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THERE is a growing tendency in the world to describe a friendly relationship as a “strategic alliance”. So far as the role of language is concerned, the use of the word “strategic” implies that basic considerations of mutual and regional security figure in the ties between countries.

The major powers, and the US in particular seem to find it useful to describe their ties with a country or alliance as strategic. By contrast, ties of limited value or duration get described as “tactical”, i.e. of restricted value or relevance to vital national interests.

The expression “strategic alliance” has acquired special significance in South Asia, where India and Pakistan joined opposing sides in the Cold War that had succeeded the Second World War barely three years later. As Moscow successfully subverted Czechoslovakia in 1948, as part of its campaign to spread the Marxist system to other lands, it virtually compelled the western powers led by the US, to establish the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (Nato) in 1949, to prevent the communist countries, led by the Soviet Union, from overthrowing capitalist-democratic regimes by a combination of subversion and force.

Pakistan’s entry into Seato and Baghdad Pact, though motivated by a desire to have western military and economic aid, did involve a “strategic alliance”, that evoked a hostile reaction from the Soviet Union which extended assistance and support to countries hostile to Pakistan, namely India and Afghanistan. However, when India provoked a border conflict with China, the US and UK rushed weapons to India, without consulting Pakistan.

This led Pakistan to mend fences with China and Russia, though the latter was already friendly to India in the context of the Cold War. Moscow helped India to dismember Pakistan in 1971, but when it invaded Afghanistan in pursuit of the Brezhnev doctrine, in 1979, Pakistan played the leading role in supporting the Afghans, and in mobilizing global opinion against Soviet intervention.

The prolonged Afghan war, in which both the US and China also supported the Afghan freedom struggle, led ultimately to Moscow’s defeat in the Cold War in 1989, followed by the disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1991. US perceptions underwent a radical transformation, as after the defeat of communism, it saw Islamic fundamentalism as the new threat to its security, together with nuclear proliferation. As Pakistan was supposedly guilty on both counts, it was now subjected to sanctions, while India was viewed in a more friendly light, notably over the threat from resurgent Islam.

As India had been identified with the Soviet bloc during the Cold War, and had sought to turn the Non-Aligned Movement into an anti-Western bloc, the process of the US swing to a totally partisan attitude took some time. It was China’s steady and peaceful rise in the last two decades of the 20th century that led to its being perceived as a potential rival for the US after 1990. Though involved in mutually profitable “engagement” in the economic sphere, the US strategic plans increasingly saw China as a long term threat, specially as economic projections by western economists saw China overtake the US in terms of its overall GDP, by the 2040s, so that by 2050, it would account for 23 per cent of the global GDP, followed by the US with 21 per cent and India with 13 per cent.

Even though China displayed no ambition to play the role of a superpower, its economic clout, combined with its identification with the developing world, would endow it with the role of a challenger. The US National Security Doctrine adopted in September 2002, declared that the US could not allow any power to challenge its hegemonic status. This is the raw foundation of the global strategic reality, and since the US considers safeguarding its global hegemony as the sine qua non of its security, its view of a strategic partner or ally is based on its perception of how far a particular power is a strategic ally or partner.

Other great or medium powers also rate a relationship as strategic if it is vital to their security and survival. Pakistan, facing a constant threat from India, sought to reinforce its security by joining military pacts with the western powers, which, however, linked their support to the threat originating from communist powers. In other words, the military alliances served only the western aim of containing communist expansionism, without catering to threats from other regional hegemons.

Since the end of the Cold War, many alliances arising out of that War ended. Pakistan had withdrawn from Seato in1972, after the separation of East Pakistan, while Cento ceased to exist after the Islamic revolution in Iran in 1979. However, many relationships are still claimed to be strategic in character, to justify enhanced military and economic assistance from major powers, and the US in particular, justifies substantial aid on the basis of shared strategic concerns, which, since 9/11, is linked to the war against terrorism.

Over the last five years, both governments and the media continue to make a distinction between “strategic” and “tactical” alliances. As already stated, strategic alliances cater to the basic political and security interests of the allies and such a relationship provides the foundation for economic and cultural cooperation. Tactical alliances, on the other hand, cover specific shared goals while the parties may have reservations about building up a multidimensional or comprehensive relationship.

With the role of the UN weakened, and the US asserting its authority on the basis of its military and technological superiority, a new kind of insecurity prevails in the world, with Washington itself claiming the right to take pre-emptive action against any country or movement that is seen to pose a threat to it. The policy of pre-emption, already enforced in Iraq, and being invoked against Iran, gives the impression of being Muslim-centric. The two powers that have taken full advantage of their “strategic alliance” with the US by suppressing liberation movements in Palestine and Kashmir are Israel and India respectively.

Pakistan, which joined the coalition against terror following the 9/11 attacks on the US, has won recognition for effective action against terrorism, and has caught over 700 terrorists, many of them those who were escaping from Afghanistan into its territory. Yet, scholars and political leaders in the West are pointing out that though the US under President Bush may find it expedient to describe the relationship with Pakistan as “strategic”, the current alliance centres on a single issue, namely terrorism. A former Cold War adversary, India, shares aims of long-term importance, such as the security of Israel and the containment of China, which has been Pakistan’s most reliable friend.

Pakistan’s war against terrorism is justified by its own concerns, that have compelled it to place 80,000 troops along its border with Afghanistan, Despite the resumption of the composite dialogue between New Delhi and Islamabad, India maintains pressure on Pakistan by continuing repression in occupied Kashmir, and using its many consulates in Afghanistan to foster agitation and even insurgency in its provinces bordering Afghanistan.

One needs to see relations among half a dozen major players in the post 9/11 period to see the different ways in which strategic alliances are described to paper over long-standing problems and contradictions. There are hardly any signs that the boundary problem between India and China will be resolved, since while they have agreed to place it on the back burner, India is not amenable to a settlement on the basis of the status quo, even though it is a favourable option. The two largest countries of Asia are natural rivals, economically and politically. Yet they, together with Russia, claim to have established a strategic alliance in favour of a multilateral order. Another much-touted strategic alliance is that between China and Russia whose presidents met recently in Beijing, to underline their shared goal of opposing US hegemony, and promoting a multilateral world order. But, in practice, Russia is trying to revive its status as a superpower, on the basis of its role as a major source of oil and gas and its large stockpile of nuclear weapons. Even Japan, which has the world’s second biggest economy, is being encouraged to claim its rightful role in the containment of China, and to contravene its commitment to a one-China policy, by encouraging Taiwanese separatism.

If one were to go deeper into the current trend of glorifying bilateral relationships as “strategic”, the rhetoric is a response to insecurity in an age when the UN has been marginalized. If the lessons of the two world wars are recalled, and the growing need for an effective world forum to resolve challenges that confront mankind, ranging from diseases to poverty, and terrorism to drugs to be addressed, the UN must be reformed and revived.

If all the measures and policy goals already enacted by it were to be implemented, the world could pull back from the economic and political abyss that looms for mankind, and use technology, cooperation and shared values to restore faith in a peaceful and prosperous future.
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