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The real Musharraf must continue his hard work to arrive at an honourable modus vivendi with India, with which the disparities will expand. Similarly, he cannot give up the task of reaching a beneficial understanding with the United States anymore than the other 190 states can do in the present condition of a global imperium

As media outlets in the United States vied with one another to proclaim India as the “biggest winner” and even the Indian commentators wondered how “high” on India President George Bush had become during his visit, Islamabad fumbled with its official reaction. The political wing of the regime, which was marginal to the great event, sought sanctuary in sangfroid and its important members proceeded to various engagements, many of them, rather happily, abroad. For projecting the long-awaited event, embedded journalists, TV anchors, and assorted analysts received guidance that simply strained credulity.

According to the capital’s evergreen grapevine, the guidelines included the following: portray India as having got itself trapped by the nuclear deal, attack commentators who compare the outcome in the two capitals as being India-centric, and project the rapport between the two presidents as sufficient guarantee of Pakistan’s national interest. 

President Pervez Musharraf’s harsh criticism of the Afghan regime during a CNN interview and a meeting with editors seemed to tell a different story. Meanwhile, the New York Times wryly complained that, “it is just baffling why Mr Bush travelled halfway around the world to stand right next to one of his most important allies against terrorists — and embarrass him”.

The one road that Islamabad does not take is to break the ritual of government’s hype about non-existent triumphs counterpointed with equally untenable denigration by the opposition. This would need respect for the people’s right to know the truth that they cannot otherwise evade in their daily lives. Nations mature as never before when they are taken into confidence about the reality of things. People fed on fairy tales are prone to a rude awakening, which often turns into blind rage as witnessed on our streets recently.

President Bush’s visits to the two neighbouring South Asian states were a world apart. The differentiation was a long drawn out process, not a sudden or unpredictable event. Washington had made no secret of assisting India to become a major power, if it remained broadly allied to it. Washington was even prepared to further unravel the global non-proliferation regime. 

What was at stake was the degree of binding between the oldest and the biggest democracies. It was basically a measure of the Indian ability to retain sovereign manoeuvrability in areas where India’s own interests demanded a degree of freedom from the United States’ preferences.

The nuclear deal demonstrates that New Delhi has the vision and skills to safeguard that precious sovereign space. As George Perkovich’s book, India’s Nuclear Bomb, documented so ably, India has often been able to secure critical inputs from abroad to strengthen and refine its vast indigenous nuclear programme. Furthermore, its strategic enclave, sensitive to the ambitions of its brilliant scientists and engineers, has maintained a steady influence on decision-making. This enclave has now been remarkably successful in ensuring that the separation of civilian and military facilities corresponds to India’s future military needs.

India’s blue print envisages production of 20,000 MWe from the existing and projected reactors by 2020. It includes four fast breeder reactors (FBRs). India needs a large enough network of facilities, especially the pressurised heavy water reactors, to sustain the breeder phase. Kakodkar’s insistence on fast breeder reactors being kept out of safeguards had two obvious objectives: he wanted India to be eventually free of uranium economy and, secondly, have access to sufficient weapon-grade plutonium to manufacture 50 or more warheads every year. In the present climate of India-Pakistan relations, which still lack tangible progress on Kashmir and on other issues in the basket called ‘peace and security’ it is difficult to see how Pakistani deterrence experts can be oblivious of this major development.

It is encouraging that the armed forces, which transformed Pakistan into a relentless national security state because of India, are now challenging India-centric thinking. This has the potential of releasing the nation from the burden of maintaining a crippling balance of power so as to concentrate on economy, social justice and, above all, democracy. 

Redressing decades of neglect in these crucial areas would give Pakistan sustainable and comprehensive security. Pakistan was dismembered in 1971 primarily because more than half of its population revolted en mass against a totalitarian military government, which had attacked it brutally. Money spent on the welfare of our disadvantaged people, especially in Sindh, Balochistan and the NWFP would provide a more reliable defence of our freedom. So far as asymmetry of power is concerned, it is destined to grow and Pakistan would be hard put to maintain a credible defensive capability.

The pros and cons of the Bush passage to the sub-continent still need a serious debate. General Pervez Musharraf, however, feels that he has to instantly fight a pervasive negative perception in which both Pakistan and its president looked diminished. He has embarked upon damage limitation with his usual audacity, repudiating established facts with a single turn of the phrase, modifying current realities with kaleidoscopic re-configurations, and smothering national fears with a vague sketch of national glory in a “futuristic” (one of his two favourite words) firmament. 

The real Musharraf must continue his hard work to arrive at an honourable modus vivendi with India, with which the disparities will expand. I remain optimistic that India is not averse to such a grand compromise even as the road to it is still hazardous. Similarly, Musharraf cannot give up the task of reaching a beneficial understanding with the United States anymore than the other 190 states can do in the present condition of a global imperium. He also knows that China is the safest anchor in these turbulent waters. 

Where he needs a course correction is to overcome some of his US-induced fears in restoring meaningful cooperation with Iran. On calm reflection, he can still re-discover the advantages of holding onto the bonds that our people feel with the Ummah, a concept that many of his ill-advised and poorly educated associates tend to rubbish at the moment.
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