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Signs of a geopolitical whirlwind
As the U.S. recalibrates ties with Pakistan, India should maintain a cautious distance

On a new keel

W

ith a New Year tweet
from his handle accusing
Pakistan of “lies & de
ceit” in return for “33 billion dol
lars in aid over the last 15 years”,
U.S. President Donald Trump ‘ap
pears’ to be radically resetting his
administration’s Pakistan policy,
with implications for the rest of
South Asia. To be sure, this is un
likely to have the gravity or deter
mination of the post9/11 threat
from the American administration
which at the time made it clear to
Pakistan that if it didn’t cooperate
with the U.S. in the war on terror,
it would bomb Pakistan “back to
the stone age”. The threat did
work for some time.
A clever ploy?
A less worrisome interpretation of
Mr. Trump’s outrage would be that
it is a clever ploy to gain more lev
erage in a region where the U.S. is
seemingly losing ground. It is stea
dily losing its Afghan war, losing
ground to China in the region, and
China is increasingly interested in
politically managing the potential
outcomes of the Afghan war. And
Islamabad so far is seen to have
had the best of both worlds — be
ing China’s closest ally, while re
maining a nonNATO ally of the
U.S. In that interpretation, Mr.
Trump decided to end the party
for Pakistan on January 1, till of
course Pakistan agrees to deliver
on American concerns regarding
China and Afghanistan. Yet, anoth
er way of reading this would be
that it’s an empty threat on which
Mr. Trump’s ocials will eventual
ly softpedal.
So how is Islamabad likely to
deal with an apparently bellige
rent Trump administration? Will it
fall in line or decline to act against
the Taliban and the Haqqani net
work, widely considered to be Pa

Virat Kohli’s Test team is still to prove its
credentials on dicult overseas tours

T

he familiar freefall outside the Indian subconti
nent has returned to haunt Virat Kohli’s men. In
the two Tests of the current threematch series in
South Africa, India lost a closelyfought game by 72 runs
at Cape Town and then collapsed to a 135run defeat in
the next clash in Centurion. Trailing 02 and helming a
unit searching for batting cohesion, skipper Kohli has to
cope with a tough challenge. He sparkled with a 153 in
the second Test but, as it used to happen during Sachin
Tendulkar’s heyday in the 1990s, that proved to be a
ne but futile eort in a lost cause. The stench of defeat
is an unfamiliar odour for the national cricket team,
with Kohli’s troops performing splendidly over the last
two years. Yet, it would be prudent to accept that the
cloak of invincibility was donned at home where rivals
ranging from Australia to Bangladesh were humbled,
and when India travelled, it was to secure overwhelm
ing triumphs against weak opposition teams such as Sri
Lanka and the West Indies. There is no denying the
strengths of this team but it is a fact that since the last
tour of Australia in the 201415 season, India largely
played in its backyard and was never tested.
The reputations of a player and team are burnished
by gritty performances abroad and against quality op
position. For instance, Rahul Dravid often conjures up
visions of his mindboggling batting in the 2003 Ade
laide Test that India won. Kohli and company have an
opportunity to script similar milestones in the next 12
months, in the Test series in England and Australia. Be
fore that, the squad has to clean up the mess it nds it
self within South Africa. The opening slots, often a mer
rygoround between M. Vijay, Shikhar Dhawan and
K.L. Rahul, need to be sorted out. There is also the tu
mult over omitting vicecaptain Ajinkya Rahane, with
the captain preferring Rohit Sharma. The latter may be
exemplary in abridged versions, but in the longest for
mat he has failed to ignite his luminous talent. It doesn’t
help that Kohli has had to constantly shue his squad
over the last 34 Tests. Coach Ravi Shastri has pro
claimed that his wards can collectively do things that no
other Indian team has done in the past — a recognition
perhaps of its inherent talent. But India can excel in En
gland and Australia only if the threats posed by their
fast bowlers are fended o. The number one Test side is
set to be asked some tough questions, and the way it
responds to them will shape assessments of Kohli’s per
formance as a captain.
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Sharper fault-lines
Notwithstanding how Pakistan
responds to the U.S., the latter’s
strongarm policies have implica
tions for South Asia. For one, this
would considerably diminish Pa

Implications for India
Implications of the U.S.Pakistan
rift may not be as straightforward
as they might seem. Even though
the American rhetoric against Pa
kistan is viewed highly favourably
in India, the freezing of U.S.Pakis
tan relations could potentially
have negative implications for the
country, certainly in the medium
to long term. For one, this will
mean the end of the indirect in
uence (through the U.S.) that In
dia has traditionally managed to
exert on Pakistan, especially on
terrorrelated issues. Second, the
everstrong ChinaPakistan ties,
without the balancing eect of the
U.S. in the region, could push In
dia further to the wall. Finally,
what happens should there be an
IndiaPakistan crisis like the Kargil
conict of 1999? For one, Ameri
can ‘absence’ would embolden
Chinese manoeuvres against In
dia, and more so, China will be a
far less proIndia broker than
Washington ever was.
Reluctant India will be prodded
to make a choice: either to remain
unallied and safeguard its strategic
autonomy or walk with the U.S.
While New Delhi’s best bet would
be to deal with Washington with
out closing its doors to Moscow or
Beijing, such ne balancing would
require a great deal of diplomatic
acumen, strategic foresight and
longterm thinking. Moreover,
choosing sides while physically lo
cated in the middle of a geopoliti
cal whirlwind is no easy task. Such

a crucial choice needs to factor in
economic relations, defence part
nerships, and most of all geo
graphic realities.
In any case, New Delhi should
also closely consider the real in
tent behind Washington’s ire at Is
lamabad: it’s the Pakistani Taliban
and the Haqqani network the
Americans are after, not so much
Indiacentric terror groups. When
put under intense international
pressure and American ire, Pakis
tan has managed to weather the
storm in the past. Whether it will
be able to do so this time is
anyone’s guess. But one thing is
clear; if Pakistan can deliver on
these fronts, its relations with the
U.S. will improve. It is also impor
tant to note that even though the
relations between the two coun
tries were deteriorating in the re
cent past, the outoftheblue
statements from Mr. Trump may
not be adequately thoughtout;
hence the possibility that the U.S.
establishment, with longterm in
terests in Pakistan, might softped
dle its President’s angry outbursts.
Put dierently, New Delhi should
view it as a clash between Pakista
ni and American geopolitical inter
ests, and not get involved itself. To
its credit, then, the response from
New Delhi has been guided by
‘cautious optimism’.
A sharper geopolitical competi
tion in the region could also adver
sely impact the overall subsys
temic stability in the region: when
hardnosed geopolitics takes over,
focus on infrastructure develop
ment, market access, develop
ment of regional organisations,
and regional conict resolution
mechanisms is bound to suer.
And that’s precisely what India
needs to carefully consider; for un
like both China and the U.S., India
is deeply invested in stability in
South Asia.

Happymon Jacob is Associate Professor of
Disarmament Studies, Centre for
International Politics, Organization and
Disarmament, School of International
Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University

A poor prognosis
#2 1 6 5 9

The National Medical Commission Bill is unlikely to provide a dynamic new thrust to medical care in India
multiple agencies, will be done
poorly, if at all, by the commis
sion. The Commission should only
be expected to monitor and regu
late the training of healthcare per
sonnel and maintain professional
standards.

george thomas

The away challenge

kistan’s ability to run with the hare
and hunt with the hounds: being
China’s closest strategic partner
while remaining a key U.S. ally in
the region even as China and the
U.S. inch towards a Cold War of
sorts. Pakistan has been steadily
moving towards China from the
American camp: this will now be a
far quicker shift.
Second, as a direct conse
quence of these moves and coun
termoves, there would emerge a
far severe geopolitical competition
in the region, the sharpest since
the end of the Cold War. Southern
Asia’s regional geopolitics would
be reshaped along several discon
certing faultlines. The emerging
ChinaPakistanRussia axis is set to
play a dominant role in the region
al geopolitical order. All three
members of this axis have scores
to settle with the U.S. The role of
Iran — which also has hostile rela
tions with the U.S. even as it main
tains a crucial strategic partner
ship with New Delhi — in this
grouping would be interesting to
watch. And what would it mean
for IndiaRussia relations? Is it the
beginning of the end of the special
relationship between the two
countries, signs of which are alrea
dy apparent? Moreover, the closer
India gets to the U.S., the more
each of these countries would dis
play their discomfort towards In
dia.
The emerging counterpole is to
be led by the U.S., with India and
Japan on board, and the increas
ingly cautious Western powers tak
ing a rather subdued interest. Ho

kistan’s proxies in Afghanistan?
Any tightening of the noose
around the Taliban is likely to be
viewed by the Pakistan army as a
strategic blunder, the implications
of which would outlast the irreso
lute U.S. commitment in Afghanis
tan. So the reasoning likely to be,
why not wait out Mr. Trump’s oc
casional rage?
The U.S. may also have illtimed
its outrage. Caving into U.S. de
mands would have grave implica
tions for the muchweakened civi
lian government in Islamabad,
especially when all eyes are on the
general elections later this year.
The government, then, is likely to
brave Mr. Trump’s wrath, or
smoothtalk its way out. The res
ponse from Islamabad has so far
been verbal, with threats of sus
pending military and intelligence
cooperation with Washington. Ho
wever, it should be noted that
American aid and reimburse
ments (for expenses incurred by
Pakistan in the war on terror) have
been declining over the past sever
al years. If so, the impact of the
U.S. withholding aid may not be
exceptionally damaging for Pakis
tan. That said, it would be instruc
tive to watch what role Beijing
would play in this war of nerves
between its strategic adversary
and closest ally.

T

here is no doubt that the
Medical Council of India
(MCI) has outlived its utility
and should be reformed or re
placed. The remit for the pro
posed new body, the National
Medical Commission, should be
clear, direct and workable. A regu
latory body should be expected
only to regulate and not to formu
late policy, which is the function
of Parliament and requires inputs
from a number of sources, prefera
bly with dierent points of view.
The fundamental aw in the
proposed Medical Commission is
the lack of clarity on its function.
Unfortunately, in the National
Medical Commission Bill, 2017 in
the chapter titled “powers and
functions of the commission”, the
phrase “lay down policy” occurs
repeatedly. The Commission is al
so expected to “assess the require
ments in healthcare, including hu
man resources...” Such complex
tasks, which require inputs from

Point of integration
What type of medical practition
ers should the country train? This
is a matter that the government
should decide. It is poor policy
making to smuggle in clauses
about interdisciplinary meetings
between dierent medical sys
tems and bridge courses into this
Bill, under the omnibus “miscella
neous” section (item number 49).
The failure of successive govern
ments to promote scientic medi
cine and integrate the best of indi
genous systems into one unied
system has led to unhealthy com
petition among the various
streams of medicine in India. It
must be emphasised that modern
medicine is wrongly labelled
“Western”or “Allopathy”. Modern
medicine takes all that is useful in
therapy regardless of its source. It
subjects every treatment protocol
to the impartial tests of science.
“Allopathy” is a term coined by
Hahnemann, the founder of ho
moeopathy, and is seldom used in
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is unhealthy. It will lead to a collec
tion of ‘yes men and women’
whose chief qualication will be
proximity to the existing govern
ment.
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sraeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s visit to
India this week was the nal step in the process of
fully normalising the bilateral relationship. That pro
cess began in 1992 when India established diplomatic
ties with Israel, with major milestones in 2003 when
Ariel Sharon became the rst Israeli Prime Minister to
visit India, in 2015 when President Pranab Mukherjee
visited Israel, and in 2017 when Narendra Modi became
the rst Indian Prime Minister to visit Israel. With Mr.
Netanyahu’s sixday visit, the focus is now on the fu
ture, and their joint statement drew a 25year timeline
in which to realise the potential of the strategic partner
ship. The close personal equation between the two
leaders was evident throughout the visit, with Mr. Modi
hosting Mr. and Ms. Netanyahu in Gujarat, where they
ew kites and took part in a roadshow. Mr. Netanyahu
also made the traditional trip to the Taj Mahal, and a
symbolic journey to Mumbai’s Chabad House, one of
the sites of the 26/11 terror attacks where Israeli citizens
were among those killed. On business, Mr. Modi wel
comed Israeli partnership in Indian manufacturing,
pointing to the winning combination of an India that
has “size and scale” and an Israel that has “sharpness
and edge”. Mr. Netanyahu’s case, made at a speech in
augurating the Foreign Ministry’s annual Raisina Dia
logue, was that the two countries have a “natural part
nership” and a “natural friendship” that also caters to
their need for hard power.
With a relationship that is more open, India has also
decided to have a more honest conversation with Israel
on the peace process. While the ModiNetanyahu meet
ing in July 2017 had practically brushed aside the Israel
Palestine peace process, the joint statement issued on
Monday in New Delhi “rearmed their support for an
early resumption of peace talks between Israelis and
Palestinians”. This indicates that the two Prime Minis
ters had a deeper conversation on the issue this time,
including India’s vote at the UN against the decision of
the United States to recognise Jerusalem as Israel’s cap
ital. Mr. Modi is expected to visit Ramallah as well as
meet Jordan’s King Abdullah II, who as the custodian of
the holy sites in Jerusalem is leading peace eorts in the
Arab world, and is due in New Delhi shortly. This would
take forward India’s commitment to assisting in nding
a just solution for the conict. It will require using the
leverage India has built over the decades among Israelis
and Palestinians in order to join global and regional
powers in pushing them back to the negotiating table. It
will also involve challenging Mr. Netanyahu’s conten
tion that struck a jarring note in his otherwise success
ful visit. He said: “The weak don’t survive. The strong
survive. You make peace with the strong. You ally with
the strong.” India must stick to its strategy of streng
thening ties with Israel without damaging its commit
ment to the West Asian peace process, and build its
friendships and alignments in a way that goes beyond
an appraisal of strengths and weaknesses.

happymon jacob
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With Benjamin Netanyahu’s visit, India and
Israel have fully normalised bilateral ties

wever, given the rise of China and
the retreat of the U.S., current
American allies are likely to hedge
their bets. The one U.S. ally that
has immense inuence in Pakistan
is Saudi Arabia with which India
also maintains a close relation
ship. The question then is two
fold: Will the Americans choose to
use Riyadh to put pressure on Isla
mabad, and will the Saudis want to
do that at a time when ChinaSaudi
relations are on the uptick? Many
of these compelling scenarios will
play out in various ways in the
days ahead.

countries other than India. It
would be great statesmanship to
move to just one scientic system
of medicine in India, combining all
that is proven from dierent
streams.
Who should the members of the
Commission be? The present sys
tem of appointing members to the
MCI has failed, resulting in rent
seekers repeatedly entering the
Council. The present method of
election, where potential candi
dates have to spend quite a large
amount of money and time to get
elected, has the unfortunate out
come of ensuring that mostly rent
seekers seek election. The election
process should be reformed, not
replaced. The proposal to have
sections of society other than
medical professionals in the com
mission is laudable. Having an al
most entirely nominated commis
sion, as the present Bill provides,

Medical education
Should private initiative be al
lowed in medical education? If the
government is sincere in its objec
tive of providing universal medical
care, it is clear that highcost priv
ate education will further exacer
bate the problem of too many spe
cialists in metropolitan areas
chasing too few patients. Many
ethical problems in India arise
from this basic situation of too ma
ny doctors chasing too few paying
patients. Issues such as unneces
sary investigations and proce
dures, and too little time spent
with each patient arise from the
need to earn a reasonable amount
and the need to do it from the
small pool of paying patients.
More importantly, such policy de
cisions should not be left to the
Commission.
To start a medical college, State
governments rst issue a certi
cate of essentiality. The MCI then
decides whether the proposed col
lege has enough facilities to start
the rst year. Subsequently, in
spections are done every year till

the rst batch of students has com
pleted the nal year. This has led
to problems, as somewhere along
the way, the Council nds that
some colleges are unable to meet
the requirements and withdraws
recognition. This leaves students
in a lurch and they then approach
the judiciary to solve their unhap
py situation. The proposed Com
mission has no mechanism to pre
vent this from happening. Merely
shifting this responsibility to a
medical assessment and rating
board is no solution.
The present Bill is unlikely to
provide a dynamic new thrust to
medical care in India. It falls bet
ween the stools of excessively am
bitious objectives and microman
agement. On the one hand the
Commission is expected to formu
late policy, but on the other it is to
decide fee structure. The govern
ment should exhibit statesman
ship and form a parliamentary
committee to draft a new Bill alto
gether with clear and workable ob
jectives. In the end, policy deci
sions should be decided by
policymakers,
and
not
bureaucrats.

George Thomas is an orthopaedic surgeon
at St. Isabel’s Hospital, Chennai
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Screen it
States that are ruled by the
BJP and which have made
moves to please rightwing
outts are bound to be in a
catch22 situation after the
stay order by the Supreme
Court (“Supreme Court
stays ban on screening
Padmaavat”, January 19).
The obdurate stance of
these outts is
unwarranted. State
governments that have
banned the lm should also
take into account that the
lm industry comprises
workers at the grassroot
level whose livelihood
depends on the release of
lms. The solution lies in
managing the two sides in a
nonpartisan manner.
Filmmakers too should
remember this: We have
freedom of speech, but you
have to watch what you say.

While it is happy news that
the ban on Padmaavat has
been stayed by the Supreme
Court in order to let the
freedom of expression
prevail, one also has to take
cognisance of the sentiments
of those objecting to the
lm’s release, and which
cannot be totally crushed.
For many, Padmavati is
revered and her valour and
unblemished character are a
part of history. One must also
not forget that the
fundamental rights
enshrined in the Constitution
are always subject to
reasonable restrictions. I feel
that the freedom of
expression cannot permit
the distortion of certain
facts. I wish that lmmakers
acknowledge this.

R. Sridharan,

No room for doubt

Chennai

With the election schedule

■

Anoop Kumar Srivastava,
New Delhi

for the Assembly elections in
three States, Tripura,
Meghalaya and Nagaland,
having been announced
(“Three northeastern States
go to polls in February”,
January 19), the time has also
come to introduce voter
veriable paper audit trail
devices alongside electronic
voting machines. The EVM
blame game is still fresh in
our minds and must not be
encouraged. The VVPAT is
the way out. (Editorial –
“Three States”, January 19).
Ashfaque Nadwi,
Hyderabad

State of the judiciary
Talking about the common
man’s faith in the judiciary,
which has supposedly been
“shackled” after the public
dissent by four senior judges
against the Chief Justice of
India, one wonders whether
anyone has thought about
the huge backlog of cases in

the judiciary. Shouldn’t this
be the reason for loss of faith
in the judiciary?
One has to make a
distinction between
“contempt of court” and
transparent functioning.
The four dissenting judges
are not novices and would
have thought over their
decision considerably. Hence
their decision should be
respected. Instead of
accusing them of airing
dissent, one must delve into
the issue and focus on the
festering problems in the
judiciary (OpEd page – ‘Yes,
No, It’s Complicated’ –
“Should the four SC judges
have dissented publicly?”
January 19).
Medha Anand,
New Delhi

While legal luminaries and
retired judges appear to hold
diametrically opposite views,
with one side supporting the

■

four dissenting senior judges,
and the other asserting the
supremacy of the Chief
Justice of India, the common
man has understood that
even the highest level of the
judiciary in India may not be
immune to partiality,
discrimination and pliability.
At the same time, the media
could and should have
avoided the use of strong
words such as “revolt” and
“mutiny”.
S. Arjun Prasanna,
Bengaluru

It’s more practice
The Indian cricket captain
questioning the commitment
of the batsmen is
unacceptable (‘Sport’ page –
“Kohli has tough words for
his team”, January 18). It is
the same batsmen who
scored tons of runs in the last
year and helped India rise to
the top rank in Test cricket.
All of a sudden, how can

there be an accusation of a
lack of sincerity in approach
and technique?
The truth is that the team
has had very little time to
acclimatise itself to local
conditions. There was no
need for a Sri Lankan series
before leaving for South
Africa. It is apparent that the
BCCI is more interested in
lling its coers by
scheduling matches at will
and refusing to visualise the
repercussions.
Finally, when India starts
losing in ‘alien’ conditions,
there is talk of neutral
venues, which again is no
solution. A true neutral
venue does not exist in the
cricketing world. The
solution lies in more practice
matches during an overseas
tour.
V. Subramanian,
Chennai
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