-
siders his activity within the
realm of politics. As the
Chairman of the Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI,
Pakistan Movement for
Justice), he lived, until
recently, a rather unspec-
tacular political life in
which he only once man-
aged to win a seat in the
national parliament. This
led to his belittling by his
main rivals the Pakistan
People Party (PPP) of
President Asaf Ali Zardari
and the Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz (PML-N) of
the Sharif brothers.
However, in an effort to
move more into Pakistan’s
political mainstream he
turned towards a national-
ist, right-wing and religious
populism characterised
rather by simplistic slogans
than a coherent, ideologi-
cal-thoughtful and prag-
matic depth underpinning
his political demands. At
the core of his anti-intel-
lectual populist rhetoric is
his self-portrayal as the
guardian of Islamic norms
and values, anti-
Americanism, and the
struggle against corruption.
But in order to be strategi-
cally flexible and to appear
as a political ‘all-rounder,’
Khan often remains vague
and finds himself entangled
in numerous ambiguities
and antagonisms.

Some of the most remark-
able ones are his ‘flip-flop’
approaches towards the
country’s armed forces,
especially towards its top
brass. Analyzing comments
on Khan one will quite
often find indications that
observers tend to reduce
the critical debate on Imran
Khan to the sole question
to which extent he is a
stooge of the military.
However, it is argued here
that this question is far too
short-sighted because of
two reasons: First, because
of the virtually non-existent
civilian control over the
armed forces each politi-
cian in Pakistan who wants
to be successful on the
national level needs the
goodwill of the military.
Second, it distracts from a
related and more important
issue: Khan’s actual rela-
tionship and interaction
with the military. After
reviewing it, one should
come to the conclusion that
this is an extraordinary
example for his ambiguous
and dubious ‘turncoat tac-
tics’ For instance, Khan and
his PTI supported (like

many Pakistanis)
Musharraf’s coups d" état in
1999. However, after

Musharraf’s government
was under increasing pres-
sure by the judiciary repre-
sented by the Supreme
Court and a major civil soci-

ety forced him to resign,
Khan quickly emphasized
his oppositional role
towards the military ruler.
This became even more evi-
dent after the ‘Musharraf-
Kayani split,” where General
Ashfaq Parvez Kayani, in his
capacity as the Chief of
Army Staff, distanced him-
self from Musharraf and
subsequently withdrew the
army’s support for his mil-
itary-turned-civilian presi-
dent. Realizing Musharraf’s
political decline, he imme-
diately sided with General
Kayani who had initiated
the downfall of Musharraf’s
government. However,
Khan does not only apply
this political manoeuvring
on the individual but also
on the institutional level.
When it seems opportune
to sideline with the military
he does not hesitate to do
so. Similarly, whenever
popular support of the
armed forces waned, Khan

Authority’ (NACTA) as a sin-
gle authority. From a civil-
military relations perspec-
tive, this is a highly critical
demand because of the fact
that NACTA should have a
‘high-level representation’
from the armed forces,
paramilitary forces and ISI
too, which would, in addi-
tion to the overwhelming
informal influence of the
soldiers, grant the military
an institutional role in mat-
ters of internal security.
Furthermore since NACTA
is supposed to meet regu-
larly under the Prime
Minister, unfortunately
there is no further clarifi-
cation how this should be
operationalized, it would
lead to an additional side-
lining of the parliament
through the executive and
the military. Subsequently,
instead of strengthening the
civilian institution it con-
tinues the process of ham-
pering democratisation by

specifically name the
armed forces or security
forces when talking about
massive human rights vio-
lations, target killings, kid-
nappings, and systematic
repression of the Baloch
people, especially the
Baloch leaders which are
banned from criticising the
central government. The
PTI chairman ignored the
fact that these atrocities
aren’t just incidents of the
past, but are still taking
place today. The Baloch
people want to hear this
clearly before the option of
boycotting the 2013 elec-
tions is from the table, and
they want to hear this from
the person to whom they
may be willing to give their
vote. Otherwise they will
remain sceptical that the
respective political leaders
and their parties are really
willing and able to proper-
ly address the complaints
and demands of the

did not hesitate to set him-
self up as the defender of
civilian control. During the
current campaign for the
general elections in May of
this year he joined the civil-
ian orchestra announcing
the end of the era of mili-
tary rule in Pakistan. Clearly
a crucial endeavour given
the history of military dom-
inance in the country’s
decision making processes
into account. A fortiori, itis
astonishing that he is
demanding that the mili-
tary should guarantee a
smooth electoral process,
which is actually classified
primarily as a coercible job
under the responsibility of
civilian security forces like
the police or Intelligence
Bureau/IB. In other words,
the police have the duty
and the right to secure the
elections. It is definitely not
the business of the armed
forces.

Recalling the multitude
of occasions where the mil-
itary and Inter-Services
Intelligence (ISI) influ-
enced the electoral out-
come and the extremely
unhealthy civil-military
relations, Khan’s sugges-
tions sound like ‘putting the
fox in charge of the hen-
house’. In the recently
released PTI manifesto,
Khan is calling for the
establishment of a ‘National
Counterterrorism

maintaining the lack of
civilian control.

In the context of internal
security, Balochistan was
also picked up by Imran
Khan as an element in his
election campaign. But also
in this instance he remains
extremely vague when it
comes to positioning
himself.

This vague stance also
manifests itself in the overt-
ly general and indecisive,
pointless party manifesto.
In his rallies Khan went a
step further and publicly
offered his apologies to the
people of Balochistan for
past events and develop-
ments, but he did not offer
any proposals on how he
would tackle the political
and socio-economic situa-
tion once in power. One
should also note that Khan
was not the first to apolo-
gize. Several Pakistani lead-
ers in Islamabad had done
this before the past, includ-
ing Zardari and Musharraf.
It seems that it is gets
increasingly in vogue
amongst the political class
to send excuses to the
provinces instead of offer-
ing practical solutions to
outstanding problems.
Moreover, Khan’s words
were chosen carefully in
order to prevent provoking
the military and the secu-
rity forces. It is interesting
to note that Khan did not

Balochi. Having this in
mind, the promise to the
Baloch people that Khan
would grant their province
a special status as ‘West
Germany did in the case of
East Germany by diverting
all development projects to
the latter’ comes across
more like a bad joke than
an imprudent, frivolous
election pledge. In sum, his
insubstantial common-
place statements may pro-
voke rather than ease the
Balochis. What is certain is
that mere lip service will not
convince them to take part
in the upcoming general
elections. However, Khan
did state that Baloch
province was being ‘treat-
ed’ like a colony as in the
case of East Pakistan, which
sets him apart from
Pakistan’s political estab-
lishment.

Similarly questionable
are Khan'’s activities regard-
ing US drone strikes. By
emphasising the violation
of Pakistan’s sovereignty
and break of international
law his campaign clearly
aims to raise public aware-
ness and garner electoral
support in and outside the
FATA region. Without any
doubt, by using the issue of
the drone strikes PTI is
polarizing Pakistani socie-
ty. In other words, Khan is
trying to gain political cap-
ital out of the anti-

American feelings in the
country.

Interestingly enough
however, Washington does
not seem to care about
Khan’s protest movement.
There are two ways one
could interpret US indiffer-
ence. Either the Obama
administration believes that
Khan will not make it, or, if
the PTI manages to fight its
way through to the federal
government, the basic
structure of Pakistan’s pol-
itics are so encrusted that
Khan will be not able to
enforce much of his
announced changes.
Especially since he has yet
to publicly announce how
he plans to implement his
‘grand goals.” Additionally,
Washington has adapted to
a political landscape where
potential rising political
stars and starlets around
the globe are trying to make
a point by being anti-US.
And when it comes to
Pakistan, the US is most
likely convinced that there
is still the military that will
try to redirect too ambitious
forms of enthusiasm of
people who think that they
‘khan change’ the tradi-
tional pattern of Pakistan’s
politics which have been
serving the establishment
and matching US interests
in the region since decades.

In this context one should
also mention that it would
obviously be a remarkably
brave endeavour to lead a
‘peace march’ into the high-
ly dangerous ‘no-go’ tribal
area of FATA (Federal
Administered Tribal Area)
at the border to
Afghanistan, but there was
no political imperative to
organise this protest except
for trying to broaden its
own support bases beyond
the city of Lahore in the
Punjab, Imran Khans only
stronghold yet. Like in the
case of Khan’s apologizes
towards the Baloch people-
, also regarding his anti-
drone stroll, he once again
tried to bandwagon with an
already existing mood
which found its expression
in the fact that the nation-
al parliament already decid-
ed and demanded concor-
dantly the stop of drone
attacks.

Hence, like his other
political activities one must
state: too little, too late at
an unfavourable time
which makes the whole
campaigning non-credible.
Atleast it was a political sig-
nal towards the people liv-
ing in the periphery, until
recently the political lead-
ership in Islamabad usual-
ly did not care much about
the provinces.

Neither in post-war sce-
narios nor after major nat-
ural catastrophes likes the
2010 flood crisis.

In sum, by assessing
Imran Khan’s electoral cam-
paign and respective state-
ments one must state that
there is no fundamental
change towards the already
established political parties.
He is driven by the usual
‘office-seeking’ perspective
like the rest of his political
rivals. Of course, this is a
legitimate and globally
exercised practise of polit-
ical parties in all kinds of
party systems. But the point
under discussion is the dis-
crepancy between ‘aspira-
tion and reality’. Or in other
words, one should shed
some light on what Khan

and his PTI is pretending to
be and that what they are
actual doing in their elec-
toral campaign. Though
Khan emphasizes that he is
driven by principles which
lie in the national interest
like the promotion of an
Islamic welfare state, he is
not able to disprove
Anthony Downs (1957)
famous dictum that ‘parties
formulate policies in order
to win elections, rather than
win elections in order to
formulate policies’. More
concretely, he is solely
focusing on the competi-
tive struggle for political
power. Basically the exis-
tence of a ‘certain natural
degree of flexibility’ when
it comes to bridging politi-
cal principles and tactical
considerations during elec-
tion time is a well-known
phenomenon and not an
exclusive feature of
Pakistan’s politics. However,
it is especially true in the
case of Imran Khan and the
PTIwho are trying to come
across as the national
guardian of political moral-
ity and its defender of
norms and values in
Pakistan, which was turned
into a ruinous kleptocracy
by the established political
parties, foremost under the
Presidency of Asif Ali
Zardari.

This means we are not
talking about petit sancti-
monious behaviour to
impress potential voters; we
are talking about a cam-
paign strategy which is tak-
ing the risk of not being able
to fulfil electoral pledges.
This goes far beyond any
‘socially accepted’ electoral
hypocrisy’ and does defi-
nitely not constitute any
change in Pakistan’s politi-
cal landscape. Hence, Khan
is promising a ground-
breaking revolution but he
will most likely not be able
to deliver anything that has
the potential differentiate
itself from business as usual
in Pakistan’s tumultuous
political landscape.

To conclude, Khan is a
stereotypical political pop-
ulist. He has charisma,
understands the grievances
and concerns of the
Pakistanis, and tells his
audience what they want to
hear. He bashes on the
established two main polit-
ical parties and capitalises
on anti-US feelings. PTI's
vague and ambiguous pol-
icy proposals have the
advantage of being able to
make promises that will
often prove difficult imple-
ment, and to put forward
contradictory viewpoints
whenever he can gain polit-
ical benefits from it.

This all make him an
attractive alternative to the
established political order
that have lost much of their
political credibility. But, it
remains to be seen if Khan's
short-sighted strategy to
make quick gains allow to
establish himself in the
political system in the long
run.If he manages to
achieve an electoral success
on May 11th, it may well be
a Pyrrhic victory for both
Khan and Pakistan's
democracy.
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