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India-US Ties Poised for
Radical Re-orientation

C Uday Bhaskar

Thenew US Secretary of State, Ms. CondoleezzaRice, madeher first hatin
New Dehi on March 16, 2005 during her whistle-stop tour of Asiathat took her
acrossthe continent to Japan and China, among other countries. The symbolism
of identifying Delhi asher first destination reiteratesthe determination of theBush
team to consolidate therel ationship with Indiaand realisethe potential hinted at
during thefirst term, and thiswas emphasi sed by Riceduring her visit. Shenoted
that thefoundationtothebilateral relationshipwas*thefact that we share common
va ues, and thereareno stronger relationshi psthan thosethat arebased on common
vaues”

Thisassertionisamarked contrast from the abiding pattern of thelndiaUS
relationship during the Cold War decadesand the Clinton years, when despitethe
convergencesin the value systems— by way of the commitment to the plural
democratic principle—theworld soldest and largest democracieswere often at
odds with each other. This may be attributed to the existential realities of the
prevailing internationa strategic systemic during the Cold War and both nations
had divergent perceptionsabout their respective security interests— particularly
regarding the contentious nuclear issue and the nature of the US-Pakistan
relaionship. Thegenerd refraininboth New Delhi and Washingtonwasthat ‘ other’
wasacting inamanner detrimental to the strategic concernsof theformer.

The Indian nuclear tests of May 1998 lanced the festering boil that had
bedevilled thebilatera relationship and towardsthe end of the Clinton presidency,
areasonably robust framework wasin place, though the manner in which the
differencesover the nuclear issue (CTBT, for instance) would be resolved till
remained blurred. However, when the Bush team cameto power in early 2001,
oneof thefirst mgjor decisonstakenwasto reversethe Clintoninitiativeonnuclear
testing and set the CTBT aside. Thisdecision wastaken to safeguard USinterests
asperceived by the Bush team but the collateral wasto removeoneof thestumbling
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blocksinthelndia-USrelationship. The eventsof 9/11, no doubt, overtook all
other foreign policy prioritiesfor the Bush team but by January 2004, theUShad
agreed to anew relationship with India—what isreferred to asthe NSSP, the
Next Stepsin Strategic Partnership. Theeementsof thisnew framework (which
incidentally the UShasnot yet extended to any other country) include cooperation
incivilian nuclear energy, space, hi-tech commerce and adialogue on missile
defences.

TheRicevistinMarchnoted theneed to takethe NSSPforward and reference
wasmadeto Phasell “whichwelook forward to having compl eted very shortly.”
Morethan thetangible elementsof the NSSP, Rice hinted at an intangible aspect
gproposthe perception about Indiaintheemerging US security cal culusand added,
“we respect the possibilitiesthat the United Statesand Indiaenjoy for global

partnership.”

Perhapstheimport of thisassertion wasnot adequately noted during the Rice
visit but events clearly moved much faster than anticipated and on March 25,
2005 the USunveiled what appearsto bearadically new policy towards South
Asa Thegist of thiswasconveyed by USPresident George Bushto Indian Prime
Minister Manmohan Singh and themorevisiblestrandin thiswasthe USdecison
to supply F-16 fighter aircraft to Pakistan; adecision that had been kept on hold
fordmogt 15years. Indiaconveyedits* disgppointment’ sincethe 16 hasacquired
acertain symbolisminthe US-India-Pak matrix but thiswasmuted. L ater, it was
added that aspart of thenew US policy to theregion, similar offersonamuch
wider spectrum would be made availableto Indiaaswell and the details of this
were spelt out in abackground briefing provided by the US State Department.

A review of thefine-print in thisdocument indi catesthat the Bush team has
outlined an ambitiouspolicy towards South Asaand that theIndiaaUSre ationship
ispoisedfor aradical re-orientation intermsof itsstrategic underpinning. For the
first time, Washington hasidentified the South Asian region asbeing “ vital tothe
futureof theUS’ and, moreimportantly, it has asserted that the US“will help India
becomeamaor world power inthe 21t century.” Thisaspect wasfurther e ucidated
by USofficias: “We understand fully theimplications, including the military
implicationsof that statement... that’snot just F-16s. It could be F-18s. But beyond
that, the US is ready to discuss even more fundamental issues of defence
transformation with India, including transformative systemsin areas such as
command and control, early warning and missledefence. Someof theseitemswe
may not bewillingto sl Pakistan.”
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Thereare many contradictionsin thedetail sof thisnew policy and ontheface
of it, the Bush team has been castigated by theliberal spectrumwithinthe USfor
itsdoublestandards. Thiscontradictionismost vividly reflected inthefact that the
WhiteHouseisstaunchly supporting amilitary ruler inldamabad evenwhilebeing
committed to thereturn of democracy in Pakistan by 2007 and iswillingtolive
with the AQ Khan iceberg even though addressing nuclear transgressionsareon
top of the Bush priority list. Some have interpreted thisinitiative as a case of
gtarting anarmsraceintheregion but it may be averred that notwithstanding these
contradictions, theUShasfor thefirst time crafted acomprehensve policy towards
theregionthat iscognisant of the past and the mismatch between the short-term
goasand long-term objectivesthat Washington has pursued.

Whilethe F-16 hasbecomethemorevisibleissue, it would be mideading to
associatethe March 25th initiative only with the resumption of armssuppliesto
Pakistan. The F-16 deal hasbeen in the pipelinefor amost 15 yearsand hasbeen
withheld for various nuclear and other transgressions, including acoup by the
Pakistani military. It istruethat there has been no change of circumstancesor
behaviourd pattern by |damabad inthat themilitary isstill in power, theAQ Khan
episoderemainsto beinvestigated and | amabad’ ssupport toreligiousradicalism
and jehadi terrorism continuesin aselective manner —albeit against India.

Thus, itisvalidtoask if Pakistanisbeing rewarded despiteitsdeviationsfrom
the core principles now being pursued by the White House, more so when the
track record suggests that the Pak military |eadership has always acted in an
adventurist and belligerent manner when it has been enabled by Washington by
way of military equipment —the 1965 Indo-Pak war iscasein point. However it
appearsthat thistime, Washingtonisfollowing avery carefully crafted carrot-and-
stick policy by way of dealing with Ilamabad.

TheUSadministrationisfully aware of themany 9/11 related terrorist leads
that point to Pakistan and the current turbulencein that society and itsdeep anti—
USorientation. Therootsof the current terrorist activity are deeply embeddedin
the Pak polity and the US had noted thisin December last when it passed alaw
that requires the executive to report to Congress the progress made in the
transformation of Pakistan. Aspart of the 9/11 Recommendations | mplementation
Act passed by the US Congressin December, sections4082 and 4083 are Pakistan
gpecific. Theformer refersto the US Commitment to the Future of Pakistan and
thelatter isregarding authorisation to the US President to exercisewaiversin
respect of earlier sanctionsimposed on Pakistan. Section 4082 iswidein scope
and seeksto ‘de-jehadise’ Pakistan and encourage the emergence of amoderate
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Pakistan. Thisismany ways correspondswith the Indian long-term objectiveas
well but there are divergencesin the means adopted by the US.

Asof now, 4082 statesthat it isthe sense of Congressthat the US should
“over along-term period, help to ensureapromising, stableand securefuturefor
Pakistan” and in particular provide assistanceto | slamabad in eight areasthat
include, inter alia, commitment to combating extremists; resolving outstanding
difficultieswith neighbours,; fully control itsterritory and borders, becomeamore
effectiveand participatory democracy; moderniseitseconomy; halt the spread of
WMD; reform the education system; and, implement astrategy of moderation.

Moreimportantly, thelaw requiresthe US President to transmit to Congress
adetailed strategy within 180 daysabout the nutsand bolts of how the objectives
in4082 will beachieved. Thus, by about mid June 2005, the US executive branch
will havetoinformthe Congressabout the progressmadein thisregard and from
all accountsthe Bush-Riceteam are determined to keep thefocus on democracy
and genuinely representative governance asacore principlefor compliance by
Pakigtan. Thereislittledissent that thiswill findly enablethe bel eaguered Pakistani
civil society toreclamthepolitica spaceappropriated by the Pak military andthe
strengthening of the moderate, civilian political constituency will beinthetrue
long-terminterests of the Pakistani people.

Thus, whilethe 16 hasbecomethelightning rod intheIndian public perception
about ashiftinUSpolicies, itisin many waysthelessimportant issue. Themore
srategic and long-term policy assertion by Washington isabout thetransformation
of Pakistan to becoming amore moderate state and society. Thisisan ambitious
god and history tellsusthat no military that has seized power hasever returned to
the barracks in avoluntary manner. Whether General Musharraf will be the
exception thanksto the Bush-Rice prescription remainsto be seen and thefuture
of thecompositedialoguewith Indiawill belinked with the choice made by the
Pakistani military leadership. The coreissue essentially isthe orientation of the
GHQ in Rawal pindi and how they respond to the new US policy about democracy
inPakistan.

Asfar aslndiaisconcerned, the contoursof the new US South Asiapolicy
augur positively for thebilatera relationship and India saspirationsintheemerging
regional and globa systemic. The manner inwhich cooperationin civilian nuclear
issues and some weapon-rel ated strands has been outlined hasthe potential to
positively transform India s statusin the management of the emerging nuclear
challenges. Inlikefashion, spaceisthe next major domain for exploration and
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innovation with identifiable correspondencesin the defence and devel opment
spheres.

Abovedl, itissgnificant that Washington has stated that astrong and credible
Indiaisintheoveradl USdrategicinterest inthepost-9/11 globd systemic. Whether
Indiahasasimilar or empathetic perception about how to engagewiththeUSis
still moot. Deep reservationsstill exist in Indiaabout perceived US perfidy and
thesewould haveto be both acknowl edged and assuaged in the ethos of aplural
democracy. Theareasand manner inwhich Indiawishesto degpenthisrelationship
will haveto be carefully analysed and acalibrated approachiscalled for. Some
tensonand frustrationisinevitablein thisdialoguefor Indiaand the US represent
two very different and divergent strategic culturesand to-datetheir experienceis
more in managing estrangement than in engagement. There will have to be
considerablelearning on the job —thewindow of opportunity isbrief and any
major progresswill haveto bemadewithin thefirst two yearsof the second Bush
term.

Thereislittle doubt that evenif it isnot stated explicitly, the USfocuson
democracy and the concert that hasbeen identifiedinAsia—namely India, Japan
and South K orea—will causedeep anxiety in China. Thenew US policy hasbeen
announced ontheeveof the Chinese PrimeMinigter’svisitto IndiainApril, which
will befollowed by that of the Japanese PM. Now morethan ever Indiawill have
toretainitsnon-aligned postureand acquiretheability toimprovebilatera relaions
withthemajor Asian powersindividually even whilealaying any anxietiesabout
band-wagoning against one or the other.

If thisUSpoalicy isredised onal fronts, two areasof abiding strategic concern
for India—namely thenuclear and rl ated hi-technol ogy areasand thetransformation
of Pakistan—may beadvanced inamanner that isfavourableto India saspirations
and principles. In such an exigency, history may well note March 25, 2005 asa
major milestonein theevolution of IndiaUSreationsand theimpact thishashad
ontheregiona strategicgrid.
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