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U.S. President Barack Obama and India's Prime Minister Manmohan Singh (L) make a toast among the tall candles during a State Dinner in a giant tent on the South Lawn of the White House on November 24, 2009. 

The Obama administration’s first state guest was heralded with gushing welcome remarks that included references to India being not only an ‘indispensable’ partner but also to the US-India relationship as among the most critical in the century. 

The joint statement too, reaffirmed the US-India ‘global strategic partnership’, while referring to ‘the shared values cherished by their peoples and espoused by their founders’. But even shorn of this hyperbole, Manmohan Singh’s visit was important, as the two countries have mutually reinforcing interests that have a direct bearing on Pakistan and the region.

To begin with, New Delhi was keen to know where it stood in the Obama ‘scheme of things’, after it became obvious that Washington was no longer infatuated with it — the hallmark of the earlier administration’s policy towards South Asia. In the changed scenario, India is no longer being seen as a ‘unique country’ deserving of ‘unique agreements’.

The visit did not yield major agreements nor did Manmohan Singh achieve all that he had set out to do, but this should not raise any false expectations in Pakistan. US-India relations will continue to have a direct bearing on Pakistan.

Manmohan Singh would, nevertheless, have been disappointed not to have obtained a firmer commitment on the controversial nuclear deal, for whose ‘operationalisation’ the Obama administration has shown reluctance since it does not fit in with America’s declared aim of eliminating nuclear weapons, undermines the strategic balance in South Asia and weakens the West’s moral opposition to the Iranian nuclear programme.

While Obama confirmed his administration’s commitment to implementing the agreement, negotiations on enhanced enrichment and reprocessing are proving contentious. 

As regards the situation in South Asia, Obama said that while it was not for the US ‘to resolve all those conflicts’ between Pakistan and India, Washington wanted to ‘be encouraging ways’ that would see the two countries feel secure enough to concentrate on development.

This appeared to satisfy the Indians who had protested earlier at the rather innocuous reference in the Sino-US joint statement that China and the US would ‘work together to promote peace, stability and development’ in South Asia.

India’s strong reaction was reflective of its hurt pride that it was no longer the US favourite and even worse that China should have replaced it in Washington’s favours.

Obama’s decision not to meet the Dalai Lama in Washington last October was taken as confirmation of Beijing’s newfound clout in Washington.

Indian newspapers stressed that while Bush saw a ‘democratic India as a natural counterweight to a rising autocratic China’, the Obama administration was ‘scared or too dependent on the Chinese’, especially after it became evident that the US would continue to count on the Chinese to sustain its economic recovery.

Aware of the feeling that India was dragging its feet on the resumption of dialogue with Pakistan, Singh offered conditional talks to Pakistan to resolve all outstanding issues, including Kashmir, while resisting references to it in official pronouncements. But he could not miss the opportunity to raise with Obama the issue of American sales of military equipment to Pakistan, while expressing concern at reports of its diversion. This from a country that plans to buy weapon systems worth over $100bn in the next 10 years!

While Singh referred to the ‘haunting trauma’ of the Mumbai attacks to convince his listeners that they needed to maintain pressure on Pakistan to do more as regards counter-terrorism, he did not mention Pakistan’s repeated offers of meaningful cooperation on this score.

Admittedly, relations between the two South Asian neighbours have deteriorated in the past year, primarily because of India’s refusal to resume the composite dialogue process, even though tragedies such as Mumbai require effective cooperation rather than the suspension of dialogue. 

Singh focused on this theme, perhaps fearful of the growing importance being attached to Pakistan in the new US strategic approach to the region. He could not, therefore, have been pleased at Obama’s response to a question by an Indian correspondent, as he emphasised that ‘Pakistan has an enormously important role in the security of the region’, adding that he had ‘seen some progress’ in Islamabad’s efforts to fight militancy. But the Indians did obtain recognition for their role in Afghanistan, which was radically different from the assessment of Gen McChyrstal, top American commander in Afghanistan, who had expressed concern at India’s growing influence in that country and its fallout on Pakistan. Also worrying for Pakistan was the Indian success in getting a reference to ‘terrorist safe havens in Pakistan’, with the implication that the US and India could be working jointly on this issue. 

That such cooperation should be indicated at the very time when the Indian defence minister was expressing concern that Pakistan’s nuclear weapons could fall into the wrong hands and his army chief warning that ‘a limited war under a nuclear overhang is still very much a reality in the subcontinent’ should be taken note of by our leaders.

During its romance with India, the Bush administration had permitted it to gain unprecedented influence in Afghanistan. This is not only deeply resented in the Pakhtun areas but has become a major security concern for Pakistan, especially after the government said that there is convincing evidence of Indian involvement in parts of the country.

Much as India would want to delink Pakistan from Afghanistan, the reality is that there can be no resolution of the Afghan imbroglio without a major role by Pakistan. News of recent American overtures towards the Taliban, through the good offices of the Saudi and Pakistani intelligence agencies, underlines Pakistan’s critical role both in the conduct of the war against terror and the success of an American exit strategy. 

Whatever Obama’s new strategy for Afghanistan, it is incumbent on Pakistan to continue to impress upon Washington its desire for a resolution of differences with India. Sadly, current American policy could be reinforcing Indian rigidity, rather than nudging New Delhi towards responding to Pakistan’s overtures.

