The downward plunge
By Shehar Bano Khan


General Pervez Musharraf knows he has overstayed his welcome as the Agra-hero. Why is he delaying his departure? Is his voice not reaching the man capable of giving him a safe exit sitting atop Capitol Hill in Washington?
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THE nosedive General Pervez Musharraf’s popularity has taken in the past two years must have been farthest from his anticipation in that summer of July 2001. It was the same summer when he had gone to India as a commando and returned a proclaimed hero of the Agra summit. That was six years ago – too protracted a period for hero worship to sustain.

In his first ever official tour to India General Musharraf, after commandeering the presidency, had an arduous task ahead of him. He was going to hold talks with the Indian Prime Minister, Mr Atal Behari Vajpayee, at Agra, an acid test in integrity for any head of state (of Pakistan). But Mushrraf whizzed through it, hands down.

In that summer of July 2001, all eyes were on him. Special correspondents were flown in from all over the world to cover live the Musharraf-Vajpayee meeting at Agra. The Indian media was hawkishly following General Musharraf’s each move, turning to kinesics to interpret his policy towards India.

The two-day (July 14-16) talks ended without coming to an agreement, with the long-standing dispute over Kashmir seen as the main reason for the deadlock. He came back home to a laudatory public, willing to trust a man who outsmarted India, had openly chastised India for atrocities in Occupied Kashmir, spoken bitterly of Pakistan’s dismemberment and accused the host country of capturing the Siachin Glacier. No elected head of state had ever spoken in unequivocal terms on those issues. Musharraf had won the people’s admiration by drawing on the art of brusqueness instead of employing the usual channel of diplomacy.

In an article titled, ‘Musharraf Accuses India of Excesses at Agra’, Brahma Chellaney, independent adviser to India’s National Security Council, wrote in 2001: “At Agra Mushrraf dominated the media side of the summit, tried to get the better of India in negotiations and, when India did not wilt under his commando-style tactics, returned home triumphantly, having rebuffed even an anodyne joint statement …” In the same article Chellaney conceded: “Musharraf returned home stronger from Agra ... For an army man who trained Nagas in the Chittagong Hill Tracks up to 1971, aided Sikh militancy and masterminded Kargil and the IC-814m hijacking, the treatment he got in India, including the extreme media attention, must have surprised him. The summit invitation came handy to Musharraf to usurp the presidency, demonstrate his diplomatic skills and shed his quasi-pariah international status.”

After getting a high dose of celebrity the commando barked the glamour tree to encapsulate style with status. Dressed in Italian haute couture suits, wearing fashionable rimless lunettes, General Musharraf could not get enough of the media with the tragedy of September 11, 2001, paving the way for the opportunity to flirt with international media. Press conferences, interviews, flashes of camera capturing moments of handshakes with world leaders took him to those heights from where he refuses to return now.

Shortly after the general took control in the October 1999 coup his favour-graph had touched nearly 60 per cent, making him one of the most popular figures in Pakistan. In his first-ever televised address to the nation he laid out a seven-point agenda of rebuilding national confidence, strengthening the federation, reviving the economy, ensuring law and order and speedy justice, depoliticising state institutions, devolution of power and accountability of the corrupt.

Those seven points went down well with the people, translating despondency into hope. Fatigued by the democratically elected but autocratic Nawaz Sharif, a huge majority had little choice other than reposing trust in the powerful military chief. Surmising his October 17, 1999 address, the national media hailed it as touching ‘on precisely the issues that had been agitating the people’. And then came 9/11, forcing a volte face on each of those seven points justifying the coup.

In a special report published in a UK-based newspaper on Pakistan, on September 23, 2001, Musharraf was quoted to have admitted that it was ‘lonely’ at the top. The same report revealed his approval rating suffered a major setback when ‘Islamic radicals denounced him as a traitor for pledging support to the US for ‘war on terror’.' Before he knew it the downward plunge had begun.

Sitting at that spot on the top, he cared little for those denunciations. His purview had spread both by longitude and latitude, reducing the significance of local criticism to a minor glitch in his global plans.

“Those close to him say that his ideas have become grandiose, that he sees himself in a different league, a league of frontline leaders of the world. And this, they say, is a new addition to his oft-repeated belief that he is the best salesman Pakistan has,” wrote an analyst in the Contemporary Review journal of January 2, 2005.

Strains of the Kemal Ataturk syndrome were too visible to be ignored. His admiration for the Turkish leader gained confirmation at his first press conference held soon after taking over as the chief executive. Turning to a group of journalists from Turkey, Musharraf switched effortlessly to Turkish and said: “I am a great admirer of Kemal Ataturk … As a model Kemal Ataturk did a great deal for Turkey. I have his biography. We will see what I can do for Pakistan.”

General Pervez Musharraf institutionalised his admiration for Kemal Ataturk by giving space to the army in politics through the issuing of the National Security Council Ordinance, 2001. The NSC was established in Turkey after the military coup by Kemal Ataturk, followed by the abolition of the Caliphate.

Then, for many, the concept of enlightened moderation mooted at the OIC summit in Malaysia in 2003 meant subordinating oneself to US policies waging its ‘war on terror’. The bent in posture began with a breakaway from the Taliban, banning and freezing the funds of militant organisations enlisted as terrorists by the US, providing air bases to the American forces to attack the Taliban, sacking senior generals of the army and the ISI for their purported doctrine of ‘strategic depth’ and closing those madressahs which ‘propagated hatred and violence’.

The price given for embracing the Ataturk syndrome was $3 billion in aid, given in January 2002 for debt relief and rescheduling of interest payments. The West was won over but many people started questioning Musharraf's motives for also embracing the West's concept of ‘Islamic militancy’ and ‘jihadi outfits’. He was openly admitting at various forums that Pakistan was a nucleus of terrorism.

The non-transparent military operation in the tribal areas, especially North and South Waziristan, again conducted at the US call, resonated throughout the country in the form of bomb blasts and suicide attacks.

The error in judgment of sacking the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, Iftikhar Mohammad Chaudhry, to secure power blew the final whistle on Musharraf’s already sagging popularity. The International Republican Institute, a Washington-based think tank of the US Republican Party, which had rated him more popular than Nawaz Sharif and Benazir Bhutto in December 2006, revealed in a poll conducted in June 2007 that “63 per cent of respondents backed his resignation ... voters are increasingly pessimistic about the economy, their security and the direction of the country ... 72 per cent did not support Mushrraf’s decision in March to suspend the Chief Justice. Many suspect Musharraf sought to sideline the independent minded Chaudhry in case of legal challenges to his re-election bid ...”

The general knows he has overstayed his welcome as the Agra-hero. “Yes, my popularity has been reduced. Yes, I agree with you,” admitted Musharraf to the audience at a question-answer session telecast live each Thursday from the Aiwan-i-Sadr. The question is: why is he delaying his departure? Is his voice not reaching the man capable of giving him a safe exit sitting atop Capitol Hill in Washington?


