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“THE Trojan War 
is over now; I don’t recall who won it 
The Greeks, no doubt, for only they would leave
so many dead so far from their own homeland.
But still, my homeward way has proved too long.”
Joseph Brodsky in Odysseus to Telemachus

A distinguished American academic says that in the 16 mid-term elections held in the United States since the Second World War, the election that delivered control of the House of Representatives and Senate to the Democrats on November 7 was the seventh that could be classified as a “repudiation election”.

The event has also been described as the “great revulsion”. Such momentous changes have a complex genesis but it is seldom that an American election is so decisively turned by the foreign and security policies of an incumbent president.

Many of us who took issue with these policies, especially the utterly illegal war in Iraq, which is reckoned to have killed more than 650,000 Iraqis, found it distressing that Congress, the people and the media offered so little resistance even as evidence piled up that the world was becoming more and more unsafe, the region destabilised as seldom before and long-term American interests jeopardised increasingly. Sensitive analysts in the United States lamented in vain that a powerful coalition of wealthy individuals, corporate interests and ideology-driven politicians was subverting American values .This crisis of values in the sole superpower of the day became a global crisis, a general disorder that may take a generation to overcome.

A recent Princeton paper on national security for the 21st century observed that no matter how well-intentioned the American strategy, it could at times contain within it the seeds of its own destruction. Millions abroad saw it as a macabre dance of death, a descent into chaos out of which nothing could be created. Consider the following excerpt from the Princeton study: “By periodically using our status as the sole superpower to flex our military might, to disdain multilateral institutions, and particularly to try to unilaterally transform the domestic politics of other states, we have triggered a backlash that increases extreme anti-Americanism, discourages key actors from fully cooperating with us, and weakens our global authority.”

The invasion of Iraq was born out of doctrines and objectives that militated against all principles of establishing a stable world order. It was choice not necessity that made President Bush launch his aggressive campaign to snuff out dissent at home by dubbing it as unpatriotic, and abroad by declaring that those who were not with the United States were against it. The incoherence of the Democrats’ position on the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan was partly caused by the Republican jibe that dissent was a betrayal of American men and women in harm’s way.

The unexpectedly large margin of votes by which the American people changed the balance of forces in the Congress reflected the buried resentment at the perversion of the political discourse during the last six years.

The roots of this frustration are deep and widespread; there is anxiety not only about the American purpose but also the American competence to achieve it. The litany of failures, missed opportunities and botched objectives humbled the Republicans and challenges the Democrats who promise to redress them. The growing violence in Iraq is its most spectacular but not the only example. The mindless extension of the so-called war against terrorism, against the Islamic-fascists of Bush’s fevered imagination to a harshly secular Ba’athist Iraq has given terrorism a new lease of life.

It has not been lost on the American voters that Syria that the neo-conservatives openly identified as the next target after Iraq, and Iran which was recklessly included in the axis of evil, would probably have to be courted to make sense of any exit strategy from the Iraqi situation. Iran rightly aspires today to rival the power of Israel in the regional calculus. It has just announced plans for the augmentation of its uranium enrichment capacity vital to its future nuclear power reactors. North Korea has tested a nuclear weapon. Both Iran and North Korea have demonstrated progress in developing medium-range missiles.

In a vast swathe of Asian-Pacific lands, American hegemony is being eroded as China, India and Russia come into their own. While the United States sank deeper into the quagmire of Iraq and Afghanistan, its backyard in Latin America was dominated by political forces out to undermine its economic grip on it. Led by Chavaz, the region is fast becoming the torch bearer of the movement to redefine globalisation in terms that would force metropolitan economies to share their gains more equitably with the disadvantaged nations; the Latin American protest movements have revived the old fashioned North-South dialectic.

An aggressive resort to hard power in the Middle East and the perennial threat to use it anywhere in the world have hobbled the ability of the United States to influence areas of human activity open to its considerable soft power. It is not a role model in environment-related global initiatives. Millions all over the world want to see the threat of deadly epidemics put on the global security agenda but the United States is too embroiled in costly military adventures to provide leadership.

The logic of these threats — disease, famine, drugs, social violence — warrants a qualitative improvement in the work of the United Nations but US unilateralists baulk at its empowerment. Be it a question of trade or of international property rights, Washington can only brandish the sword. By asserting its immunity to international law, the US generates an analogical lawlessness across the globe.

If the United States was a parliamentary democracy, the Democrats and the independents willing to caucus with them would be ready with alternative policies. They have still to recover from the enfeebling process in which the neo-conservatives had successfully trapped them. The president can still deliver well-timed blows to them for another two years. He is predictably offering them calibrated readjustment of domestic and foreign policies.

The name of the game is bipartisanship. A laudable concept in times of national crisis, it would, in the run-up to the presidential election, also test the skills of the Democratic Party to the utmost. The greatest test would be if Bush opts for the Vietnam formula of making one last desperate military effort in Iraq by pouring more forces into the conflict there. If the Democrats acquiesce in such an adventure, the price would be a loss of the momentum needed to win the race for the White House.

As expected, Bush has begun by sacrificing the perfect scapegoat, Donald Rumsfeld and by appointing Robert Gates, one of the 10 commissioners of the Baker-Hamilton Iraq Study Group, as his successor. The group is expected to contextualise the crisis in Iraq in the broader Middle East where Iran and Syria will be offered another round of constructive engagement. This bipartisan review board will work hard to avoid the label of defeat; it may even countenance a last military push, propose regionalisation of the Iraqi problem by opening a dialogue with Iran, Syria and the neighbouring Arab states, consider safer redeployment of troops, and in the final analysis, bring them home in a phased manner.

Regionalisation of policy will be integral to all plans except that it has become vastly more difficult than in 2003. There is no hint from the Bush camp that it would swallow the bitter pill of accommodating the agenda of Iran and that of the Arab states. There would be Iranian-Arab competition on the parameters of a revived Middle East peace process. Israel will pull no punches in mobilising its formidable lobby in the US to pre-empt this revival. Then, there is the question of accepting Iran’s nuclear energy plans, an accommodation of Iran’s complete mastery of the nuclear fuel cycle, perhaps with some IAEA safeguards.

Israel would use every trick in its repertoire to sabotage such a regime that detracts from its nuclear monopoly in the Middle East. For once, the United States would be called upon to accord a higher priority to its own national interest over the expansionist interests of the Jewish state. As the major issues of today roll over from one administration to the other, the transition — the homeward journey of Odysseus in the Brodsky poem quoted above — would remain foggy and perilous.

Pakistan’s ruling elite is addicted to a state of denial. It has begun with the routine mantra that Pakistan-US relations are now set in a mould that would not get affected by changes in Washington. There is a sense of deja vu but it was the only declaratory statement that Pakistan could have made. The current anti-Americanism in Pakistan springs partly from unknown or poorly defined fears about United States’ ulterior motives that Islamabad has failed to dispel; in fact, the latest massacre in Bajaur has deepened them.

But there are also hopes that America under the Democrats would weigh in on the side of the angels. This drama of hope and fear is central to the present debate on the implications of the US mid-term elections for Pakistan and we would turn to it next week.
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