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The US president’s trip to Pakistan did not produce any dramatic results. The media headlines were dramatic; they announced failure, rejection and censure. But the reality was different. There were candid talks and mundane moves. They reinforced the existing relations and untied some knots too. Knots around a Bilateral Investment Treaty have yet to be untied.

Through steps announced in the joint statement, the relationship framework was strengthened. A strategic dialogue mechanism to address each country’s concerns, share advance common goals and strengthen long-term strategic cooperation has been set up. A senior policy level framework for a regular strategic dialogue has been established. Foreign Secretary Riaz Mohammad Khan and US Under Secretary Nicholas Burns will conduct the dialogue. Initiation of an Energy Security Dialogue was also decided, with the early arrival of the US energy secretary to Pakistan. Similarly, comprehensive dialogues in areas such as education where joint projects are already under way are to begin.

The two specific agreements reached involved the setting up of a US-funded entrepreneurs’ training institute and Pakistan’s participation in the US-initiated non-proliferation Container Security Initiative. The Bilateral Investment Treat (BIT) was delayed as the two sides have yet to agree on arbitration modalities for American investors. Once signed, the BIT will be the US government’s green signal to its investors that the investment environment in Pakistan is ‘OK’. A free trade agreement will follow a US audit on matters like child labour, judicial security and human rights.

On the four high profile media-focused issues - nuclear, democracy, anti-terrorism and Kashmir - there were clear messages from the Musharraf-Bush meeting. Pakistan is continuing its cooperation with the United States to re-establish its non-proliferationist credentials but without undermining its nuclear deterrence. For now, the US-Pakistan nuclear cooperation even for peaceful purposes is out of question. Democracy is a discussion not a priority issue. On democracy Washington’s punch line remains Musharraf is doing fine. On anti-terrorism the partnership is to continue and the coordination to be enhanced. On Kashmir, bilateralism remains the way forward. The Bush administration will only "encourage" the two principals to resolve the conflict.

Bush’s dealings in India may however raise questions of security for Pakistan. The US-India nuclear deal can cause problems for Pakistan. The deal, if okayed by the US Congress, will enable India to multiply its nuclear arsenal. Pakistan will have to watch closely and respond accordingly if India’s growing nuclear arsenal undermines Pakistan’s security.

Within the US-Pakistan partnership on the ‘war on terrorism’, Islamabad seeks to promote its own interests through the window of opportunity provided by the non-force dimension of Washington’s anti-terrorism strategy. The preamble of the joint statement on the United States-Pakistan Strategic Partnership issued on March 4 acknowledged "political injustice, poverty, corruption, ignorance and hopelessness" as the root causes of terrorism and extremism. Pakistan combines its military operations with seeking American support in other sectors. This is a policy that Pakistan has adopted over the years. When in August 1999 the democratically elected government of Nawaz Sharif decided to help the Clinton administration in the search of Osama bin Ladin, it had hoped this would accrue advantages on the economic and diplomatic fronts.

In the post-9/11 engagement there is a classical dialectic of sorts at work. From what has often been Pakistan’s problem historically, a partial solution is emerging…Pakistan’s relations with the United States. Many wonder if the relationship of a ‘joint international jihad’ of the eighties that laid down the structures for and systematically promoted a militarised and militant religious passion now facilitates a genuine and holistic and home-grown reform process within Pakistan. Within the limits set by both Pakistan’s current reform agenda and Washington’s own strategic interests in Asia, yes it can.

Yet with its often-paradoxical content, the US-Pakistan relationship is a complex one to steer. The US is often both a useful and a problematic partner. For example there are still major problems with Washington’s ‘war on terrorism’. Beyond the popular perception that the ‘war on terrorism’ has promoted global Islamophobia and Islam-bashing, it has caused Bajaur, Guantanamo Bay, Iraq and Abu Ghraib. These negatives have become the Bush administration’s identity themes in much of the world. And now within a span of one week Washington has taken contrasting positions towards a Muslim and non-Muslim power.

For India it has violated international law and the US law on non-proliferation by signing a nuclear deal which can potentially trigger a nuclear arms race in Asia; and, with the UAE the US Congress has overturned a commercial deal involving the management of US ports by citing security reasons. In fact, plain and simple racism, anti-Arabism and Islamphobia have caused the US Congress, liberal Democrats and Republican neo-cons, to overwhelmingly overturn a done deal.

There is also the US government’s sheer callousness in dealing with Pakistan. While the government of Pakistan may opt to ignore Washington’s high-handedness when it comes to Pakistani lives and territorial sovereignty, the popular sentiment will always remain highly critical of Bajaur-like incidents. The Americans chose to neither apologise nor regret the accidental killing of at least ten Pakistani civilians; reinforcing thereby the popular-level ambivalence towards this relationship. Beyond the cartoon controversy it was also this resentment that got Pakistanis protesting during the Bush visit.

Two factors that will significantly determine the extent to which Pakistan can benefit from this relationship are its political health and the reform agenda. Clearly Pakistan suffers from weak political health. In the political arena, reform is the weakest. The gaping anomaly in Pakistan on the path of reformation is the friction between the reform-minded military strongman and the divided political opposition.

Also, in a generally free environment, a critical mass of Pakistani opinion-makers is now increasingly advocating accountability and transparency in the exercise of power. Only genuine constitutional democracy and a grand political reconciliation are the answer. Pakistan’s growing middle class is also beginning to believe this. There is a consensus that the military belongs in the barracks, on occasions also at the high policy table but always with civilians in the driving seat. Given this continuing political polarisation, Pakistan’s reform context is unstable though the reform effort is real.

Unless parliamentary democracy proceeds ahead on the basis of a non-manipulated constitution, the political context for reform will remain shaky. But for Islamabad and Washington, Pakistan’s political reform agenda remains secondary. Washington requires Musharraf’s reform agenda to focus on the state’s ideological reorientation, foreign policy reorientation, and internal security, along with economic development which is in the throes of transition, and also struggling to change within and reframe itself externally by changing the ascendant themes about itself.

These ascendant themes that occupy public space and dominate public discourse about any country become its identity themes. With all its other problems for example, the ascendant themes for India are – ‘India the world’s largest democracy and a booming economy’. These are also its identity themes. Until very recently terrorism and nuclear proliferation have been the ascendant themes, the identity themes for Pakistan. Only now is there an intermittent low-tone talk of Pakistan’s emerging reforms and improving economic health.

Yet despite the serious problems of a hybrid and unstable political system, Pakistan’s decisive journey away from these themes has already begun. The state’s pragmatic calculations have forced a strategic course correction in these areas. Pakistan’s new identity themes are in the making. If backed by a more credible and stable political system, this journey could soon give Pakistan its new identity themes of a democratic, economically strong, progressive and egalitarian Muslim state, as envisaged by the Father of the Nation, Quaid-e-Azam. With its many problems, this is the promise that today’s Pakistan holds.

And while, China as Pakistan’s principal strategic partner is also a major ally in Pakistan’s effort to fulfil this promise, the US too is a relevant factor. It can be a useful facilitator in Pakistan’s socio-economic reform. While Pakistan-US policy’s differences in policy thrusts and vantage points will remain, the two countries will proceed forward on a mutually advantageous path. As their interests crisscross to create common spaces to pursue their respective interests, this partnership is likely to strengthen.
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