Engaging with the US — II —Syed Talat Hussain
Sheeting questionable cooperation with Washington in ambiguity only fed speculation that the country's sovereignty was being compromised under US pressure. Also, this 'open-endedness' in our dealings with the US allowed Washington incredible leeway to interpret different commitments differently at different times

“What’s in it for me? What’s in it 
for you?” These two expressions, and dozens of similar ones, summarise a cultural belief that everything in the world is driven by personal motive. That nothing is, can be, and should be free. That even those who do not make use of an opportunity to their advantage must be doing it for some good reason. These hard-nosed assessments are hardened into a collective social habit of drawing up cost-benefit calculus on all minor and major issues. These are then cemented by the ruthlessness of global power politics, where states interact on the basis of pure and simple self-interest, where nothing matters more than getting the best bargain for one’s national goals in the grand market of give and take.

These principles of personal, national and state conduct are generically applicable to the entire globe. But the United States of America has turned them into a fine art: even at its best giving behaviour, the US would always have an eye, and a hand, on taking. They are masters of selfish survival. With this American core instinct comes the presumption that everyone else is made the same way; that only fools would come to the negotiating table without a list of ‘what’s in it for us and what’s in it for them’.

We, in Pakistan, have not understood the inveterate nature of this belief system. Nor have we worked out the diplomatic necessities it generates for all those who have to deal with the US in war or in peacetime, through secret talks or in open diplomacy. This has become a fatal fallibility of our diplomacy towards the US. We have been poor, flimsy bargainers, allowing ourselves to be satisfied by the nonsense of friendship and goodwill — words we so often hear from US officials at set-piece press conferences, and in their absence, from the spokespersons of our government. We do not realise that these phrases are the vendor’s pet: these are his sales pitch. His love is for his goods. He cares two hoots about the buyer.

Does this mean that the US sets us up, deliberately misleads us, and in the end leaves us high and dry? Does this prove conspiracy theories right that the US has always had a cloaked dagger hidden behind its wonderful rhetoric about Pakistan’s welfare? Not necessarily. Not always. More than the conspiratorial brilliance of the US, it is our own incompetence that lands us in complex straits and causes us the loss of diplomatic opportunities that we, with extra care and smart deskwork, could use to serve our national purposes.

A critical examination of our present engagement with the US reveals the full spread of this weakness. We all know that it all started from the fateful day General Pervez Musharraf, an anxious, politically illegitimate ruler of the country, committed Pakistan to the war against terror. What is not known so widely is that little or no homework was done to create a solid balance sheet of national interest and US expectations in those critical days of making a final decision. Barely a few notes are available in the official records of the meetings that led to the policy of tying Pakistan to the shoestrings of the US footprint in Afghanistan. Far thicker files are part of official archives on matters far less significant than the commitments Pakistan gave to the US under George W Bush.

Worse than the diplomatic groundwork was actual paperwork. While the US was to be generously facilitated — at the airports, airfields, airbases, on ports and roads for logistics, and also surveillance — the details of this deep cooperation did not form part of a properly written agreement. It was mostly done either by word of mouth, or by verbal instructions whose brief summaries are about the only documentary evidence that exists in the form of official communication. Even when it came to money the US was paying for our overt support, our homework was pathetic. From the draft of reimbursement requests to payment schedules to oversight of money claimed and received, the record speaks of extreme negligence to detail. The record of our covert support to the US is even more problematic. In a sentence, it does not exist.

Some of those involved in policy formulation cite ‘expediency’ to be the main reason for leaving things open-ended. They also argue that an agreement on the status of support to the US would have meant officially acknowledging the existence of American presence (forces?) on Pakistani soil — a politically costly and explosive issue. The argument is flawed on several counts. The US presence in Pakistan under General Musharraf was the world’s worst kept secret. Sheeting questionable cooperation with Washington in ambiguity only fed speculation that the country’s sovereignty was being compromised under US pressure. Also, this ‘open-endedness’ in our dealings with the US allowed Washington incredible leeway to interpret different commitments differently at different times. Take the title of ‘frontline state in the war against terror’. Under General Musharraf, Washington, busy at that time destroying Iraq, used this term to italicise Pakistan as the most important part of the coalition against terrorism. Now, the same title means that Pakistan is the centre of all terror in the world. While we continue to engage with the US on the same grid of being an important non-Nato ally, the US’s definition of our role has changed dramatically. Now we are seen as not much of an ally — ‘ingrates’ is the word a Fox television journalist used for Pakistanis in her conversation with Senator John McCain — but more of an albatross.

Similarly, the requirements of ‘cooperation’ and what this cooperation entails too have been given a totally one-sided twist. US diplomats believe that unhindered movement of their personnel, and a quick ‘No Objection Certificate’ (NOC) to all those who come and go out of Pakistan, is part of this cooperation. For them, the public hue and cry over the role of contractors and sub-contractors is part of a vicious propaganda. They think it is legitimate to hold back Coalition Support Fund (CSF) reimbursements for months on end because Pakistan is ‘playing games’ with Washington.

Much of this bilateral mess would not have been created had we been clear and forthright in dealing with Washington and if we had worked out the minutest detail of every part of our support to the US, not just in monetary terms but also procedurally, and then inked a proper, honest and honourable agreement and made it public. Instead, we chose the wrong path and, regrettably, continued on it even after the administration changed in Washington. Even today we see piecemeal agreements with the US as sufficient grounds for cooperation and building a mutually beneficial relationship. And when it comes to our defence arrangement with Washington, even a self-contained document is lacking that could offer a broad insight into this important realm.

Predictably, Washington has exploited this ambivalence to its maximum advantage. It is shopping from all floors of the Wal-Mart that Pakistan has become. But, at heart we are responsible for this spree. We have not nailed down this ambitious customer to the rules of acceptable behaviour. We are the ones responsible for turning important national concerns into a cheap sale at a cut-price shop. The problem is in Islamabad, not in Washington.

