Setting the record straight
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GENERAL Musharraf’s book has already raised a storm of controversies ranging from Richard Armitage’s threat to bomb Pakistan to the stone age to Dr Qadeer’s role in the transfer of nuclear technology, Kargil episode and Pakistan’s efforts in combating terrorism. Whether the general’s account is a fair description or a self-indulgent narrative will ultimately be judged by history.

The general perception is that the general was right in changing the course of Pakistan’s Afghan policy in the aftermath of 9/11. But it is this conventional wisdom that needs a closer examination in a broader historic context. There had been a few occasions in the past when elites and the political pundits were almost unanimous in their view on a matter of national importance, only to be proven disastrously wrong later. One may recall the tragic events of 1971 when the army, politicians, a section of the media were unanimous in their support to the military action launched by General Yahya Khan.

There were many in West Pakistan who took delight in the sadly mistaken belief that Pakistan has been saved. Yahya Khan, though discredited later, was seen as a professional soldier who could fix the ‘traitor’ Mujeeb-ur-Rehman and stand up to Indira Gandhi. The rest, as the cliché goes, is history. Again in 1977, the establishment, the businessmen and upper classes wre fully convinced that Bhutto was the root cause of all the ills and his removal from the scene would put the society back on the right track. Decades later, even his most bitter opponents, like late Nawabzada Nasrullah Khan, admitted that Bhutto was a brilliant, honest and nationalist leader who gave Pakistan its first consensus constitution.

Today we are confronted with two popular myths: (a) General Musharraf had no option but to do what he did in the aftermath of 9/11 and (b) that the fundamentalists would take over the country if he fails. This needs to be debated in the light of hard facts. General Musharraf’s version of recent events not only falls short of the truth but has also dangerous implications for the future of Pakistan. The wide coverage in the US media of his version is of little consequence from a long term perspective. Any student of history would recall that Anwar Sadat was a darling of the US media and was the most loved Arab leader in the US after he signed the peace treaty with Israel in 1979 but his policies did not do any good to Egypt. A fanatic of the Muslim Brotherhood, the extreme right-wing politico-religious party, assassinated him.

Let us first look at General Musharraf’s claims and their credibility. He asserts that Kargil was a military success and it was Nawaz Sharif who buckled under the American pressure. This claim stands contradicted if one gives a close look at the speech of the former US ambassador to Pakistan, Robert Oakley, made at the US State Department on March 23, 2001. He had said:

“Pakistan is another example. Again, the most powerful political institution in the country was the one with which we didn’t want to deal because they were military not civilian. The one time we did deal with them was during a crisis. President Clinton quite wisely asked General Zinni to call upon General Musharraf, someone he had gotten to know before he became the Army Chief. As a result of their conversation, General Musharraf, as an Army Chief, said, `We’d better climb down from Kargil before we have a huge war with India’. This was a direct result of their conversation. Zinni didn’t threaten; he didn’t make any promises.”

Robert Oakley is not a member of the PML-N nor a friend of the MMA. He stated this in 2001 long before the demands for an independent enquiry into Kargil were made by the opposition. This, one can say, highlights three characteristics of General Musharraf’s political style. He jumps headlong into a crisis without thinking about its implications; he is too quick and eager to make a policy U-turn under direct American pressure contrary to immature and bold claims about being his own man and having the ability to stand up to pressure; he not only denies responsibility for policy blunders but tries to sell them as the right steps taken in the greater national interest.

This is a pattern we see not only in the Kargil debacle but also in his handling of the crisis unleashed by the events of 9/11 and thereafter.

Now let’s look at the widely accepted view that there was no option but to surrender to the list of demands made by Colin Powell and Richard Armitage. This argument may be appealing to people who have not closely followed the evolution of the Cheney doctrine since the late 1990s. While a layman can be excused for ignorance, responsible military and civilian leaders are expected to have an understanding of the global power politics, particularly the US foreign policy.

The centrepiece of Cheney doctrine was oil and Iraq as the first target and Iran the second. Terrorism was to be used only as a pretext for intervention and never to become a priority item on the Bush administration’s agenda (even after 9/11), a theme which has been so well documented by the former US chief of anti-terrorism Richard Clarke in his book “Against All Enemies.” Richard Clarke served seven US presidents including Bush senior, Bill Clinton and Bush junior and has been described as the man who knows more than anyone in the US, about terrorism, Al Qaeda and the US policy.

Now an argument can be made that this is hindsight. It is not. Had our wise experts in the military establishment been following the evolution of the neo-cons’ thinking since the 1990s, particularly that of Cheney and Paul Wolfowitz, they would have seen through the emptiness of the threats made by Colin Powell and Armitage. The real targets were Iraq and Iran. The US could not and cannot afford to have an unstable Pakistan particularly when the whole Cheney doctrine centered on control of the oil reserves in the Middle East and ensuring the safety of supply routes through the strait of Hurmuz. What it means is that Pakistan may not be indispensable to the execution of the long term US policy agenda, the latter can never afford to have an unstable Pakistan as long as there is a hostile regime in Iran.

This position is further reinforced by the fact that given the peaceful but bitter power struggle between Russia and the US in Central Asia (which has the third largest concentration of oil reserves after the Middle East and Russia), the last thing US would do is to bomb Pakistan. This would be a strategic suicide. But we panicked without taking the time to formulate a considered and well thought out response in a manner that would have leveraged all the cards Pakistan held and still does, notwithstanding our establishment’s ill-conceived, nay, ridiculous strategy of supporting the Taliban (till 2001) to provide the so-called strategic depth.

The second piece of the current conventional wisdom is that Musharraf must continue to remain in power because as he goes, the jihadis and fundamentalists would take over the country. The short answer to this view is, `yes’ they most likely will step in if the army rule continues and the democracy is denied a fair and uninterrupted chance. The Iranian revolution led by an army of theocrats could not have taken place had the US allowed Iran to function as a democracy under Mossadeq and had not supported a coup against a democratic government in 1953. It was the continuation of the US-backed autocratic regime under the Shah of Iran that precipitated the plunge of a liberal Iran into a fundamentalist and authoritarian society.

The US repeated the same mistake in Lebanon. Had it not tried to prop up a pro-western government in Lebanon through the force of gun in the 1980s, Hezbollah would not have emerged as the most organised popular force in the country and even in the entire Arab world. Had Saudi Arabia not suppressed dissent and allowed political activity, Al Qaeda would not have gained the ground it did after the forced-exile of Osama bin Laden from Saudi Arabia to Sudan in 1991. And at home, if Zia had allowed political parties and civil institutions to grow, Pakistan’s institutions would not have been as weak as they are now.

