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Musharraf might have succeeded in boosting the sale of his book through sensational revelation of the Armitage threat but did so at the cost of his macho image he has always tried to cultivate

Political leaders visiting foreign lands do everything to ensure the visits go smoothly and without generating any controversy. President Musharraf, however, did just the opposite during his recent visit to the US.

During a TV appearance he dropped a mini bombshell by claiming that following 9/11 the Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage threatened then-DG ISI Gen. Mahmud to bomb Pakistan back to the Stone Age if it did not abandon the Taliban and support America’s war on terror. The matter also came up during the joint press conference with President Bush in which the latter observed that he was “taken aback” when he learned about it from that day’s newspapers. He denied ever having authorised anybody to make such a threat. On his part, Armitage also denied the charge though he accepted that he had “a strong conversation” with Gen. Mahmud. 

There are people who buy the story. They do so on the ground that the US was really in an ugly mood following 9/11. Veteran journalist Eric Margolis for example revealed in his recent column (originally in his 2002 book War at the Top of the World) that he met Mahmud after 9/11 and learned that, “Armitage had indeed delivered an ultimatum threatening war if Pakistan did not bow to US demands”. 

The supporters of the story also contend that otherwise too the US is prone to arm-twisting states in pursuance of its objectives. They refer to the famous conversation between Henry Kissinger and ZA Bhutto in which the former threatened that the US would make a “horrible example” of Pakistan if it did not abandon its nuclear programme.

There are others who doubt the authenticity of the claim made by Gen. Mahmud. For example, Riaz Khokhar, Pakistan’s former ambassador to the US and foreign secretary who had had several rounds of talks with Armitage argues that the latter is not prone to deviating from the official line. In his opinion, such a threat was not possible without authorisation from the highest level. He explains the whole story in terms of “classic miscommunication” resulting from the conversion of a message from one language to another.

It is hard to pronounce definitively on the veracity of the claim. It becomes all the more difficult when we do not have Gen. Mahmud’s version of the incident. It is indeed intriguing that he remained tight-lipped during the entire controversy. Did he do so because he did not want to contradict his boss or did he think that his claim would not stand the test of close scrutiny?

In the absence of his testimony some analysts have suggested that the Armitage message might have approximated to the Urdu expression “eent say eent baja dain gai” which was perhaps subsequently translated into “bombing back to the Stone Age”. It would be interesting to know the exact words Armitage used to describe the alleged threat and whether Gen. Mahmud conveyed the threat in English or Urdu. Unfortunately we do not have answer to these questions.

The little evidence surrounding the incident available to us does not seem to contradict the charge against Armitage. For example, Bob Woodward of the Watergate fame in his book Bush at War reveals that Bush gave full authorisation to the Secretary of State Colin Powell to make Pakistan toe the American line by instructing him to “do what you have to do”. It is more than likely that Colin Powell passed on “do what you have to do” mandate mutatis mutandis to Armitage who then used the language attributed to him. In theory, therefore, Colin Power should be quizzed about the incident. However, practically speaking it is useless because he like Bush is most likely to be in utter denial. 

Additionally, there is considerable circumstantial evidence to suggest the soundness of Gen. Mahmud’s claim. Following the gory incident of 9/11 the US was really in a very vengeful mood. It appeared to be looking for targets to settle scores. In this background it is hardly surprising that Armitage used the language attributed to him. It is noteworthy that he only denies the use of words of which he is charged but accepts that he had “very strong conversation” with Mahmud. It is quite intriguing that he does not specify exactly what language he used. In any case, it must have conveyed a threat of death and destruction that Mahmud in turn communicated to his boss. 

Irrespective of whether or not Armitage made the alleged threat, Musharraf did not take it seriously in the course of the joint press conference. This came out clearly when he ducked a question relating to the threat on the ground that he was honour-bound by the agreement with the publisher of his book not to open his mouth before its formal launching.

The book promotion consideration rather than an urge to protest against the threat was so obvious that Bush could not resist making the impromptu “buy the book” remark. Otherwise too, if Musharraf was serious about the threat the right time to protest was the time it was made and not five years later. The sale promotion consideration is also revealed by the fact that the group that owns the CBS that aired the interview in which Musharraf originally made the revelation also owns Simon & Schuster that published the book.

The question then is whether the alleged threat had the effect of forcing Pakistan to toe the American line out of fear. President Musharraf categorically denies it. He argues that if Pakistan joined the American-led war on terror, it was the national interest rather than the threat of American bombing that dictated it. Is this claim justified? Evidence does not support it. 

According to Woodward, Armitage presented a list of seven non-negotiable demands to Gen. Mahmud followed by Powell’s call to Musharraf to force it down his throat. Woodward observes that to Powell’s utter surprise Musharraf accepted each one of the seven demands. Musharraf disputes Woodward’s version. According to him, he felt uncomfortable with two of the seven demands that related to “blanket overflights and landing rights”; and the grant of the “use of Pakistan’s naval ports, air bases, and strategic locations on borders”. He says that he made counterproposals to the US, which it accepted without any fuss. He dismisses the suggestion that he “readily accepted all preconditions of the United States during the telephone call form Colin Powell”.

Despite Musharraf’s assertion that Pakistan did not join the war on terror out of fear and that he negotiated it, not many buy this story. If this claim were true he would have got a much better deal from the Americans than he did. There is a common perception that Pakistan caved in with a single threatening phone call from Washington. The present writer can testify from his personal experience of the ambiance of fear that obtained in Islamabad at the time.

For example, three days after 9/11, during a TV programme on the Durban conference on racial discrimination, the producer told this writer before the start of the live broadcast that the US should not be criticised. The writer refused to do so. Upon this he was told to stay away from the programme. It was obvious that the fear factor that dictated the TV policy must have filtered down from above. In this background, Musharraf’s claim of joining the American war on terror out of free will does not hold. 

Musharraf might have succeeded in boosting the sale of his book through sensational revelation of Armitage threat but did so at the cost of his macho image he has always tried to cultivate. Unlike his contemporaries Ahmadinejad and Hugo Chavez who have won admiration for standing up to the US bully he comes out a weakling.

One also gets the impression that the word of honour given to a publisher is more important for him than the national honour. Finally, the claim that he joined the fight against terror on his own terms rather than out of fear seems to be nothing but a revisionist interpretation. 

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


