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The allegation from the US embassy that its diplomats are being harassed is symptomatic of the aggravating bilateral trouble. It is rare to find such expressions of discontent being dramatised as public protest and penned down in the shape of a press release

It is either capitulation or 
confrontation. And in between the two pendulum swing-points exists a vast territory ruled by ambiguity, confusion, and contradiction. This about sums up Pakistan’s present-day outlook — policy is too sophisticated a word to be used here — towards the US. As a result, one of the fundamental pillars of our diplomacy — i.e. engagement with Washington — is hobbled by deepening controversies. We are far from achieving our national objective of stabilising the bilateral equation with the US. We are in no way near the point where we can realistically use regional changes to our long-term advantage. Pressures on our borders are mounting. Worse, growing drone attacks are complicating the domestic challenge of combating local militants.

The allegation from the US embassy that its diplomats are being harassed is symptomatic of the aggravating bilateral trouble. It is rare to find such expressions of discontent being dramatised as public protest and penned down in the shape of a press release. And that too between countries which continue to profess to be ‘together’ in the fight against terrorists. There is nothing friendly about the charge from the US and the cool response from Pakistan. If anything, it is akin to the low points in Islamabad’s relations with Delhi when the respective High Commissions’ staff automatically became human cannon fodder in a war of distrust.

On the face of it, there is no need for deep intellectual analysis to figure out why Washington and Islamabad are locked in dualistic bilateral diplomacy. There is a general belief in Pakistan that the US is taking this nation for a ride. This belief is born of a pervasive fear that the essence of the US agenda is to weaken the country to a point where it is unable to resist perhaps an eventual global effort to neutralise its nuclear arsenal. With the nuclear weapons gone, Pakistan’s prime force of resistance to US pressure would die. The country would then be forced to accept all sorts of imposed experiments in regional stability: formal Indian hegemony; a trade corridor connecting the subcontinent with Europe through Afghanistan and Central Asia; and even fragmentation of the state of Pakistan into smaller, more manageable units, with port cities like Karachi, Gwadar and the town of Pasni becoming the hub of world trade, commercial activity and a gateway for energy supplies.

There is no reason to dismiss this point of view. It is not wholly unrealistic to assume that all, or some, of these fears tally with actual US intentions and policy objectives. But to allow the fog of fear to dominate diplomacy serves no purpose. It is actually infantile. It speaks of our own insecurities more than the hidden goals of Washington and its allies. No two countries in the world ever agree on everything under the sun. Even the best of allies have plans against each other. This is power politics. This is how the game is played. The whole challenge of diplomacy is to reduce these frictions and focus attention and energy on more achievable and mutually beneficial goals.

Admittedly, this is the hard path to finding agreement. It is made harder still by the peculiar manner big, arrogant or frustrated but powerful states conduct their relations with smaller countries. Unfortunately, at this point in time, the US is all three: big, arrogant, and frustrated. Even then, by relying on the basic instinct of fear, Pakistan has not made its task of stabilising relations with the US any easier. The whole environment in which even normal diplomacy has to be conducted has become so vitiated that no two heads in Pakistan meet without broaching the possibility of Washington bringing Pakistan down. As a result, placing everything at the US doorstep has become a ready-made excuse for not looking at our own weaknesses and blunders. It is also the new platform for struggling politicians and ranters to ramp up public support for their shady causes.

However, even fear as a factor in fixing the trajectory of our ties with the US would have been acceptable if it could bring about predictability in our own goals and objectives. That has not happened. Parallel to our extreme distrust of Washington, is an equally intense desire to keep the US in good humour, and win the prize of its friendship. In a manner of speaking, we want the payment but do not want to become the piper. We want the arms but no arm-twisting. A natural corollary of this parallel desire to ‘befriend’ the US is that the pro-American lobby in Pakistan is growing in direct proportion to the scaling up of suspicions about the US. The main task of this lobby is to reduce the complexity of the US’s objectives towards Pakistan to romantic levels of trust. More than mere friendship, members of this lobby want a lovers’ embrace, regardless of the fact that the temporary joys of such arrangements are fraught with frightening and unhappy consequences. These lobbyists assiduously work with US diplomats and visitors from Washington to ‘combat’ anti-American sentiments in Pakistan. A motley crew of former diplomats, retired generals, socialites, slick civil society begums, self-styled analysts, businessmen, journalists, and now also lawyers — they are the darlings of the US embassy staff. They are the instruments of positive outreach and public diplomacy that US diplomats are so keen to expand in Pakistan.

But both the anti- and pro-US lobbies have one thing in common: they are offshoots of the confusion in our decision-making apparatus about the nature and substance of our relations with Washington. Consider this supreme irony. The Pakistan Foreign Office, General Headquarters, and offices of intelligence agencies are places where distrust of the US is widespread these days. Yet these are the very quarters where the argument in favour of having a strong pro-US lobby inside Pakistan reigns equally strongly.

The rationale that is offered in support of this contradictory approach is that the US is too important a state for Pakistan to run completely afoul of. Another argument is that Pakistan’s chronic adversary, India, would be more than delighted to see Islamabad’s relations with Washington break down. This would afford Delhi a vast array of opportunities to push for Islamabad’s regional and global isolation. Needless to say, these goals, along with others that we may have in our mind, are unlikely to be achieved if we don’t streamline the manner of our engagement with the US. Between noisy defiance and shameful diffidence lies a more practical dimension Pakistan can explore to deal with a country that is as much part of our national problems as it can be of solutions. (To be continued)
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