FOR ‘ECOPINION’ IN “ECONOMIC TIMES” OF OCTOBER 1ST 2001.

CONSEQUENCES OF WAR by S L RAO

This War is more about winning the minds and hearts of alienated peoples than about grand battles. To assuage the desire for speedy action the Americans have a lot of movement to and fro of warships, planes, troops, etc. The US defence forces will inevitably use the opportunity to expand their budgets and to spend. But the major effort will be through human intelligence. Given their aversion to risk their own people, and their inability to infiltrate Asian, Arab and particularly Moslem groups, the Americans will invest heavily in the intelligence gathering capabilities of allies and client states, in Pakistan, the Northern Alliance in Afghanistan and in the Central Asian states. They will revert to the carrots of the Cold War years to encourage mismanaged states to deliver. Those frontline states that are willing to sacrifice troops and peoples will do so because they expect even greater rewards, not because of any conviction that terrorism must be wiped out. Many of these states themselves indulge in state terrorism, and promote terrorist organizations, with funds and protection. The Americans will have no hesitation in using them, as they have in the past, since it suits their present requirements. The rewards could be in loans, grants, James Baker type loan rescheduling and write-offs, greater market access, and a blind eye on nefarious activities such as localized terrorism garbed as nationalist movements, drug peddling, and border skirmishes with neighbours. It is this excessive focus in American foreign policy on immediate problems without a holistic long-term strategy that has every time led to new situations arising out of the unforeseen consequences of their old policies. 

War and war-like situations have always benefited the economies that do not experience the war on their soils. The new War is such that there may not be too many repeats of the September 11 terror, only the constant threat of them, all over the world. This will lead to massive expenditures in new directions, in the USA as well as in other countries. Airline travel may be temporarily disrupted, but there will be massive new expenditures for example, in remodeling airports, airport security, expensive new gadgets and equipment.  After the initial adverse gut reactions of stock markets, we should see an economic upturn as a direct result of this War. 

India may now be a little larger than “a blip on the American radar screen” (in Robin Raphael’s pejorative words), but we are not of significance. That role belongs to Pakistan and other front-line states that hopefully, try to use this opportunity for promoting a tolerant Asian Islam instead of the more intolerant Arab variant. The Taliban will fight for its life, but be eventually vanquished. 

What India has to prepare for is the American proclivity since the Great Wars to walk away after a War. If they win the war, the Americans must stay and support the rebuilding of a new Afghanistan that is economically viable, moderate and outward looking. If they give up as they did in Viet Nam, India will have two dysfunctional states in the neighbourhood, with the prospect of more. The consequences for our economy and polity would be devastating. Our foreign policy objectives must be to keep the USA engaged during and after the War, keep Pakistan on the defensive, work on a post-war scenario, encourage the Americans to be part of it, and make sounds of encouragement and cooperation while the War is fought.

But our destiny and security interests are in our hands. We should take a consistent stand against terrorism and seek to root out its causes. The lifting of sanctions is for us, only symbolic since we have been able to neutralize most of them. Pakistan may let-up on pushing terrorists across the border, because of preoccupations on the Afghan border, American pressure and the withdrawal of terrorist forces for the fighting in Afghanistan. That could help reduce our expenditures in J & K. We need to be more realistic about J & K and open to alternative solutions that fall short of its being like other states in the Union. We badly need a political consensus, something that our politicians do not follow when out of power.  

The negative economic effects are temporary. After a period of mourning, the USA and the rest of the world will get on with business. Massive new expenditures by many countries led by the USA, will stimulate the world economy out of its recession. India will benefit to a slight extent, given our inconsequence in the world economy. Our economic future continues to depend on our policies for reforming and reviving the economy.  (785)

