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	By Rahimullah Yusufzai

It is becoming impossible to ignore President General Pervez Musharraf's autobiography, In the Line of Fire. It is selling well and has been widely reviewed. His admirers have to buy and study it because they don't want to be caught unawares in case they are asked to comment on it or are required to defend it. His detractors too must read it in order to pinpoint its flaws. They won't be disappointed because the book suffers from a number of errors, factual and historical. Still it is obvious that no book in Pakistan's history has aroused so much interest and controversy. 

There have been complaints galore that the President in his maiden book has indulged in self-glorification. For most Pakistanis, it isn't surprising that their present ruler believes he is infallible and his policies flawless. None of our rulers has ever conceded having made mistakes and to expect someone as boastful as President Musharraf to do so would be naïve. In fact, our uniformed president after having ruled for seven long years is still going strong and one cannot fault him for believing that his and the country's destiny is linked and Pakistan would be the loser if he were to depart from the scene. He has become so entrenched in power that making room for others cannot cross his mind. The very act of writing a book while still in power and openly discussing issues that until now were a taboo explains the confidence of a man who doesn't feel accountable to anyone. One cannot even imagine a military officer below the rank of chief of army staff or a civilian duly elected to high office penning such a book and getting away with it.

True to his forthright nature, the president has spared nobody, not even himself, in his book. Everyone is in the line of fire and, predictably, all those hurt by his barbs are reacting by issuing rejoinders and accusing him of telling half-truths. Starting with himself, he doesn't mind letting readers peep into his naughty childhood and romantic adulthood. We get to know about his adventurous military career even if sometimes he is bragging to add colour to the story. The writer informs us about the dancing skills of his parents and the exploits of a prankster-loving maternal uncle. 

One cannot fail to notice the familiar loathing that most Pakistani military officers have for our politicians in the manner in which President Musharraf has depicted most political leaders in his book. The late Zulfikar Ali Bhutto is referred to as a hypocrite who said one thing and did the opposite. In his view, Bhutto was a fascist dictator. For him, the PPP founder was the worst ruler that Pakistan ever had. The president has also taken on Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif, the latter understandably getting more flak because he is portrayed as the villain of the piece for having ordered the hijacking of General Musharraf's Karachi-bound plane on the day of the coup in October 1999 and endangered the lives of so many passengers. 

The general-turned-writer has even found fault with the obedience of Nawaz Sharif and his brother Shahbaz Sharif to their father, Mian Mohammad Sharif, because he felt as prime minister and chief minister of Punjab the two should have outgrown the obtrusive control that the patriarch of the family exercised over his sons. Maulana Fazlur Rahman is also presented as a power-hungry politician who allegedly lobbied with the president to become the prime minister and in return offered to support his military campaign against the Al Qaeda and Taliban and attend the meetings of the military-controlled National Security Council. 

There is no direct criticism of the president's political allies, apparently due to the fact that he still needs them for giving a civilian façade to his military rule. But he has shown them their worth by candidly writing that he contributed to the formation of PML-Q through his trusted adviser and college-mate Tariq Aziz. The comment hasn't unruffled the PML-Q leaders, just as the criticism of late Bhutto didn't prompt any leader of the PPP Patriots who never tire of pledging allegiance to the legacy of the party founder to lodge a protest with the president. In fact, the ability of the ruling PML-Q and PPP Patriots leaders to absorb such unkind criticism by the president is enough to expose the hollowness of their politics. Having aligned themselves to the president out of fear of the National Accountability Bureau (NAB) or in the hope of extracting favours, they are now left with little room for manoeuvring their way out of the suffocating embrace of General Musharraf.

The general has also needled some of his army colleagues. There is some criticism of army chiefs General Abdul Waheed Kakar and General Jehangir Karamat for manipulating the system of promotions to extend favour to his course-mate and competitor Lt Gen Ali Kuli Khan Khattak. The last-named is rubbished as a mediocre officer who got promotions and prized jobs ahead of him due to his political connections. It was, therefore, hardly surprising that Ali Kuli, who resigned when General Musharraf was made the army chief, was provoked to issue a rejoinder detailing his own and Musharraf's military career and showing that he was a far better army officer.

The president has certainly made quite a few enemies by criticising them in his best-selling book. But it is possible that some of these feuds would heal in due course of time and be forgiven and forgotten. Far more damaging are the revelations that concern the country and could still impact Pakistan's policies and relations with other countries. The disclosure that wrestler-turned-diplomat Richard Armitage arm-twisted Pakistan to accept US dictation on adapting its Afghan policy in line with American needs in the aftermath of 9/11 exposed Islamabad's vulnerability to blackmail and damaged our self-esteem. Whatever words Armitage used considering his denial of having threatened to bomb Pakistan back to the stone age if it failed to side with the US in its invasion of Taliban-ruled Afghanistan, the fact remains that President Musharraf, our commando-general, waited five years to highlight the US official's rude and undiplomatic choice of words instead of protesting it there and then. No doubt he had quickly made up his mind to throw in Pakistan's lot with the US and do its bidding even at the cost of alienating significant sections of the country's population but a protest at that time could have reassured our people and reminded the world that we are a self-respecting nation. 

Also damaging is the president's disclosure that the CIA paid millions of dollars in reward-money to the Pakistan government, or functionaries of the state as the Americans are insisting, for capturing and delivering Al Qaeda members to the US. In fact, one remembers former interior minister Syed Faisal Saleh Hayat divulging information sometime back about CIA payments to members of law-enforcement agencies for catching wanted terrorists and militants. With one stroke of the pen, the president has lost the high moral ground and not many will henceforth believe him if he continues to claim that Pakistan was fighting the war on terror in our national interest and not for the sake of America. 

There is also the alarming claim by the president that Kargil operations were a landmark in the history of the Pakistan Army, "conducted flawlessly, a technical marvel of military professionalism." As the architect of Kargil, he could say anything he wants but military strategists and historians may not agree with him. He also makes the dubious claim that it was due to Kargil that some movement on resolving the Kashmir dispute was achieved. Most analysts believe Kargil damaged the Kashmir cause and subsequently forced Pakistan to take a "U-turn" not only on its policy on Kashmir but also in its relations with India. There could be some justification for the "U-turn" on Pakistan's pro-Taliban policy on Afghanistan in the aftermath of the post-9/11 international environment but the alleged "U-turn" on Kashmir and ties with India was entirely of our own making and Kargil certainly influenced that shift.
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