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Media reports on the state of relations between the United States and Pakistan would lead one to conclude that serious challenges would soon undermine the whole edifice of this rocky relationship .On closer scrutiny this assumption would turn out to be invalid.

 

Any relationship that is so extensive and so all-encompassing would inevitably come across certain irritants that would, for a short period of time, impinge on the course of the bilateral relations. But the overarching compulsions that drive the relationship on both sides of the diplomatic divide would come into play to reset the relations on a course that is ‘mutually’ beneficial to both countries. But there is a difference: whereas the US attitude or perceptions are based on what they (the US) believe to be their best national interests, the Pakistani policy is motivated, more often than not, by narrow personal agendas and expediency. This induces distortions in the relationship between the two countries. Because in such a case the Pakistani policy would not be reflecting the aspirations of millions of its citizens and to that extent would not contribute to sustainability of relations which could suffer in the wake of any minor or major disagreement on key issues.

 

Since Pakistan has not been able to manage its economy and there has been an irreversible decline in quality and output of institutions it has to have recourse to such lending institutions as the IMF and seek American patronage, both political and economic, it will be prepared to barter away its sovereignty in return for political, military and financial support. That is Pakistan’s Achilles’ heel. On the other hand, the US would be comfortable with a government which though hugely unpopular at home, has the ability to implement the US agenda in these difficult times in relation to its own Achilles’ heel – Afghanistan.

 

It is inconceivable that, given such complementarily of interests, the relations could go into a free fall. Together the United States and the ‘government’ (not the state) of Pakistan would overcome complicated problems like reopening of routes or a safe passage for Dr Shakil – compromises being reached on the US terms with Pakistan manufacturing pretexts for somersault or change of stance in an unending series of acts of submission.

 

But all this could change. Major turbulence can occur derailing the relationship if China begins to have serious concerns over the long term US military presence in Afghanistan that could eventually strain relations between the two constant allies. Any government in Pakistan would be prepared to go to any extent to prevent any major disruption of relations with its truly strategic ally, China. Likewise Pakistan would not allow its relations with Iran to suffer because of the latter’s concerns over the permanent US military deployment on its eastern border.

 

The other danger would emanate from a truly representative government in Pakistan which makes a substantial shift in policy and leaves the so-called war on terror alliance with the US that has devastated this country and ruined its institutions, its peace and harmony and decimated its infrastructure. That may be sometime away. In the meantime, the US would continue to extract maximum concessions from Pakistan in order to continue prosecuting a war next door that it acknowledges, would be difficult to fight without Pakistan’s help.

 

The problem is Pakistan itself is ready to surrender its independence and sovereignty for ‘better terms’ on transit fees etc. If the routes for Nato containers have been blocked because of the US attack of a Pakistani military border post and its refusal to apologise as demanded by parliament, the matter should logically end there. But no other ‘options’ need to be explored. Then what was the need for the increasingly irrelevant institution of parliament laboriously debating a ‘new’ course of bilateral relations with the US? And why put conditions like apology which would be thrown to the wind at the altar of ‘political expediency’.

 

Admittedly the US has a large and growing clientele in Pakistan. Many NGO’s ,many professionals working on USAID funded projects besides TV anchors, political parties dependent on the US largesse would be eager and willing to throw their weight around in matters like reopening of routes, Kerry Lugar, Dr Shakil etc in favour of their patron-in-chief. But such support would benefit the US only marginally.

 

In Egypt, which for a long period of time was the second largest beneficiary of US assistance after Israel, when the crunch came the US could rely only partially on the country’s military generals. It had no connectivity with the masses. It appears the Americans have little appetite for lessons of history.

 

For a long lasting and strategic relationship the following points of friction would have to be addressed: The role of the US in Afghanistan; the US stance on Pakistan’s nuclear development programme, its policy towards Iran’s enrichment programme; its policy of containment of China in relation to central Asia and south China sea and the state of India-Pakistan relations.

 

The US can continue with a transactional relationship and leave the future to the events that would unfold in the next 10 or 15 years. As a big power it has that latitude to wait and make adjustments when the time comes. But the damage that would be caused, in terms of the rising level of public anger against America as it continues to focus on links with a few individuals howsoever strong and influential to the exclusion of the people, would be impossible to restrict or retrieve.

 

While Pakistan must therefore reset the ties to its long-term advantage disregarding its limited political agenda, the Americans must see the writing on the wall in the context of the rising tide of anti-American sentiment sweeping the country from one end to the other.

 

Relations are not built on statements or slogans and are not sustained by visits or expression of wishes. These need much stronger foundations that reflect not only genuine national interests but also correspond to the aspirations of the people.
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