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The publication of Friends not Masters was a milestone for the Ayub regime. It marked the beginning of its end as it collapsed barely two years after that seminal event. Can we say that the publication of Musharraf’s memoirs is a pointer to the same end

Our commando president has got his memoir In the Line of Fire published while he is still in office. This is not the first time that a Pakistani military ruler has done so. Field Marshal Ayub Khan got his political autobiography Friends not Masters out in the market when he had not quit the presidential office.

But this is not the only resemblance between the two books; there are others too. Foreign publishing houses are involved in publishing both the books — in one case Simon & Schuster, in the other the Oxford University Press. Both were originally orally recorded before being transcribed. In both Gauhar was the ghost-writer, in one the father Altaf, Ayub’s information secretary, while in the other it his son Hamayun. Finally, Ayub’s sycophants made a forced sales pitch for his book while their present-day counterparts, like the Punjab education minister, are doing the same with Musharraf’s. 

At the outset, a word about why Musharraf and Ayub got their books published while in office. Being military rulers they are haunted by lack of legitimacy. They have tried to overcome it through a variety of means, including presenting themselves as indispensable leaders. Memoirs help them in this regard. However, the two writers have adopted different approaches towards this end. Musharraf has tried to project himself as Pakistan’s messiah by exploiting the increasing Western incubus of Pakistan becoming a hub of terrorism and a rogue nuclear State (to which he has himself contributed through his chapters on terrorism and AQ Khan). He is targeting the West because the threat to his rule comes from there since it has zero tolerance for military dictatorships except of course when it is expedient for the West to support one. That also explains why he got his memoirs inaugurated in the US. 

As opposed to Musharraf, Ayub basically addresses the people of Pakistan rather than the West. This was because the threat to his rule was internal rather than external; Pakistani politicians were hostile to Ayub while the West regarded him as the harbinger of development and modernisation. The Western acceptance of the Ayub regime is testified by the attitude of the World Bank which the US has always used to promote its foreign policy objectives. Instead of withholding loans, which it did in subsequent years, it gave them to Pakistan generously and also presented the latter as a model developing country: the Bank painted Ayub regime’s economic achievements as ‘Pakistan example’. That also explains why Ayub never felt the need to get his book launched in the West. 

There are sharp differences between the two works that essentially centre on style rather than substance. One difference relates to the apparent raison d’être of the two memoirs. Musharraf is utterly megalomaniac in defending the publication of his book while in office. Starting with the observation that Pakistan is occupying, “centre stage in the world’s conflicts, including the war on terror”, he asserts that, “there has been intense curiosity about me and the country I lead. I want the world to learn the truth.”

Subsequently, in the course of an Ifter party he justified the timing of the publication on the ground that it made sense to do so when one was at one’s peak as it captured world’s attention. So it is publicity that he is craving, more than anything else. 

Ayub, on the other hand, is quite apologetic about the timing of his book. He acknowledges that, “it is not customary for a man in office to write his life story”. He does not provide any defence for undertaking the exercise but the way he hastens to mention political stability and economic development of his regime, one gets the impression that he is putting them up as a justification. The title of the book Friends not Masters and the chapters on foreign policy also seem to have the same purpose behind them. 

Another difference between the two authors is that, unlike Musharraf, Ayub was self-effacing in his approach. This comes out on the question of attribution of credit for the success of his regime. He begins by pointing out apologetically that, “any suggestion of success would be interpreted as an attempt at image-building”. Then he shares the credit for political stability and economic development of his regime with those, “who were associated with [him] in the implementation of various reforms”. Pursuing this line of thought, he attributes the refinement and execution of his ideas to, “[his] colleagues in the Government and [the] able and dedicated men in the Services”.

As opposed to Ayub, Musharraf turns the spotlight on himself as if he is the centre of the world. Nowhere in the book one finds him giving credit to his colleagues for the achievements of his government. On the contrary, he narcissistically declares that, “my autobiography is my contribution to the history of our era”. This should not be surprising because he generally emerges as a big mouth in his memoirs. For example, at one place, he claims that, “even at that age I was very good at making strategies and planning ambush”. At another, he presents himself as “ a tough guy whom you do not mess with”. At still another, claiming to believe in leading “from the front by setting a personal example”, he asserts that his men came to look at him as “just and compassionate”. 

Finally, as opposed to Musharraf, Ayub emerges as a tender soul who is utterly sensitive to the feelings of other people. For example, claiming to focus his narrative on “problems and events rather than personalities”, he reluctantly makes occasional comments on “certain people who were at the helms of affairs” before the coup. He justifies this on the ground that he did it “to substantiate [his] interpretation of political situations”, and, “not to hurt the feelings of any individual”. He is so careful and caring in treating his opponents or those he does not like that he expresses the wish that, “it [his comments] will be read in that spirit”.

Contrary to Ayub, Musharraf subjects his opponents or those he dislikes to such ruthless and relentless attacks that at times one gets the impression that the book was written solely to settle scores with them. For example, he describes AQ Khan as “self-centred and abrasive” with “a huge ego” who had “a great talent for self-promotion and publicity”. He paints ZA Bhutto as a “wily” character and “the worst thing that had happened to Pakistan”. He calls Nawaz Sharif whom he overthrew as guilty of “gross misuse and misapplication of the law” when he dismissed him (Musharraf) as chief of army staff. These comments, among others, certainly belie his claim of being a “statesman”.

Despite these differences of style and form, the two, however, join hands on the substance. Both of them are contemptuous of politicians whom they hold responsible for the sad state of affairs in which Pakistan finds itself. They do not regard the Western democracy suited to the genius of Pakistanis and are therefore intent upon promoting their own political nostrums. Ayub, for example, does not believe in Westminster system of democracy. He holds that political institutions and instruments of government need, “to be fashioned according to our own thinking, temperament, and needs”. In pursuance of this worldview he devised Basic Democracy and a presidential form of government elected by Basic Democrats which, however, collapsed after his departure from the scene. 

Musharraf, like Ayub, also does not approve of Westminster type of democracy for Pakistan. He too believes in a system that is “tailored to the Pakistani environment”. Soon after coming to power he put in place a local bodies system by replacing the time-tested system headed by an appointed deputy commissioner with a new one headed by an elected Nazim and his cabinet. He has termed the new dispensation a “silent revolution” that, in his opinion, history will judge as “ingenious”. As far as government at the national level is concerned, believing that the, “army chief should be brought in to keep him out of politics”, he has put in place National Security Council that includes uniformed members. Will the new political architecture that he has devised survive him? The jury is out on this issue.

The publication of Friends not Masters was a milestone for the Ayub regime. It marked the beginning of its end as it collapsed barely two years after that seminal event. This was a far cry from establishing Ayub an indispensable leader that he had hoped to achieve through his autobiography. Can we say that the publication of Musharraf’s memoirs is a pointer to the same end? His statement that he was not foolish enough to wait till his departure from office to write his memoirs because it would have meant writing after death perhaps provides an answer to this conundrum. 

The writer is a former dean of social sciences at the Quaid-i-Azam University. He can be reached at hussain_ijaz@hotmail.com.


