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George Bush stayed in Pakistan for only twenty four hours but he has left enough behind for our pundits to chew over. The common feeling is that we fared poorly compared to India and/or we did not get as much as we should have. While in essence this is true, the sentiments themselves are misplaced.

It is about time we recognise, hard as it is, that India has moved into a different league. It was always a much larger entity than we were, but now its economy, growing at over eight per cent, has become a magnet for global capital. The buying power of a 300 million middle class -- even if it is hyped beyond its real strength -- is a strong attraction for multinational countries seeking new avenues for investment. Our economy has done well in patches but it cannot match this drawing power.

India's investment in education is also paying off in the global market place. It has a large, reasonably educated, easy to train manpower and foreign companies seeking to invest in India find this attractive. Our neglect of education has made it difficult even for local companies to find the right talent. This shortage is particularly glaring in engineering, knitwear, and high-end textiles; all areas with tremendous potential for growth.

India's manpower promise is a particular advantage in the information technology sector. It has allowed local companies to set up call centres or provide sophisticated back office support to western corporations. This sector has thus become a huge foreign exchange earner and is making a significant contribution to India's growth. Our IT industry also has potential but our support services such as fibre optic links and the requirement of uninterrupted power, often let us down. Foreign buyers also shy away because they cannot come here to see the facilities and negotiate face to face with potential local partners.

This brings us to a critical factor. A huge difference between India and Pakistan is the poor security situation in this country. One can argue that India also has a number of insurgencies, the most important being in Kashmir, and it also keeps having bomb blasts. But, the perception in the West is that India is a safe country for westerners. Foreign corporations think nothing of sending their top personnel to India; in fact, everyone is keen to go there. In our case, people think you are nuts if you are planning a trip to Pakistan.

This fear or insecurity about Pakistan is a huge drawback to any serious foreign investment in this country. Western governments also keep issuing advisories warning their citizens against travel to Pakistan. This effectively stops foreign companies from sending their personnel here. And if they can't come here why would they want to invest here? Compare this with India where multinationals are falling over each other to pour in capital.

India has also made much of the fact that although it has a Muslim population equal to or larger than Pakistan, it has not produced one Al Qaeda militant. In other words, its claim is that being a Muslim is not a problem but it is the system in which you are nurtured and nourished that produces terrorists. The West has bought this completely and frequent references are made to this remarkable achievement of Indian democracy.

We may go blue in the face arguing that Indian democracy is flawed and corrupt etc. but it is hard to justify this when we are, once again, being ruled by a General in uniform. People in the west see India as not only the largest democracy in the World but one that has never deviated from this path; Indira Gandhi's brief imposition of emergency notwithstanding. Pakistan is seen as a land ruled by the military with brief interruptions of ineffectual civilian power. Whatever the double standards and hypocrisies in the West, this factor adds to India's lustre.

It is breaking my heart to write all this but unless we open our eyes and step into the real world, we will not able to change ourselves. It is important to recognise that we have made a mess of things, largely I believe because of the military's domination of our political space, but let us leave that for another occasion. The fact is that it makes no sense to cry over preferential treatment to India when our own house in not in order.

Nothing demonstrates this more than the way we handled nuclear technology. Right under the noses of our military, or as some argue with its connivance, Dr Qadeer Khan had set up an international nuclear proliferation ring. He passed on nuclear know how and hardware to Iran, North Korea and Libya; two of the three countries Bush calls axis of evil. And then we complain that we have not received the same deal from America as India. Bush was actually forthright, almost blunt, in the press conference when he said that our histories are different. They unfortunately are and unless we make a huge effort to change, we will continue to be treated differently.

Now I come to the second grouse against Bush that we did not get as much out of him as we should have. This is a strange attitude almost that of a courtesan, that we must be paid for services rendered. Nations do not or at least should not, render services to anybody. They act in the national interest and therefore any event or situation they become a part of, is justified by this vision. To expect payment for acting in one's national interest is strange to say the least.

Let us take the specific example of our partnership in the war against terror. If we are doing it because we believe Al Qaeda or Taliban also threaten us then the question of being paid for it does not arise. We may get other advantages of a friendship with the US, as it has many advantages to give, but the arithmetic of presenting a bill for a specific service that is good for us anyway is ridiculous.

Let me be even more explicit. We are hunting Al Qaeda and Taliban elements in the tribal areas either because we believe it to be in our national interest, or because we expect to get something in return. If it is the first then payment for services does not arise. If it is the second, that is we are doing it to get paid for it, then we have become mercenaries and we should be ashamed of ourselves.

The Bush visit was not such a disaster as some people make it out to be. It was not the resounding success that Musharraf and his cohorts would like us to believe. We got the proportion of respect and rewards that we deserve. If we want more, we will have to change ourselves.
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