	 Welcome setback to Bush and the neocons
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	By Praful Bidwai

The writer, a former newspaper editor, is a researcher and peace and human-rights activist based in Delhi 

Nothing testifies more eloquently to the parochialism of Indian and Pakistani policy-makers and –shapers than the fact that the very first question that many of them asked after last week's United States Congressional elections is not how their results would influence the world, but how they might impact their strategic relations and military deals with Washington.

The subcontinent's media has been overflowing with speculative stories about the fate of the India-US nuclear deal, now before Congress, and Pakistan's relations with Washington, themselves centred on Afghanistan and armaments purchase agreements. It's as if India and Pakistan were not part of the real world, which is bound to be affected by the important political change that has occurred in the US.

The results of the elections, held to the entire House of Representatives and a third of the Senate, represent a huge defeat for President George W. Bush and the dominant neoconservative group of his advisers. The Democrats' 230:196 victory both in the House of Representatives, and the Senate (where they now have a 51:49 majority), leaves Bush a lame-duck president mid-way through his second term.

The elections were essentially a referendum on Bush's leadership. The American public resoundingly rejected him and returned the House to the Democrats 12 years after the Republicans won it. So low is Bush's acceptance among the American people that almost half the 58 candidates he campaigned for lost. Of the 18 candidates whom he visited more than once, only four won.

Crucial in the Republicans' defeat were their elitist domestic policies, corruption and sleaze, and the Iraq war. The Democrats campaigned on a "Six for '06" platform, including alternative policies on healthcare, education, minimum wages and social security.

The results have wrecked Republican plans to build a long-term right-wing hegemony over the US and have a lock on domestic ultra-conservative and pro-business policies.

However, it is the Iraq quagmire that provided 'the driving factor' in the elections. The Republicans pledged to push 'full-speed ahead' with their Iraq policy and were punished. They obviously miscalculated the domestic unpopularity of the occupation, which has caused the death of 655,000 Iraqi civilians and almost 2,000 US soldiers, without achieving stability.

Perhaps even more important, the election results have loosened the stranglehold of the neocons over foreign and security policies. The authors of the 'Project for a new American century' wanted the 'unipolar moment' after the collapse of the Soviet Union to be prolonged indefinitely so as to create a Roman-style American Empire. They have suffered a well-deserved drubbing.

Especially humiliating for them was the sacking of Defence Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, who was responsible for many of the disastrous blunders that led to the mess in Iraq. The US central command says Iraq is sliding into civil conflict, bloodshed and chaos.

Rumsfeld's replacement by former CIA director Robert Gates, a member of the 'Iraq Study Group' headed by former Secretary of State James Baker, is expected to recommend a change of direction in Iraq. Baker is an old-school Republican 'realist', who believes in managing the world, not aggressively reshaping it through 'regime change'.

The neocons' ascendancy under Bush made for a particularly malign, militarised and bellicose America, which invested heavily in nuclear weapons and 'Star Wars'-style ballistic missile defence, and intervened aggressively in different parts of the world.

The US invented all kinds of false banners and excuses for the empire, including destroying (non-existent) 'weapons of mass destruction', 'humanitarian intervention', and 'regime change' to promote democracy. It invaded Iraq while antagonising its own allies and alienating a majority of the world's peoples, especially Muslims. Bush has made the world a more discontented, turbulent and dangerous place.

What does the new political dispensation in Washington spell for the American people and for the world? Domestically, it's likely to pave the way for a less stridently right-wing, less slavishly pro-corporate policy regime, with greater social spending. This will hopefully sober down Washington's egregious global advocacy of the 'free-market' dogma.

The US Congress is also unlikely to extend beyond June 2007 the mandate given to Bush to conclude the Doha Round of world trade talks. This is likely to jeopardise the Round -- to the benefit of the developing countries, which have much to lose from opening up their markets to the developed countries. This is no mean gain.

However, even more important are the possibilities for change that might open up in West Asia -- the crucible in which global politics is being reshaped.

Several scenarios are possible for Iraq: first, the US withdraws in an orderly manner, leaving a credible democratic structure in place, shored up by genuine inter-ethnic reconciliation; second, Washington partitions Iraq into a Kurdish north, Sunni centre and a Shia south; or third, transitional authority is vested in a broad UN-led multilateral arrangement which paves the way for a truly independent and democratic Iraq.

The first scenario is unlikely because it demands uncharacteristic wisdom, foresight and generosity on America's part. The second is a recipe for a historic catastrophe. A partitioned Iraq won't be at peace with itself or its neighbours. The whole region will bleed interminably. The US must be dissuaded from this course.

The third scenario is feasible, but won't happen unless many voices speak strongly in its favour, including the UN, the European Union, Russia, China, India, the Non-Aligned Movement, and other groupings.

Bringing the right scenario into being will require policy independence, vision and imagination. This same combination must be applied by the world to Israel/Palestine to break the current impasse, which is a precondition for healthy change in West Asia. This can only happen if the US abandons its strategy of supporting Zionism and Israel's cynical campaign to strangle the Palestinian national liberation movement, massacre innocent people, and bully and brutalise its neighbourhood.

This is a tall order, but the pressure of sane global public opinion can and must be brought to bear upon the US -- in international forums, bilaterally, and through civil society anti-war mobilisations like America's 'united for peace and justice' movement.

If India and Pakistan really want to benefit from the new political dispensation in Washington, they must try to influence events to the extent they can so that the US quickly withdraws from Iraq and radically reforms its Palestine/Israel policy.

But to do so, our governments will have to jettison their own policy of courting the US and tailing it while trying to develop overt or covert relations with Israel. This must be accompanied by efforts to fight for a more balanced, multipolar and less strife-torn world, in which the rule of law and multilateral institutions are respected.

Needless to say, a precondition for this is reconciliation and peace between India and Pakistan. It is only when India and Pakistan stop obsessively pursuing their mutual rivalry that they can develop a more balanced and independent relationship with the rest of the world and promote a foreign policy agenda based on the universal values of peace and justice, not the cynical pursuit of power without people.

Their just-concluded foreign secretaries' meeting was a small step in the right direction. They need to go much, much further.
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