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THE 52-year old ‘alliance’ with Pakistan has probably seen more fluctuations than any other relationship that the United States entered into in pursuit of its global security agenda. Periodic mutations of this alliance have been intensively discussed in both the countries under the rubric of an unstable partnership, a union of unequals, and in Pakistan as an example of Washington’s inherent opportunism.

Notwithstanding recurrent disenchantment with each other, the Pakistani ruling elite has never given up efforts to revive the partnership and Washington has responded positively whenever Pakistan provided a useful platform to carry out its political and military intervention in the region.

Each time the US returns, the Pakistani hosts claim that a framework for eternal cooperation has finally been established. The present military-dominated regime in Pakistan has, since 9/11, run a more Washington-centric policy than ever before. Washington has played along by maintaining that its interest this time aims at a long term transformation of Pakistan’s polity. This is a big agenda that encompasses, amongst other things, the reordering of India-Pakistan relations and a fresh determination of the role of religion in Pakistan’s domestic policy. Since no quick fix is available in the projected transformation, the United States is willing to remain generously engaged with Pakistan for a long time.

Since Richard Armitage held out the dark prospect of bombing Pakistan into the Stone Age, the administration in Washington has been viewed by our decision-makers as endowed with superhuman powers, an almost divine outreach, that can change governments and national maps at will. One would be hard put to finding any reflection in the Pakistani discourse that the American people could change the coalition of power that invaded Afghanistan and Iraq. Most of the past crises in bilateral relations have been routinely and wrongly attributed to the Democratic presidents’ bias in favour of India. As to the possibility of their return to power, the Pakistani mind simply blocked it out.

Meanwhile, time has moved on. Now when the Democrats once again control the House and the Senate, the US India policy has a bipartisan consensus; the traditional hyphen between India and Pakistan stands equally discarded by both sides of the aisle and, if at all, the Democrats want more substance to the Indo-US collaboration. Sensing it, the US administration has got the nuclear cooperation agreement with India through the Senate with a huge majority. Pakistan’s repeated pleas of an evenhanded approach in the nuclear context have not made more impression than in the aftermath of the nuclear tests of 1998. What may highlight the discrimination further is the US pressure on China not to sell more nuclear reactors to Pakistan.

If the United States has an entrenched perception that peace in South Asia is promoted by Indian military preponderance in the region and that for this purpose Pakistan has to be discouraged from playing the role of a challenger, its alternative vision of Pakistan has to be defined with clarity.

First, there is an almost open-ended problem that the United States has with the Muslim world. A conjunction of factors has regrettably cast Muslims in a role antagonistic to the US security policy built around Israel as the pre-eminent proxy power in the Middle East. The Muslim resistance expresses itself increasingly in asymmetrical armed struggle by non-state actors. By its very nature, it also challenges the larger project of globalisation as defined by the West. Washington expects Pakistan to weigh in on its side. It trusts the rulers but not the people of Pakistan.

This brings us to the second consideration. The glaring disconnect between the government and the people in Pakistan is often attributed to the religious factor in Pakistan’s polity. The lifestyle liberals of Pakistan who have little time for a study of the inter-related movements for the revival and reconstruction of Islamic thought have turned a slogan-driven superficial secularisation of society into a profitable enterprise. What used to be the fruit of a lifelong intellectual quest for a true interface between faith and modernity has largely been supplanted by products of the communication industry and fashion houses. They flash the so-called “soft image” but lack meaning and substance.

In our own tradition of modernistic Muslim scholarship, the last determined effort to break new ground was that of late Fazalur Rahman whose profound scholarship and innovative interpretation of revelation fell foul of our ulema and he had to live in perpetual exile. His heterodoxy, based on the essentialist centrality of the Quran, got eventually focused on a left-liberal insistence on social justice. The core values of Islamic sovereignty and egalitarianism run through the entire canon of our revivalist thought. Washington wants to transform Pakistan but on lines that would have been rejected both by Iqbal and Fazalur Rahman.

When the ruling elite glibly talks of Sufism, its latest fad, it forgets that our dominant heritage is of Iqbal’s dynamic and activist mysticism. It was derived directly from the Prophet of Islam (PBUH) who stood one moment wrapped in the terrifying silence and loneliness of revelation and, in the next moment, in the market place or the seat of temporal power translating the fathomless energy of the divine message into human affairs. The slogan of “enlightened moderation” is empty as it has no organic relationship with the great exegesis of Islamic scripture and tradition in several countries straddling the arc from the Maghreb to Indonesia over a hundred years or more.

The transformation that the United States seeks in Pakistan has so far run a negative course. Its present policy undermines democracy and social justice alike. Yoked to the chariot of a mythological war against terror, which has no recognisable end, Pakistan has sunk deeper into practices that destroy civil liberties, deny democratic rights, exacerbate social disparities, pervert the purpose of education and trivialise culture. Pakistan has become a land where according to Asma Jahangir up to 600 persons have simply “disappeared”. The number of people literally sold into the torture chambers of an alien power without due process of the law is, of course, much larger. The question at this juncture is if the Democrats have the farsightedness, inclination and will to change the objectives of the US ‘transformational diplomacy’ vis-a-vis Pakistan.

Washington’s Pakistan policy is heavily influenced by the raging conflict in Afghanistan. It is complicated by the perception of western leaders that the future of Nato as an alliance is bound up with its victory there. President Karzai cannot bring the well-being of his own people to the centre-stage. Pakistan has made some feeble efforts to help change the nature of conflict in that benighted country by launching the idea of peace agreements with tribes. But the United States aims at using the Pakistani military only as a mercenary force and has little interest in its accumulated experience and wisdom; this was the inescapable message from the tragic destruction of the Bajaur madressah. Fortunately, there are saner voices too. Tom Koenigs, the chief of UN mission in Afghanistan, has reminded the world that this kind of insurgency cannot be overcome by international troops.

The Iraq policy is under intense scrutiny. Can the war in Afghanistan be conflated into the same policy review? A head of steam about getting the troops home has been building up in the UK and the other significant European members of Nato. The Democratic Party’s rationalisation of American military commitments abroad may actually intensify the European demand for a greater say in waging imperial wars in distant lands. The Bush administration would want to exclude Afghanistan from the wars virtually delegitimised by the large anti-Republican vote. But several factors militate against this exclusion. There is, indeed, a consensus on international cooperation in counter-terrorism but also increasing scepticism about the grand tale of a global war against terrorism. By deconstructing the myth of a global war, the Democrats can open a new chapter of relations with the Arab-Muslim states. Instead of parroting the neo-conservative cliches, Pakistan should help Washington undertake that process.

The question most debated in informed circles today is if Pakistan and the other regional states are poised to take advantage of the policy review that the new configuration of political power in the Congress would force upon the US administration. At present, the helplessness of the Kabul regime is shared by Pakistan. For reasons intrinsic to the present government in Islamabad and also for reasons of its sheer inability to influence decisions taken on the other side of the Durand Line, Pakistan cannot help create a more positive dynamic in the Afghan conflict. It would, however, be difficult to keep Afghanistan out of the policy adjustments that the United States must make. If Pakistani diplomacy can engage the Bush government and the reconfigured Congress proactively, there would be a spin-off for Pakistan in terms of an enhanced freedom to take its own sovereign decisions. The script for Washington’s transformational diplomacy in Pakistan has to be written afresh.
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