The zero-sum game
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US President George W. Bush's visit to South Asia has revealed that the primary focus of his visit was to obtain India's signature on the dotted line, and his trip to Pakistan was secondary. Superficially, this has created an impression that Bush has somehow snubbed Pakistan, or cut it down to size, or treated it badly, depending on one's point of view.
However, the fact that Pakistan got little or nothing out of the visit (despite President Pervez Musharraf's protestations to the contrary) is concealing the hard fact that Bush got out of India what he wanted, without giving too much in return. His primary target on this visit, which took place at relatively short notice (shorter notice than Bill Clinton's 2000 yatra), was to clinch the nuclear deal, to which he had committed himself when Indian PM Manmohan Singh had visited Washington last July. The deal had basically run into trouble on Capitol Hill because of the perception that India was trying to keep too many of its dual-purpose nuclear facilities in its military sector. Even Indian commentators felt that the Manmohan government was losing a golden opportunity by being too obdurate about which facilities it could afford to include within the civilian portion of its programme.
Bush got a significant portion of his required list, though he let India retain its fast-breeder reactor as a military nuclear facility, which the government accounts a great success, considering the pressure there was from the international non-proliferation community to include it as a civilian facility. However, Bush's greatest victory is to make India agree to eschew 'flexibility,' which is the right to change the status of facilities from civilian to nuclear, and vice versa, as the need arises. While the USA and the four other nuclear powers, as certified by the NPT, enjoy this flexibility, India will not. It will be tied down by its commitments under the special agreement it will sign with the IAEA, and prevented from switching its facilities' status. This is more serious for India than for the other nuclear powers, because while all the five nuclear powers have relied on some degree of industrial espionage and cloak-and-dagger stuff for their nuclear programmes, India (like Pakistan) has been more reliant on these channels. It will therefore not be easy (though still possible) for India to obtain nuclear technology over the table for civilian purposes, and then later to switch the new facility to military purposes.
Apart from the nuclear technology deal, which was more a salvage operation for an existing deal rather than a breakthrough, Bush did nothing of earth-shattering significance in India. However, from the point of view of the regional balance, his announcement that India would be Afghanistan's mentor in democratisation has important implications. Perhaps more significant is that the announcement came after Bush's visit to Afghanistan, where he seems to have consulted Hamid Karzai, by designation President but actually little more than an American viceroy, over two issues: Pakistani-cum-Taliban infiltration into Afghanistan, and the role of India in the region. India's increasing role is meant to balance off Pakistan's perceivedly negative role in keeping Afghanistan on the boil, but it ignores the real issue in Afghanistan, and threatens to embroil India into a quagmire which is sucking in more countries than ever before.
The basic problem with Afghanistan is the American occupation there, which is destabilising, and provides the Taliban enough propaganda material to begin boosting its activity level. The result has been the induction of additional British forces, and recently Canadian. Karzai might blame his political failure to establish his government's writ anywhere outside of Kabul on the American presence, but the fact remains that it is a failure which only strengthens the Taliban resistance, and it is also a fact that without the American presence, he might not find it healthy to remain in Afghanistan. Second comes the failure of the US occupation forces to flush out the Taliban. While here again the military failure might be a function of the political failure of its puppet government, the fact remains that these commanders have failed, thereby casting doubt on their professional competence. Therefore it is facile for both Karzai and the US occupation forces' commanders to blame Pakistan for their respective failures.
This may have been raised by Musharraf when Bush was here, because the visit was followed up by a quick dash by CENTCOM Commander Gen John Abizaid. After a series of acrimonious exchanges with Karzai, whose visit to Pakistan preceded Bush's tour, over intelligence issues, Bush had probably been hearing the wrong things. Karzai had to explain away his failure by blaming Pakistan. While Abizaid's military reputation is not directly on the line, he has every reason to support his subordinates in Afghanistan and therefore advise his President that the Pakistanis were up to no good. Any feedback that Bush received from India about Afghanistan would include a heavy dose of blaming Pakistan for everything. India may not have any position to defend, but it certainly would like to drive whatever wedges it can into the Pak-US relationship.
Pakistan, on the other hand, has little to show for Bush's visit, except agreements to continue discussions on various subjects of rather peripheral interest, or to pursue matters of pressing nature. This is probably not really Pakistan's fault, though, except at a protocol level. It is almost as if neither Bush really needed to come to Pakistan, nor did President Pervez Musharraf really feel that he was sorely needed here. As a result, not even the usual token MoUs or agreements have been signed. There are widely varying accounts of how far did Bush sound off on Musharraf for his failures in the War on Terror, but it is clear that this was the main issue. Interestingly, this is the first Pak-US joint statement at the end of a summit which was entirely silent on the Kashmir issue. India can count that a success, but the real issue is that Bush has bought the line that the Kashmiri mujahideen are actually terrorists, and would prefer to push the entire embarrassing issue under the carpet. Musharraf had no choice but to let him, but clearly he was not pleased about this. This is a far cry from the Clinton years, when Kashmir was perceived as a nuclear flashpoint to be diffused, and shows that Musharraf's estimate in September 2001, that selling the Taliban down the river would gain Kashmir centrality, was mistaken.
However, none of the Pakistani issues were at a stage of maturity where one would expect them to be at the signing stage. Much has been made of Pakistan's failure to obtain nuclear parity with India. Everyone knows that Pakistan has not made the demand for parity in the serious hope of its being fulfilled. Pakistan knows that while Bush might be able to deliver the rest of the nuclear community for India, he can't do it for Pakistan, even if he wanted to (which he doesn't). However, Pakistan has scored substantive debating points, storing up credit for other demands. The US does realise that its behaviour, while pragmatic, is theoretically unfair, and so it might be less disinclined to accept Pakistan's wish for Iranian gas. Bush also decided to dispatch his Energy Secretary to Pakistan as a sop. The F-16s were also not ready for a decision, nor was the Bilateral Investment Treaty. So why bother come?
Because he wanted to go to India, and to go there without coming to Pakistan would have been an immense snub. Yet you can't win in this game, because the failure to achieve anything of substance is being regarded as a snub to Musharraf, albeit a lesser one. There all sorts of speculations rife, for example, why Musharraf did not go to the Airport to receive Bush, as he had done for Saudi Arabian King Abdullah. The most favourable is that the Americans themselves requested it, for security reasons (so that the movement of Musharraf's motorcade would not alert would-be assassins of Bush's arrival), to Musharraf himself deciding at the last moment not to go because he was disgusted with what Bush had said in New Delhi. Either way, Musharraf will pay the price of over-reliance on US support to buttress his regime. If the Americans are not wholeheartedly behind him, he becomes vulnerable. So Bush had to come, but his coming itself created a problem.
Clearly, the US hope that it could maintain separate (and probably unequal) relations with Pakistan and India, which it expressed in the formulation, early in the Bush Administration, that relations with India and Pakistan were not a zero-sum game (in which one can only gain at the expense of the other), is fraught with difficulties. Even if one was to accept US sincerity on this, which one should, because it suits it to delink the two relationships as far as possible, it will continue to be difficult, because both India and Pakistan very much view the two relationships as a zero-sum game. And that determining pattern will remain for the foreseeable future. That Pakistan is coming off second best to India, though, should not disguise the reality that India is not getting all that much from the USA as it would like.
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