Redefining the US-Pak relationship —Shahab Usto
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Instead of constructively engaging with the democratic government, the US is undertaking extremely unpopular and counterproductive unilateral operations, ignoring the socio-political fallout. As a result, the hardliners are having a field day

Using the Socratic method of questioning, let us trace the trajectory of the current impasse in Pak-US relations and conjure up a future scenario by asking these pertinent questions: what is the nature of this war? What are the terms of the alliance, and what are the objectives of the allies?

This war is unique because it is multi-pronged: it has global, regional, societal, intra-state and anti non-state-actors. It started globally on September 11, 2001 when a non-state force, al Qaeda, allegedly attacked New York, Pennsylvania and Washington, causing enormous human and property losses.

The UN Security Council (UNSC) treated the attacks as an “aggression” and provided some legal grounds but it did not as such authorise the US invasion of Afghanistan in October 2001. The US justified the invasion pleading self-defence under Article 51 of the UN Charter, claiming that it had “compelling information that the al Qaeda organisation, which is supported by the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, had a central role in the attacks”.

The UNSC passed Resolution 1386 in December 2001, creating a 5,000-strong International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) to “provide security and to assist the reconstruction of the country (Afghanistan)”. Later, pursuant to the Bonn Agreement, the ISAF command was handed over to NATO forces in August 2003, as the UN lacked the capacity to serve as a ‘security force’.

That is how NATO received the UN mandate, but only for Afghanistan.

How did Pakistan became a US ally and under what terms? Well, Pakistan was given a Hobson’s choice by the US: “either you are with us or against us”. And the Pakistani military ruler instantly blinked. Roping in Pakistan was inevitable for the US. It could not do without Pakistan’s enormous spatial, logistical and strategic assets.

Yet, no terms of alliance were thrashed out. Instead, Pakistan allowed the US a free hand to operate in and from Pakistan, disregarding its sovereignty. The accepted logic is that in this trans-border and intra-state conflict, Pakistan had to bear the brunt of US-run operations on and from its soil. But two other reasons also necessitated this alliance. A post-nuclear and post-Kargil isolated Pakistan desperately needed to connect with the US-led world, both for economic reasons and also for the recognition of its military junta.

Initially, this asymmetrical alliance worked well but then underlying differences surfaced. The differences were both operational and strategic. Operationally, the US treated all al Qaeda and Taliban as its enemies whereas the Pakistani establishment considered the Haqqani network, Mulla Omar’s ‘Quetta Shura’, and possibly the Hekmatyar group, as its ‘strategic’ allies in the region.

Strategically, the US courted India as its future partner in the Asia-Pacific region, giving it much space in Afghanistan’s development and political restructuring. But, on the other hand, Pakistan came closer to China, allowing it a larger share in the development of strategically sensitive Balochistan.

In the end, though General Musharraf bent over backwards to keep this lopsided alliance alive, yet he was accused of playing a ‘double game’ with the US. And that largely paved the way for Benazir Bhutto’s return and democratic revival in the country. However, differences continued to dog US-Pak relations even after the civilian government came into power. Though security and foreign policy continued to be jealously guarded by the security establishment, there were other factors at work as well.

For one, for the first time, the US waged its war while working with a democratic Pakistan. No wonder that the newly elected parliament passed a resolution demanding the US stop drone operations in FATA. But the US ignored this, counting on its economic and military influence in Pakistan.

For another, President Obama had been elected, inter alia, on his commitment to win the Afghan war. Therefore, American pressure gradually increased on Pakistani forces to ‘do more’ against the terrorists, particularly in North Waziristan. The do more mantra further intensified when it resonated with President Obama’s desperate desire to achieve a breakthrough in the war to offset his lacklustre economic performance at home, and also to ensure his re-election in 2012.

Indeed, first the Raymond Davis affair and now Operation Geronimo are the results of American failure to factor in the changing political culture of Pakistan. The US seems blind to the importance of the popular support that made it possible for the security forces to make inroads into Swat and FATA. Instead of constructively engaging with the democratic government, it is undertaking extremely unpopular and counterproductive unilateral operations, ignoring the socio-political fallout.

As a result, the hardliners are having a field day. They attribute the war on terror as a part of the broader US conspiracy (along with India and Israel) to destabilise Pakistan and ‘grab’ its nuclear assets. The high-tech Abbottabad operation, which exposed the ‘impotence’ of our security apparatus, has further reinforced this conspiracy theory. No wonder, for the first time ever, the government, military, opposition and a sizeable section of society and media are on the same page. The common refrain is to ‘get tough’ with the US.

Not surprisingly, the hawks in the US are also urging the Obama administration to get tough with a “deceptive” Pakistan; some are even calling for bringing in India as the US partner in the war.

In the ensuing din of braggadocio, we must not lose sight of a few home truths.

Even a ‘defeated’ US can somehow manage as it did after the Vietnam debacle. Can an economically weak and deeply schismatic Pakistan weather jihadi triumphalism? Can it deal with a civil war-ridden Afghanistan with its attendant demographic, sectarian, economic and political consequences? More ominously, can it stop a host of rabidly anti-Indian non-state forces from striking in India and setting off a new round of tensions between the two nuclear-armed states?

Moreover, what if the US decided to unilaterally take on the insurgents in North Waziristan on the plea of ‘self-defence’ (Article 51 of the UN Charter) and given the fact that Pakistan has little or no writ in that area? Should Pakistan retaliate, despite being tied to US economic and military aid? Okay, we should. But then would our inflation, unemployment, and violence battered population quietly endure the devastating fallouts of US-Pak armed conflict? Or would they explode into huge rebellion and chaos, being sick with unending dearth, dread and degradation?

Obviously, the answers lie not in insane adventurism but in balancing ground realities with rational choices.

An unstable Pakistan favours neither India nor the US. The ongoing terrorism threatens the region, and beyond, requiring all states to fight, jointly and severely. More importantly, the US has to work out ways to deal with and accept a democratic Pakistan, respecting its rule of law, sovereignty and human rights. This is a truism that even the Pakistani top brass — the US’s old allies — have now recognised.
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