Changing equations in the new world order
By M.P. Bhandara

IN the long history of political strife, a balance of power has always existed. The Achaemenian Empire of Persia, after it defeated Egypt in 525 B.C., was perhaps the first empire to think and operate in global terms as was understood 2,500 years later.

It suffered a shock defeat at the hands of Alexander (the Great) of Macedonia in 331 B.C. at the battle of Gaugamela. That battle handed over most of the Near East to European rulers, till the coming of Arabs in the seventh century A.D.

Since then, each supremacy has generated its own counter-veiling power. Each power in its heyday was the cock of the hoop. Some empires contributed more than others to the civilization of man. The Chinese gave the world culture and the arts — artisan and martial; Egyptians divine worship of the ruler; the Persians state craft and bureaucracy; the Greeks, democracy and the Romans, law. Since about the middle of the 17th century, the centre of political dominion shifted to Europe. In the last four hundred years, we have seen the rise and fall of several vanquished supremacies.

The Iberian Peninsula colonized all of South America, the Dutch, British, Russian, French and Ottoman, most of Asia and Africa. And in the 20th century, for a short span Hitler’s Germany was the master of the world as was Japan in East Asia giving way to Soviet Russia and the United States after World War-II.

In the kaleidoscope of political supremacies and their ultimate splintering like porcelain pieces, we learn the only permanence of political supremacy is its impermanence. In this generation, we were witness to the fall of the Soviet empire in 1990; the emblem of its rise was the hoisting of the Soviet flag on the shattered Reichstag building in Berlin in 1945 and its fall when Berliners shattered the mighty Berlin wall in 1989 with bare hands.

The United States emerged as the sole great power. That there is no countervailing power to it so far leaves space for its emergence. Seldom has one supremacy occupied the world stage for long. Some historians like Francis Fukuyama (The End of History) were carried away by the flush of US supremacy in 1989. Samuel Huntington in his The Clash of Civilizations — Remaking of the World Order, conceived of a civilizational clash with the Muslim world — a theory now rejected by most critics. Be that as it may, jehadism has the power to be a serious irritant to the US and its allies, but, at present it has neither the intellectual nor material power to occupy the space available for a countervailing world power.

The US today is not happily placed. Its trade imbalance with the rest of the world currently is around $780 Billion and is likely to reach the astronomic figure of a trillion dollars by the time President George W. Bush leaves office. Its army is bogged down in Iraq in ways reminiscent of Viet Nam. It has antagonized the Muslim world by its brutal treatment of alleged Al Qaeda prisoners, and in the process, has given new life for the globalisation of Al Qaeda terrorism. Iraq is in a hopeless, no-win situation.

Before long the US, in response to its own public pressure, will have to recall its army from Iraq. This may lead to the split of Iraq.

If the US exits out of Iraq, the situation in Afghanistan, which is already bad for the West, will get far worse. A resurgent Taliban is already giving a tough time to the international security force there. Large swathes of Afghanistan change hands every so often as at the time of Soviet occupation.

Under Putin, Russia is the process of re-floating itself politically, distancing itself from the US — its virtual patron since 1990. Apart from an aging nuclear armoury — ICBMs, torpedo-fitted nuclear submarines, advanced nuclear-tipped missiles and other military hardware — it has two highly marketable assets: an underpaid pool of brilliant scientific talent, second to none, and the world’s second largest proven oil and gas reserves in frozen Siberia.

China, once bete noir of the West, is today the world’s fourth largest economy, with an ambition to be the world’s largest economy within the next two or so decades. It is an economic wonderland with its economy growing at an average annual rate of about 10 per cent for the past decade. With a population of over 1.3 billion, it has the world’s largest human reservoir; and the world’s largest pool of skilled labour. Brought up under the tutelage of Soviet Russia after 1949, it was the first Asian country to learn the secrets of the atom bomb. It turned against its mentor by early 1960s, defeated India in a border war in 1962, and then dramatically broke out of the US imposed isolation in 1970 when Nixon visited China.

According to Dmitry Trenin, director of Moscow’s Carnegie Fund “Russia is shifting from being a junior partner of the US to a junior partner of China”. According to a Newsweek report, “...Take Akademgorodok, a Soviet-era suburb of Novosibirsk, home to 52 scientific institutes and some 18,000 scientists, including half a dozen Nobel Prize winners. Already, estimates Novosibirsk councilor Aleksandr Lyulko, 80 per cent of Akademgorodok’s income derives from China...”

“...Chinese cash is actually kick-starting a rebirth of Russian science. Krasnoyarsk’s Institute of Solar-Earth Physics, for instance, has formed a joint venture with the Chinese Centre of Space Science; in Novosibirsk, the Institute of Precision Electronics now makes high-powered lasers together with the Shenyan Technological Institute... Chinese companies have been buying iron-ore mines in Australia, as well as Canada’s largest nickel and zinc mining company, Noranda...”

Half a million Chinese workers live in Siberia and provide the muscle needed to work the oil fields in temperatures ranging 30: below zero in winter. Siberia is in danger of being taken over demographically by China.

The latest entrant to the emerging ‘Great Game’ is India. It has developed a world class ‘knowledge industry’ which is at the cutting edge of various new technologies. It is also a player in the giant pharmaceutical industry. It has a credible medium-range engineering industry and is a centre for world tourism. However, India lacks modern infrastructure.

In a sudden turn of events, all very characteristic of President George W. Bush, the US has decided to set aside the Nuclear Proliferation Treaty (NPT) and the constraints of the Nuclear Supplies Club (NSC) to give India de facto membership of the five-member Nuclear Power Club. There were two sticking points with India before Bush landed there last month. One, its fast breeder reactor programme, which is a virtual plutonium producing factory, to be outside IAEA inspection, and secondly, an agreement on “minimum” nuclear deterrent, which India wishes to retain. The US conceded on both issues. If the India-US nuclear cooperation agreement is approved by the US Congress, it is a mega-shift in the new ‘Great Game’.

At present China attracts annually about a hundred-billion-dollar worth of investment from the West and Japan — India, a fraction of this sum. The US, the EU and Japan are likely to boost investment in India. The EU and Japan are associate players in the New Great Game. Both are economic power houses, with low military resources. NATO is Euro-centric. With the demise of the Soviet Union; it has lost much of its focus: it is now used as a force to combat bushfires from Afghanistan to Bosnia and Kosovo.

Evidently, China is likely to enter into an entante with Russia. Both countries will likely confront the US on Iran and Iraq and most other global issues.

As the 21st century unfolds, the new balance of power is likely to be a Washington-Tokyo-New Delhi axis vs a Beijing-Moscow-Islamabad-Tehran axis.

The Chinese have not forgotten or forgiven the Japanese occupation of their country before and during World War II. The US and Japan have an interest in retaining the independence of Taiwan. New Delhi is the likely beneficiary of de facto nuclear status, thanks to the US which needs Indian markets and an Asian power to balance China’s growing power and influence. Tokyo, the world’s second biggest economy is a military dwarf. It needs the protection of a US nuclear umbrella against China and maverick North Korea.

On the other side of the political equation, needs are equally complimentary. The Russian economy, which is a sluggish (12th in the world order just above Mexico) with an export component solely dependent on energy and military sales, needs the Chinese economy which is poised to be bigger than Germany’s within the next five years. Russia is limp if oil prices drop. Another reason for the emergence of the new axis is that ex-Soviet satellites in Europe, such as the Baltic states and Poland, have joined Nato. The crunch is likely to come if Ukraine and Belarus, formerly a part of the Soviet Union, also join Nato. Russia is being encircled; it will need the human and material resources of China to respond to this challenge.

Pakistan as a nuclear power and Iran, a would-be nuclear power, and a major oil producer, will be in contention — one being Sunni and the other Shia states. The Beijing-Moscow axis is likely to ally the Muslim world, which is turning increasingly anti-West. If these speculations have provenance, profound implications are involved for Pakistan. For one, it will have to review its commitments to Afghanistan.

Between Mulla Omar and the pro-American regime in Kabul, there are shades of gray in between. We have to protect our economic and political sovereignty without fighting a war in our tribal areas at the behest of the US. A rival world order led by China is in the offing; how it develops in the next decade will determine the new kaleidoscope. As they say, the future is a land without any maps.
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