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President Bush's South Asian tour has once again put General Musharraf on the defensive. Since President Bush's visit, General Musharraf has given aggressive interviews to western media in a desperate attempt to convince the world that President Bush is on his side. In the interview with CNN, General Musharraf actively defended the US differential stance toward India and Pakistan when it comes to sharing nuclear technology and criticised Pakistanis for having an unnecessarily 'India-centric' approach.

But, as is highlighted in The New York Times' editorial, it cannot be denied that President Bush's decision to sign the civilian nuclear treaty with India on his tour to South Asia confirms US's preferential treatment of India, and thus highlights the failure of General Musharraf's team to win a similar status for Pakistan. However, the real irony is that Pakistan not only has to put up with this differential treatment, the president also has to take on the role of presenting this move as a fair deal.

United States' decision to sign a civilian nuclear energy agreement with India is a significant achievement on India's part. The deal, if approved by the Congress, will dramatically boost India's nuclear technology. This will not just meet India's energy needs better, but will give India's nuclear programme greater prestige within the nuclear power club.

The fact that Pakistan has been flatly refused a similar arrangement is definitely going to have an impact on the growth of nuclear technology and the programme of the two countries. Given that Pakistan's nuclear programme has been closely tied to the development of the Indian nuclear programme from the beginning, this development is significant. Pakistan has been able to defend many of its moves to-date as a tit for tat response to India's nuclear programme.

Pakistan might not have deployed its nuclear weapons if India had not done so. Therefore, the signing of the treaty between US and India is significant for Pakistan. It is a sign that India's nuclear programme is now entering a different level, and that Pakistan cannot ride on India's back for long. This is a difficult realisation, but the sooner the Pakistani mindset accepts it, the better.

Therefore, President Musharraf's claim that Pakistan should not be India-centric is a welcome comment. However, the problem is that such a realisation yields nothing if the purpose is just to use it as a cover up for the government's own diplomatic failure to negotiate better terms for Pakistan from the US despite following all their demands.

True, there is no need to formulate all Pakistani policies in the shadow of the developments in India, but there is definitely a need to compare India and Pakistan as two countries that share a common history but today are following entirely different trajectories. India's human development indicators are improving fast as compared to Pakistan's; furthermore it has a much stronger institutional base in all fields. Many of India's state universities are centres of international excellence and are highly respected within the western academia.

Their Pakistani counterparts on the other hand paint a sorry picture. Increasingly, it is difficult to find Pakistani graduates, even from top Pakistani state universities like Quaid-e-Azam, enter top western universities. It is Pakistani students from private universities like LUMS and GIK who make it to western universities.

In India's case, on the other hand, it is the graduates of state universities that lead the show overseas. This large pool of technically qualified Indian graduates has made India ideal for out-sourcing by western businesses. Further, the country's democratic institutions have strong roots, and the people have a sense of hope for the future. The world sees India as a rising economic and cultural power; it sees Pakistan as a hotbed of terrorists.

The different development paths being followed by the two countries are clear and it will indeed serve Pakistan's best interest to acknowledge the difference. Such a realisation will necessitate a dramatic reformulation of national policies. Above all, it will require rethinking the whole notion of national security and cutting down dramatically on defence spending. The heavy investment in military at the cost of the social sector in Pakistan has been justified from the start due to the presumed threat from India and a desire to rival it.

Pakistan has finally realised that it should not be India-centric, this should lead to a diversion of state resources that are presently spent on rivalling India militarily, towards education, health, and skill training of Pakistani people. Especially, given that the very logic of having nuclear weapons is to have them act as deterrents, there is little justification left for supporting a large conventional army in Pakistan

Therefore, when General Musharraf suggests abandoning the India-centric approach, he should try to actually understand its full implications. Otherwise, such a suggestion is nothing more than another gimmick to deflect attention from the government's own diplomatic failure.
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