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GENERAL Musharraf is not the first Pakistani military ruler to publish an autobiography. Ayub Khan was the first. The two books, In the line of Fire, 2006, and Friends Not Masters, 1967, have many parallels. First, both are “spoken books”. Ayub Khan says this in the preface. General Musharraf gives the name of the man who recorded his: Brigadier Asim Bajwa.

Ayub’s memoirs are associated with the name of Altaf Gauhar (said to be the ghost-writer) and, ironically enough, Musharraf’s are associated with Altaf Gauhar’s son, Humayun Gauhar, who is said to be one of the editors. Both the authors wrote their books as sitting presidents and display very similar perceptions about matters of state interest.

They begin with their family life which, in both cases, is not elitist. Family values regarding hard work, respect for achievement and similar principles associated with the middle class inspired the two figures. Both joined the army and did extremely well, rising to the top of their profession. Ayub and Musharraf show contempt for civilian supremacy and the kind of discipline democracies impose on the high command of the army. Ayub expresses this as contempt for politicians; Musharraf through his notion of the army’s ‘honour’, the attempted violation (dismissal of the army chief) of which led it to seek revenge.

Both Ayub and Musharraf give an account of the coups d’etat that brought them to power. Ayub presents his diary of 1958 which has nothing more serious than rumours. However, for Ayub this is a crisis in which he has certain “responsibilities”. He glosses over the fact that Iskander Mirza, the great plotter, would lose power in the coming election and that his constitutional duty was not to support the plotter. Instead, he justifies martial law. Without much of an apology, he then removes Mirza. Democracy, such as it was, is killed in Pakistan.

In Musharraf’s case there is a prime minister who feels powerful because he has forced the resignation of an army chief. In democratic countries this would be routine stuff. Civilian chief executives, presidents and prime ministers, can and sometimes do remove army chiefs. In Pakistan, the army considers this an insult to the institution itself. Thus Musharraf says he told the army that “We would not allow another humiliation to befall us in case the prime minister tried something like this again, but we would never only react, never act unilaterally” (p. 86).

However, in democratic countries where civilian supremacy is taken as the norm, the army does not feel insulted when its chief is removed. Chief executives do make mistakes. They do remove functionaries of the state for the wrong reasons or for no reason at all. But all that those functionaries can do is to challenge the wrong done to them in a court of law or a services tribunal. They cannot think of removing their civilian rulers. In Pakistan, the high command of the army thinks differently.

This becomes clear in General Musharraf’s memoirs. It also becomes clear that Nawaz Sharif acted with singular stupidity and callousness when he delayed the landing of the aircraft carrying the army chief, but this was the act of a man in tremendous fear of the army. In a country without this kind of a history of military intervention, the chief executive would have been confident enough to dismiss his army chief at any time and without resorting to such desperate measures.

If one starts with Ayub Khan and reads every memoir by every general or air marshal, this trend becomes perfectly clear. On whatever else senior military figures differ, they agree on seeing the military as distinct from the civilian government. Their world view is not that they are employees of the state with the compulsion to carry out orders given by a civilian chief executive however wrong these orders may at times be. They believe they know what is best for the state and that the civilian chief executive is to be judged by them.

To begin with, General Gracey refused to obey the Quaid when he was ordered to move the army into Kashmir (though in his case Gracey merely threatened to resign and to force the resignations of the British officers and not to dismiss the government). Ayub refused to obey Mirza and forced him into exile. General Gul Hasan refused to obey Bhutto when he ordered him to move the army against the striking police.

On the other hand, when a general orders the army it obeys with perfect discipline as in the case of the military action in Dhaka in March 1971, Ziaul Haq’s actions against the MRD in Sindh and the more recent military action in Balochistan and the tribal areas. The central issue is distrust of civilian authority which the book makes amply clear.

There are many comments about the Kargil episode. The account given in the book suggests why both General Musharraf and Nawaz Sharif may be right. General Musharraf and the army high command may have briefed the prime minister. However, the language of the briefings might have been as General Musharraf says in the book: “there was no deliberate offensive operation planned, and moving to the unoccupied gaps along the Line of Control was not a violation of any agreement and was well within the purview of the local commander” (p. 96). It is possible that Nawaz Sharif never really understood that armed fighters would penetrate the territory India considered its own. If this interpretation is true it shows Nawaz Sharif as being rather slow in his thinking but saves him from the charge of being a liar.

Two things about the Kargil conflict need to be taken into account. First, the fact that it caused unnecessary bloodshed does not seem to have crossed General Musharraf’s mind. Second, it might have caused an unnecessary war. This fear is dismissed by Musharraf as beyond the realm of possibility. Yet the 1965 war was the result of a similar scenario. In that case, too, Ayub Khan did not seem to have considered that any intrusion across the LoC might invite an attack.

It is a pity that Ayub’s book stops just before the Kashmir war, otherwise we would have had his version, but we do have General Musa’s version, Asghar Khan’s version and Altaf Gauhar’s version — all of them agree that the basic concept was wrong. Kargil is a repetition of this basic pattern. Moreover, Kargil created much anti-Pakistan hatred in India, as dead bodies always do, and this pushed the peace process several years behind. It was General Musharraf who revived this process and he can justly claim credit for it. But he would have been far more credible in his desire for lasting peace if he had dismissed Kargil as a blunder. His defending it is not in the interest of confidence-building.

There are two disturbing trends in the book. First, that General Musharraf trusts the army more than any civilian institution in the country. He does not point out any of the faults of the army, or its intelligence agencies, throughout the book. The military action in Dhaka and the brutality of the army is not touched upon though Bhutto is blamed as if he ordered all this. Ziaul Haq’s imposition of laws which have created the narrow-minded fanatics which are out to kill Musharraf himself is not blamed. The role of the army in creating “strategic depth” in Afghanistan and supporting armed incursions into Indian-held Kashmir are not discussed. Musharraf reversed some of these policies but he does not blame the army or its intelligence agencies at any stage. Ayub also had the same attitude because of which he handed over power to the army chief and not to the civilian apparatus of the state.

Second, General Musharraf thinks that aggressive actions like Kargil can be useful. This is really alarming because aggressive policies on Kashmir, or any other issue, can lead to war. General Musharraf’s own motto in the wake of the 2002 confrontation with India was ‘Pakistan First’. That is true. But that implies that all kinds of military adventurism must be completely eliminated. Praise for Kargil makes one apprehensive that perhaps there is still faith in this kind of adventurism. Many are critical of the book because of its revelation of the doings of Dr A.Q. Khan. I believe that, if true, the world stands to gain by these revelations. However, once again the author is being protective of the military. The point is that if the military allowed heavy material to be flown out of Pakistan on an air force plane then either it knew what was going on; or, even worse, it did not have a foolproof system of ensuring security. In both cases, heads should have rolled along with A.Q. Khan’s. Did that happen? Why is General Musharraf quiet on this issue?

On the whole, the writing is very effective. The short sentences evoke the image of the plain-speaking soldier he wants to convey. The value of such memoirs is that they give the contemporary historian an insight into the world view of the most powerful decision-makers. As such they should be welcomed and if they go against some laws then those laws should be amended to enable more serving officials to write their account of important decisions. Any criticism of General Musharraf for having written the book is irrelevant. One hopes others also write their versions of events they disagree with so that historians have more material to construct their own accounts.

Documents like this stay forever and the only thing we want from them is the truth. The parts which are disputed will have many versions. That, too, is a blessing. Let everybody speak and then the historian might sift the credible from the less credible and we might come close to the truth.

