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Interstate politics has been invariably harsh in the teeming and scorching landscape of the subcontinent, and it has been getting harsher. And there seems to be no end in sight to the cycle of crisis and conflict.

When Indira Gandhi readied for war with Pakistan after concluding the Indo-Soviet Treaty of August 1971, she sent an unmistakable sign to China not to weigh in on Pakistan’s side. Not that China had any real intention of supporting Pakistan operationally, as it was fully prepared to do in 1965. In fact, in 1971 China had advised Pakistan’s leadership to deal with the East Pakistan situation with greater sensitivity and political acumen.

What happened subsequently is well known. But what is not so well know is that the Indo-Soviet Treaty generated such grievance in Pakistan against Moscow that when the opportunity arose, following the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, Ziaul Haq needed no prompting to settle scores with the USSR. Even if the US had not sprung the “Bear trap,” Pakistan would have operationally supported the Mujahaideen. It was payback time, just as it was an opportunity for America to settle scores with the Soviets for supporting the North Vietnamese in their successful war against the US. 

India-Pakistan relations too reflect this tit-for-tat approach, even if it means exacting revenge through wild justice. Thus, it was the debacle in Dacca (Dhaka), and not the 1973 test of India’s atomic bomb at Pokhran which led to our decision in 1974 to acquire nuclear weapons. Z A Bhutto confessed that he had made up his mind the day Dacca fell in December 1971. 

Similarly, the Afghan “no” vote to Pakistan’s membership of the UN in 1948 still rankles. It still weighs heavily and resurfaces when relations become vexed, nullifying Afghan assurances of being our “brothers,” which are viewed as hollow prattle. 

Viewed thus, Hamid Karzai’s decision to conclude a security agreement with India could have far-reaching reverberations on Pakistani-Afghan relations. Hamid Karzai’s Afghanistan has formally and definitively chosen to side with India. It’s no longer flirting with one to annoy the other. It’s serious business. In that sense, a Rubicon has been crossed. Indeed, any talk now of the two countries being brothers appears obscene. Even the superficial sheen of brotherliness has evaporated.

As the Pakistani establishment sees it, our western borders are no longer safe. Afghan forces trained by Indians, infected with their loathing for Pakistan and, if the need arises, possibly led by Indian “trainers,” may be involved in clashes with the army. In other words, Pakistan’s worst fears have been actualised. 

To meet this threat our entire strategy to deal with Afghanistan and the war being fought will need revision. Whatever that may involve militarily, politically and strategically it means that as long as the Karzai/Northern Alliance regime controls Kabul, Pakistan can no longer feel secure. The pursuit of the policy of strategic depth, which many had hoped would be jettisoned, has instead received a powerful new lease of life. 

Karzai may think he has got his own back on Pakistan for dabbling in Afghanistan’s internal affairs, but he is likely to find the blowback more than he had bargained for. To begin with, the Afghan peace process, already fairly frayed, is now in tatters. Pakistan’s search for security will drive it in many directions, including with renewed vigour towards the Islamists. Indeed, soon it won’t matter anymore to whom Karzai speaks. Whether it is Pakistan or the Taliban, the response will likely be the same. 

As it is inconceivable that Karzai would have taken such a step without a nod from Washington, yet another deep wedge has been driven into the troubled US-Pakistani equation. And this is likely to expand, in due course, as Pakistan retaliates by winding down its cooperation in the Afghan war and the US in turn cuts off aid, steps up the bombing, perhaps even imposes sanctions. If the dysfunctional government in Islamabad is not braced for it, the people are. In fact, a rupture of relations with the US, they hope, will bring about the convulsive change in the country’s political direction that they feel is long overdue. Defiance of the US will further solidify support for the military and make the civilian government even more subservient to it while magnifying the existing public loathing of the US.

But let’s look at what is happening from another, and contrary, perspective. The India-Afghan “strategic partnership” is no big deal. It is more a sign of Karzai’s desperation as he sees himself increasingly under siege. Now that India has categorically ruled out the dispatch of Indian troops, there isn’t much India can do to bolster Karzai militarily. For that Kabul will continue to depend primarily on the US and Nato. 

However, Karzai, by aligning with India, may have started a process that could lead to a major upheaval. All depends on what are our ambitions in Afghanistan and whether we are ready to consciously make that paradigm shift that is needed, or whether we remain stuck in the old rut.

We are far more pivotal to Afghanistan’s future than Karzai or the US. That is how the current mess began in the 1990s. But we are going to find ourselves in a far more challenging and fateful position than in the 1990s, and given that we are in a deep mess internally, economically and otherwise, we would be playing with fire if our intention is to help the Taliban seize Kabul. We would get badly stuck for a very long time to come. Afghanistan could prove to be our quagmire even if we are able to withstand the blowback on our wobbly internal situation. 



To be concluded
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