The Rawalpindi Conspiracy (1951)

Introduction

The Rawalpindi Conspiracy of 1951 was the first serious attempt to overthrow the government of
Pakistan. Only a few years after independence, some army officers and leftist politicians planned
to remove Prime Minister Liaquat Ali Khan’s government by force. The main figure behind the
conspiracy was Major-General Akbar Khan, a senior officer of the Pakistan Army. Famous poet
Faiz Ahmed Faiz and political leader Sajjad Zaheer were also accused of involvement. However,
the plan was discovered before it could succeed, and the leaders were arrested.

Causes of the Conspiracy

The conspiracy had many causes. Some army officers were angry about the way the government
handled the Kashmir war of 1948 and blamed the leaders for being weak. Economic problems,
including shortages, inflation, and corruption, created frustration among both soldiers and
civilians. Leftist politicians wanted Pakistan to build closer ties with the Soviet Union instead of
following Western countries. Many also believed that democracy was slow and unable to solve
people’s problems. These feelings gave rise to the idea of a military coup.

Leaders and Groups Involved

Major-General Akbar Khan was the central leader of the conspiracy. He was supported by
several senior army officers, including Brigadiers and Colonels. On the civilian side, famous
poet Faiz Ahmed Faiz and politician Sajjad Zaheer were linked to the plan. The group included
both military and civilian members with socialist or communist ideas. They planned to arrest
government leaders, take over major cities, and replace democracy with a military-supported
revolutionary government.

Discovery and Failure

The plan was discovered before it could be carried out. The government, through its intelligence
agencies, learned about secret meetings between the conspirators. Prime Minister Liaquat Ali
Khan quickly ordered the arrest of those involved. In March 1951, Major-General Akbar Khan,
Faiz Ahmed Faiz, and many others were taken into custody. A special trial was held in secrecy,
and the conspirators were sentenced to long terms of imprisonment. The failure of the plan gave
temporary strength to the democratic government.

Legacy and Significance

The Rawalpindi Conspiracy is remembered as the first attempted coup in Pakistan’s history. It
highlighted the early conflict between civilian governments and the military. The involvement of
respected intellectuals like Faiz Ahmed Faiz also connected the event with Pakistan’s cultural
history. The conspiracy weakened communist and leftist influence in politics, as many of their
leaders were jailed. At the same time, it showed that democracy in Pakistan was fragile and



under threat from military intervention. It set a pattern for future political instability, as the army
later became more directly involved in politics.



