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Abstract:

Since the 1950s till February 2023, ties between Pakistan and the United
States (US) have seen many highs and lows. The current dynamics of
Pakistan-US relations after the US withdrawal from Afghanistan have posed
myriad challenges and further complicated the relationship between the two
countries. The withdrawal has impacted the dynamics of the relationship
between Pakistan and the US, and the implications of this shift have far-
reaching consequences for regional security and stability. The paper
discusses those challenges and brings forth the prospects that will shape the
future of the relationship after new developments, including security
concerns, geo-economic, people-to-people ties, and climate change. The
researchers put the study together by using a qualitative research design.
The theoretical framework of research is based on using soft power, which
suggests that Pakistan-US relations could be improved by prioritising
diplomacy, trade, dialogue, and cooperation rather than relying on threats
and coercion. Overcoming the historical animosity in the Pakistan-US
relationship presents a significant challenge for both states. Engaging in
sustained and constructive dialogue will require mutual trust, prudence,
determination, and strong political will. The paper concludes by stressing
the importance of cooperation over common issues, trust-building, and a
geo-economic approach to the relationship.
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The dynamics of Pakistan-US relations after US withdrawal from Afghanistan: challenges and prospects

1. Introduction

A two-decades long war era came to an end with the United States withdrawal from
Afghanistan in the aftermath of the September 11 attacks in 2001, referred to as 9/11. Pakistan
and the US were strategic allies in the war against terrorism in Afghanistan, but their security
cooperation had been conspicuous by fluctuating and complex dynamics. The United States
alleges Islamabad for supporting terrorist groups and acting against their interests in the region.
Although, Pakistan refused all the allegations and charges and demonstrated on his own
experienced hardship in the American-led war in Afghanistan. On the other hand, During the
past few decades, Washington viewed Islamabad’s bilateral relations with a suspicious eye
while Islamabad has shown its concern over the expanding partnership of the US and India in
the region. The withdrawal of American troops from Afghanistan has further intricated the ties
between Islamabad and Washington (Mohydin, 2021). Over the past few decades, the
relationship between Islamabad and Washington has been the subject of meticulous debate and
rigorous scrutiny. Currently, the Pakistan-US relationship is strained and confronted with many
challenges like divergent policy approaches, security concerns, political differences, varying
mutual distrust, and different strategic priorities. Historically, the US has used its presence in
Afghanistan as a bargaining chip in its bilateral relationship with Pakistan. At the same time,
Pakistan has tried to balance its bilateral ties with the US while utilizing its strategic location.
The US military withdrawal from Kabul has created a number of new challenges as well as
opportunities for the bilateral relationship between Pakistan and the US. It is imminent that the
Pakistan-US relationship is uncertain in the future when considering these multidimensional
and multiplex components. However, Islamabad and Washington need to work closely to
overcome the hardships and obstacles that come along the way in their relationship (Markey,
2023; Shahbaz, 2023).

This research study is important in the sense that it discussed opportunities and challenges for
the relationship of both Pakistan and the US in the wake of the post-withdrawal period from
Afghanistan with a special focus on the potential of cooperation and resilience between the two
states. The US withdrawal from Afghanistan has apparently impacted the dynamics of the
relationship between Pakistan and the US, and the implications of this shift have far-reaching
consequences for regional security and stability. Shifting the focus from security to prosperity,
through different initiatives such as geo-economic partnerships, climate change mitigation, and
strengthening people-to-people ties through cultural and educational exchange programs can
transform Pakistan-US relations.

2. Literature review

The US withdrawal from Afghanistan has significant implications for the regional dynamics,
particularly for the Pakistan-US relation. To understand the post-withdrawal dynamics, it is
important to highlight Pakistan-US relations in the Cold War and War on Terror. Researchers
and Scholars have accentuated the evolution of the Pakistan-US Relationship from the Cold
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War era to a strategic partnership and non-NATO ally in the war on terror. With the emergence
of Pakistan, the geopolitics of the sub-continents transformed which cannot be ignored in state
foreign policy. Since Inception, Pakistan’s geopolitical consideration influenced its foreign
policy. To ensure its existence in the region, Pakistan needed to counter its arch-rivals and was
compelled to become a partner with the major power US (Husain, 1987). During the Cold War
the US economic and military aid to Pakistan and Pakistan’s support to the US against the
growing influence of Communism shaped Pakistan-US relations. Cooperation between
Islamabad and Washington led to Pakistan entering SEATO and CENTO Defence pacts. Under
these pacts, the US provided military and economic assistance to Pakistan. In mid-1970s,
Washington showed suspicion over the building of nuclear weapons, which resulted in the end
of the cooperation era and created distrust and disagreements (Wright, 2011). However, the
USSR invasion of Afghanistan changed Pakistan-US relations to a partnership once again. To
contain USSR in Afghanistan, the US needed Pakistan’s support while Pakistan needed the US
back to Secure it northern border. The mutual interest brought both states to enter a new era of
bilateral cooperation. But after the disintegration of the USSR, Pakistan-US relations were once
again discarded because of the Pressler Amendment, which stopped all economic and military
aid. After attaining its goal of containing communism and defeating the USSR, the US lost
interest in Islamabad. In the aftermath of the nuclear test in response to the Indian nuclear test
to maintain a balance of Power, the US imposed high sanctions under the Glenn Amendment
which further decorate the relations between the two states (Markey, 2013, Munshi, 2022).

In the aftermath of the 9/11 incident, the security environment affected Pakistan’s foreign
policy, particularly in the US-led war against terrorism. Pakistan’s strategic location and to
safeguard its national security, Islamabad was not in a position to remain neutral. Pakistan
changed its stance towards the Taliban, become an ally in the war on Terror, and worked
together with US to create a new government in Kabul. It also took steps to reduce extremism
in Pakistan and stopped supporting insurgents. Pakistan-US relations entered into a new phase
of cooperation and alignment. Islamabad supported the military operation in Afghanistan to
safeguard its own security. It was a new challenge to Pakistan-US relations to cooperate and
fight together against terrorism after a detached decade before 9/11 (Jabeen et al., 2010).

The withdrawal of US forces would create a gap in Afghanistan and lead to the emergence of
the Taliban and a civil war like situation. The Relation with the Taliban creates a challenge on
the border as the emergence of militant groups will be a major threat to Islamabad’s
sovereignty. It will further deteriorate the situation on the northern border of Pakistan. Before
the US withdrawal Akber warned in his paper about the rise of non-state actors in the wake of
US withdrawal without establishing any proper government and peace. This failure would be
disastrous for all the neighbouring states and the region. The exit strategy and establishment of
a peaceful government are the steps to maintain peace in the region. The US actively involved
the stakeholder in Kabul for stability and peace as it’s linked with the peaceful and positive
future of Islamabad. The US look serious to make a peace agreement acceptable to all.
However, the trust deficit seems to be a major hurdle in it. The allegation and distrust regarding
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the militancy affect the talks on so many occasions. Pakistan tried to bring the Taliban back to
the negotiation table and support the peace process in the larger interest of the peaceful region
(Akbar, 2015).

The past resentment, ill will, trust deficit, and suspicion in Pakistan-US relations termed as
major challenges during the President Biden Administration and post-withdrawal from
Afghanistan. The Pakistan-US relations degenerated during the last decade since the Obama
administration. The unhealthy Pakistan-US relationship was summarized by considering three
major factors. Firstly, the regional political environment and emerging situation in
Afghanistan, secondly, Pakistan-India Relation and thirdly, China-US conflict. After the Doha
deal, Pakistan-US relations during Biden’s presidency became more tense because of the lack
of cooperation between them in the aftermath of the US withdrawal from Afghanistan (Ahmar,
2021). The US withdrawal from Afghanistan and changing regional dynamics create a new set
of Challenges in Pakistan-US relations which need to be addressed for strengthening ties
between the two states and a peaceful region.

3. Theoretical framework

The concept of soft power is derived from the work of Joseph Nye which states the capacity to
gain more benefit without the use of hard power i.e., military means but developing favourable
magnetism that can assist to influence other forms of power. To materialize those capacities, it
would need the leadership, planning, strategies, and identification of those capacities for the
power behaviour to be carried out in a specific context (Nye, 2004, p. 3-4). Soft power is
explained by another researcher that the ability to influence international relation through
cooperative strategies involving political ideas, economic norms, and cultural social Values
(Amstutz, 1999, p. 131). The study follows the soft power theory because Pakistan-US Bilateral
relation could change by emphasizing on trade, diplomacy, technology, and people to people
relation instead of coercion and threat (Ahmar, 2021, p. 5). In the post withdrawal period, US
need to adopt a soft power approach toward Pakistan to strengthen their ties and maintain its
influence in the region. The use of soft power such as trade technology, aid, diplomacy, and
culture exchange will promote democracy, reducing trust deficit and anti-Americanism, and
strengthening the relation between Pakistan and the US.

4. Research methodology

The study is qualitative in nature to gather in-depth insights of the Pakistan-US Challenges in
the aftermath of US troops withdrawal from Afghanistan. It includes only secondary data which
mainly relied on latest sources. Secondary data is collected through systematic way and
retrieved relevant data from many sources such as journal articles, policy papers, news articles
and reports related to the concerned topic. In this study, the researcher uses content analysis
which entails analyzing the existing literature and other sources including official documents
and statements, media information, publications of Think Tanks, and research publications (Elo
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& Kyngés, 2008). In the study, the researchers identify different themes, evolving trends,
changing official positions, and foreign policy approaches to assess the changing and evolving
dynamics of the Pakistan-US relationship in the post-withdrawal period from Afghanistan. To
get a better understanding of the topic, the method of data triangulation has been used in this
research. Data triangulation refers to the gathering of research data from different sources to
examine a phenomenon (Carter et al., 2014). The researchers have ensured the cross-
referencing of data from different resources to enhance the validity and reliability of the
research. Moreover, the researcher has substantiated the claims from different sources to
strengthen its arguments.

5. United State withdrawal from Afghanistan: analysis and discussion

Afghanistan is commonly referred to as the graveyard of empires. First, the USSR and then the
United States experienced defeat despite battling for two decades and possessing the world's
heavy and most sophisticated weaponry. In February 2020, the White House and the Afghan
Taliban reached a peace deal that, released 5,000 Taliban prisoners, and fixed a specific date
(May 1, 2021) for the full evacuation of foreign troops from Afghanistan (Agreement for
Bringing Peace to Afghanistan, 2022). President Biden postponed the original May 1, 2021,
deadline of the withdrawal from Afghanistan, which was established by his predecessor.
However, despite clear indications that the Taliban was not adhering to the terms of the
agreement, the Biden administration proceeded with a plan to withdraw by August 31,
2021(Miller, 2021). The Afghan national government collapsed before August 31, 2021,
withdrawal’s deadline. On August 15, 2021, the Afghan Taliban arrived at the gates of Kabul,
and the city fell (Murtazashvili, 2022).

In some way, the US blames Pakistan for what went wrong in Afghanistan. They make a
convincing case that Pakistan supports the Afghan Taliban, and they defeated the US
(Schroden, 2022). When it comes to how the Taliban get funds, the West keeps focusing on
the $33 billion the US gave to Pakistan over the past 20 years and ignores the $1 trillion the
US spent in Afghanistan during the same time. Western media widely disseminated this made-
up story to cover up the real causes, such as miscalculation, corrupt government the shadowy
National Afghan Army, the US's local partners in Afghanistan, and Taliban’s strength etc.
(Akbar, 2021). On the other hand, the withdrawal has been justified by the notion that the locus
of US strategic interests has shifted away from South Asia to the Indo-Pacific region
(Trubowitz, 2021). A key analytical insight is that what Washington lacked was a lucid and
cohesive strategy in Afghanistan.

5.1.  Post-withdrawal US policy and Pakistan’s position
The quick withdrawal of US forces and the Taliban's takeover have made it difficult for both

countries to reset their ties where the focus of their ties should be bilateral in nature. Pakistan
made significant efforts to project its importance to the US after the withdrawal as played an
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important role in the peace process in Afghanistan. Due to Pakistan’s geographic, ethnic, and
historical ties with Afghanistan, and its connections with the Afghan Taliban provide it with
the potential to bring them to the negotiating table for peace talks (Mustafa et al., 2021). After
the Peace Deal, Pakistan facilitated and ensured safe exit of the US troops from Afghanistan.
Pakistan provided a crucial supply route for NATO forces through its land and airspace and
helped in the evacuation of US citizens and Afghan allies from Afghanistan (Mahmood &
Ahmad, 2021). However, the Biden administration has not made Pakistan a priority in its
foreign policy for the first time in more than 20 years (Chaudhary & Nasr, 2021). Since 2001,
Pakistan has been an important non-NATO ally in the war on terror, but the US foreign policy
is no longer based on the need for security in the region. Instead of fighting terrorism, the US
has shifted its focus to other issues like climate change, the domestic economy, and competition
with other big powers, especially China and Russia (Chaudhary & Nasr, 2021; Gillani et al.,
2023). The post-withdrawal era has been a tumultuous one for Pakistan-US relations. The US
is concerned about China's growing assertiveness which poses new strategic threats in the
region. In response to these threats, the US is working to strengthen current alliances and create
new ones, including its relationship with India. Because of this, the Biden administration
considers India an important factor in maintaining a healthy strategic equilibrium in the Indo-
Pacific with China. Currently, the United States places less emphasis on Pakistan and
Afghanistan when it comes to their national security and strategic interests.

In March 2022 at the Islamabad Security Dialogue, former Chief of Army Staff General Qamar
Javed Bajwa took the floor to adopt a new approach toward a positive future. He emphasized
the importance of resolving past conflicts and focusing on progress (Dawn, 2021). Pakistan’s
security strategy places higher emphasis on economic security and seeks to engage with the
US on issues that are not directly related to national security, such as technological
advancement and climate change. Nevertheless, given Pakistan's existing inadequacies in terms
of its ability to manage its own economic affairs, putting this plan into action will need a
tremendous amount of work (Jamal, 2021). Washington's relationship with Islamabad appears
to be limited in scope, lacking a strategic perspective, and emphasizing tactical considerations.
The relationship appears to revolve mainly around transactional negotiations regarding
Pakistan's potential contributions to America's policy of counterterrorism etc.

5.2. Post-withdrawal challenges to Pakistan-US relationship

Traditionally, Afghanistan has been the lens through which Washington sees at its relationship
with Pakistan (Dawi, 2022). This relationship has been fraught with tension and complexity in
the past, and the post-withdrawal era is likely to be no exception. Both countries have different
interests in the region, which hurts their ability to work together on counterterrorism, regional
security, and other issues. President Joe Biden's comments about Pakistan have made the
situation even more complicated. He said that Pakistan "may be one of the most dangerous
nations on earth™ (The White House, 2022). On the other hand, former PM Imran Khan told in
an interview that "whenever the US needed us, they built ties, and Pakistan became a frontline
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state, and then they abandoned us and placed sanctions™ (Alvi, 2022). The lack of
communication between the states on a high level creates misconceptions. Changes in global
and regional geopolitical dynamics give rise to challenges between the two states (Roy &
Khalid, 2019).

The already shaky ties between the two countries further witnessed a new low when Pakistan’s
premier, Imran Khan (2018-2022) raised the issue of a US-led foreign conspiracy to oust him
from power (Latif & Sajid, 2022; Ghauri et al., 2023). However, the National Security Council
has not found any evidence to support Khan's claims of external interference or intimidation.
While it is true that Khan's visit to Russia was not viewed positively by the US and the West
due to their stance on the Russia-Ukraine conflict, it is unlikely that they would resort to
attempting to remove a Pakistani government. There are other means available to the US and
other foreign powers to exert pressure on Pakistan, such as through the FATF and IMF (Ahmed,
2022). The FATF grey list is a mechanism used to identify and sanction countries with
inadequate measures to combat money laundering and terror financing. Pakistan was placed on
the grey list in 2018, and subsequently, the country has faced financial constraints due to
reduced access to international financing and investment (Karim & Hayat, 2019).

Pakistan's inclusion in the FATF's grey list has resulted in the imposition of financial
restrictions and a threat of being blacklisted if the country does not adopt effective measures to
counteract money laundering and terror financing. Pakistan has taken several steps to address
the concerns identified by the FATF, and as a result, has fulfilled 26 out of the 27 demands
made by the said organization. Despite the progress, Pakistan has not been removed from the
FATF's grey list. This has led to speculation about the potential politics behind the decision.
The US has used its leverage in the FATF to put pressure on countries to comply with its
policies and exert geopolitical influence. In the case of Pakistan, the US has used the threat of
being blacklisted to pressurize the Pakistani government to act against terror financing, which
aligns with the US government's goal of countering terrorism (Hasan, 2021).

Consequently, the FATF has been utilized as a coercive tool to induce policy changes and
promote greater financial regulation in Pakistan. Therefore, Khan's claims of a foreign
conspiracy appear to lack sufficient evidence and raise questions about their veracity. On the
other hand, the allegation against the US makes the scandal surrounding the "letter gate”
incident may have negative consequences for Pakistan-US relations. The rise of anti-American
sentiments is being attributed to Imran Khan due to the cipher conspiracy for his own political
motives, which could lead to further tensions between the two states. Despite these events
taking place, there is an opportunity to improve Pakistan-US relations by focusing on trade and
people-to-people contact. The recent arrival of Ambassador-designate Donald Blome (June
2021) offers hope for reshaping ties beyond just security concerns (US Mission Pakistan,
2022). With the 75th anniversary of Pakistan-US relations approaching, it's an ideal time to
reduce hostilities and work toward mutual interest. While progress may be slow, each step
taken can lead to more opportunities for both countries.
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5.2.1. Inherent trust deficit

In Pakistan, the common opinion is that the US is the primary force behind militancy and
extremism in the country. To some extent, this interpretation and anti-American emotions can
be justified on logical grounds because Washington has proven to be a "fickle friend" with
continuously changing attitudes (Riedel, 2011, p. 11-16). The decades of misperception and
lack of bilateral engagement between the two states led to the current trust deficit (Riedel, 2011,
p. 120). The already strained relationship between the two countries has been further
complicated by issues such as Pakistan's alleged support for militant groups and differences
over drone strikes etc. The recent withdrawal of the US from Afghanistan in August 2021 has
brought to the forefront the fragile nature of the relationship.

In the first public hearing of Congress after the US withdrawal, US Secretary of State Antony
Blinken told the Foreign Affairs Committee of HOR that Pakistan has a "multiplicity of
interests some that are in conflict with ours.” He blamed that Pakistan has consistently
supported the Taliban, who fought against the US in Kabul for 20 years (Zengerle & Pamuk,
2021). Pakistan’s foreign office responded to Blinken’s remarks that it is "not in line with the
close cooperation™ between the two states. According to Raoof Hasan, former assistant to PM
Imran Khan, Pakistan's longstanding relationship with the United States has been plagued by a
fundamental absence of trust, which has led to sustained negative consequences for Pakistan.
In his view, this relationship can be characterized as "delusional™ reflecting a pattern of
unrealistic or misguided perceptions on the part of both states (Kugelman & Hasan, 2017). The
trust deficit has been going on for a long time and has made it hard for both states to work
together on several security and economic issues of mutual interest. Addressing the issue of
trust deficit, it will require a sustained effort by both countries to rebuild the confidence and
find a common ground while acknowledging and addressing the issues that have contributed
to the erosion of trust over time.

5.2.2. Pakistan’s focus on geo-economics

The geo-economics refers to the reciprocity between economics and geo-politics, where
economy surpasses security. It involves the use of economic tools to achieve two key
objectives; to develop the geopolitical capacity through the mobilization of economic
resources, and to employ these resources in foreign relations as a means of exerting political
influence (Hussain, 2021, p, 315). Throughout history, the foreign policy of Pakistan is
influenced by multiple factors such as regional factors, the fluctuating interests of major powers
in the South Asian region, and the security dynamics of its neighbours including Afghanistan
and India. Interestingly, during the ongoing decade, the foreign policy of Pakistan has taken a
major shift i.e., its focus is now more on geo-economics rather than geopolitics. This change
in policy is apparent in the first ever document named as National Security Policy, which
comprehensively outlines Pakistan's shift from geopolitics to geo-economics in the public
policy of Pakistan (Mahmood, 2022).
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Unfortunately, Pakistan's geo-economic aspirations for most of the times do not coincide with
that of the US and same is the case this time. In fact, Pakistan's geo-economic strategies and
goals are tied with another great power and a competitor of the US i e., China. China has a
huge sum of investment in Pakistan through CPEC which is a flagship project of the great Built
and Road Initiative commonly known as BRI (Ali, 2022). Pakistan’s focus on geo-economics
creates challenges in its relationship with the US, which is primarily driven by geo-strategy.
The US valued Pakistan as an important strategic ally in the fight against terrorism. However,
the US should also recognize Pakistan's legitimate economic interests and work with Pakistan
to find ways to support its developing economy without undermining US interests in the region.
The strained Pakistan-US relationship compelled Pakistan to seek deeper ties with China. This
was partly driven by the US efforts to strengthen its partnership with India as to counterbalance
China. The divergent interest led to tensions in the past and are likely to continue to pose
challenges for Pakistan and the US as both countries are entering into a new era of relationship
(Ali, 2021).

5.2.3. US conservative security concerns

US Conservative security concerns posed a challenge in Pakistan-US relations because the two
countries have different priorities and interests when it comes to security. The US only cared
about achieving its own strategic objectives in Afghanistan, it didn't pay much attention to
Pakistan's security concerns in the region. US priorities in Afghanistan still included bigger
goals like eliminating terrorism, extremism, and countering China while Pakistan had domestic
and regional concerns (Akhter et al., 2021 p. 346-354). The resurgence of the Taliban in
Afghanistan has raised concerns for the international community, especially the US, about the
potential for a rise in terrorist activities. Many complaints have been received regarding
extremist organizations such as I1SIS-K and Al-Qaida considering Taliban’s return to power. A
recent assessment made by the UN Security Council that terrorist groups had more freedom in
Afghanistan than they had before in recent times (United Nations official, 2022). US
intelligence reports show that the total number of al-Qaeda operatives in Afghanistan has
increased since the withdrawal of US forces in August 2021. The US wants Pakistan to prevent
terrorist groups from using its territory as a haven and to disrupt its funding networks.
Additionally, the US expects Pakistan to use its influence with the Taliban to prevent them
from allowing them to operate in Afghanistan.

On the other hand, the US withdrawal from Afghanistan has made US policymakers worried
about the security situation in the region, especially when it comes to Pakistan's security in
general and nuclear weapons in particular. Pentagon has claimed that they had warned
President Biden that the abrupt withdrawal could increase the risks of Pakistan's nuclear
weapons and potentially undermine the country's security. The US withdrawal has led to the
creation of a power vacuum, which has been filled by non-state actors and extremist groups
like the Taliban and ISIS-K. The repercussions of the rise of non-state actors could potentially
spill over into Pakistan, which could have serious consequences for regional and global security
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(Igbal, 2021). Overall, the situation in Afghanistan has become a major security concern for
the US and Pakistan and collective efforts will be needed to ensure that the security situation
in the region does not deteriorate further.

5.2.4. Issue of military and economic aid

The US aid to Pakistan has come into the spotlight once again following the withdrawal of US
troops. Even though the US has been a major provider of military aid and assistance to Pakistan
for many years, with the aim of supporting Pakistan's efforts to combat terrorism and maintain
stability in the region. The US provided Pakistan with over $33 billion in military and civilian
aid during the Afghanistan war, which ended in 2021 (Dawi, 2022). However, military
assistance was halted in 2018, and the 2022 security aid was reduced to approximately $300
million (Dawi, 2022). The issue of US aid to Pakistan and its subsequent stoppage after a
certain time is inherently linked to the complex nature of Pakistan-US relationship. President
Donald Trump's (2017-21) tweet and the subsequent suspension of security aid brought the
issue back up. As President Trump tweeted (Trump, 2018)

The United States has foolishly given Pakistan more than 33 billion dollars in
aid over the last 15 years, and they have given us nothing but lies & deceit,
thinking of our leaders as fools. They give safe haven to the terrorists we hunt
in Afghanistan, with little help. No more!

The decision of the Trump administration to cut off military aid as a punitive gesture has
resulted in further complications in the already strained relationship between Pakistan and the
US. Unfortunately, this decision failed to produce any positive outcomes, and instead, have
some consequences. Due to the reduction in US aid, Pakistan has been compelled to seek
assistance from other countries. Rebuilding the relationship will require significant efforts from
both sides. The decision to cut off military aid had a considerable impact, and it will take time
to repair the damage caused.

5.2.5. Issue of co-operation between the US and Pakistan on counter terrorism

Before the evacuation of US troops, the first round of dialogue on counterterrorism held in
January 2021 (Business-Standard, 2023). After the US withdrawal, lack of cooperation between
Pakistan and the US on counterterrorism has led to a rise in terrorist activities in the region.
The lack of joint training, joint operations and intelligence sharing has given rise to the
unchecked growth of terrorist groups in the region. In the wake of the US departure, the
potential for a power vacuum in Afghanistan resulted in instability and provided an opportunity
for extremist organizations to gain a foothold in the region again. The number of terrorists
strikes in Pakistan increased by a record 51 percent in a single year after the US withdrawal
(Khan, 2022). The Police Lines Mosque in Peshawar was targeted by a suicide bomber on
January 30, resulting in the deaths of over 100 people and injuring 52 others. This attack is
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considered as one of the deadliest in recent years and was claimed by Jamat-ul-Ahrar, a faction
of the Tehreek-e-Taliban Pakistan (TTP). At the same time, a potential terror attack in
Makerwal, Punjab, was prevented by the local police. The security situation in Pakistan has
deteriorated significantly since the withdrawal of US and NATO forces from Afghanistan 16
months ago (Firdous & Nizamani, 2023).

The US officials claimed negotiations regarding the use of Pakistan's airspace for military
operations and air strikes in Afghanistan. However, Pakistan’s foreign office has rejected these
claims, stating that no such negotiations are taking place. Pakistan has emphasized the need for
respecting its sovereignty and has stated that any decision about the use of airspace will be
made in accordance with the national interests (Yousaf, 2021). However, the lack of effective
negotiation and cooperation on counterterrorism has undermined the trust and mutual
understanding between the two states further deteriorating their relationship.

5.3.  Post-withdrawal prospects of Pakistan-US relation

Historically, Pakistan-US relationship was viewed mainly through the prism of geostrategy and
security, especially during the Cold War and the recent decades of conflict in Afghanistan.
However, the world is undergoing rapid transformations, marked by the urgency of global
health, climate change, energy scarcity, technological advancements, and evolving trade and
investment patterns. Therefore, there is an opportunity to reframe the Pakistan-US ties,
recognizing that shared goals and aspirations extend beyond security concerns. The current
challenges demand adaptability, innovation, and collaboration, and provide an opportunity to
deepen the relationship between the two nations (US Mission Pakistan, 2022). As Ex-Foreign
Secretary of Pakistan, Shamshad Ahmad pointed out that Pakistan is not a "lost friend" since
its geopolitical condition is vital to maintain peace in South Asia. "Pakistan has not disappeared
from the American radar; rather, it stands big for US interests in Asia"(Ahmad, 2018). Pakistan
and the United States have a complex relationship that has been shaped by various geopolitical
and strategic factors. However, despite the ups and downs, both states share a common interest
in promoting stability and prosperity in the region. Therefore, there are significant
opportunities to enhance bilateral engagement and foster a more productive partnership.

In May 2021, former Foreign Minister of Pakistan Shah Mahmood Qureshi told his US
counterpart that Pakistan wanted to improve our ties with the US by improving regional
connectivity promoting economic collaboration and fostering a shared vision for a peaceful
South Asia (DAWN, 2021). This new stance by the leaders of Pakistan underscores the
expectation that the US should consider Pakistan as an equal partner. Both states need to start
the dialogue on the sectors of mutual interests and priorities, like IT, agriculture, climate
change, health, and economy. Pakistan is prepared to deliberate on the arduous issues as well,
including its apprehensions regarding India (DAWN, 2021). Keeping in view the security
concerns in their bilateral ties, both nations can benefit to enhance cooperation in other
numerous areas.
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5.3.1. Building resilience through humanitarian aid and disaster relief cooperation

Whenever Pakistan was affected by natural disasters like earthquakes and floods, the US
always helped Pakistan. On October 5, 2005, a disastrous earthquake of 7.6 magnitude hit
western Kashmir and north-eastern Pakistan, resulting in the suffering and displacement of
over 3.5 million people (Awais et al., 2012). Seventy-three thousand (73000) people lost their
lives and millions of people were displaced (Awais et al., 2014). The US retorted immediately
and guaranteed $510 million in aid to help Pakistan in relief efforts. It included $300 million
for reconstruction, infrastructure development, and humanitarian relief, $110 million in
military support, and an expected $100 million from private contributions for the flood victims.
The US encouraged other states to come forward and help Pakistan in those hard and testing
times, resulting in $6.2 billion in pledges (US Department of State, 2005). The US prioritized
ensuring adequate shelter for victims during the winter and focused on providing immediate
needs such as relief supplies, health, water, sanitation, and logistics.

In a tragic turn of events, several years later, Pakistan was once again hit by a devastating
natural disaster. In July 2010, the province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa experienced the deadliest
and worst flood the region had ever seen. Heavy rainfall exceeding the monthly normal rain
over a 4-day period resulted in overflowing rivers, causing damage to infrastructure, crops, and
loss of human and animal lives. This catastrophic event resulted in a death toll of 1,961
individuals, affected 20.3 million people, and left 1.7 million houses damaged (Rahman &
khan, 2012). The US responded quickly and generously to Pakistan's request for aid after the
devastating floods. The US offered both civilian and military aid, infrastructure assistance,
including halal meals, and air support for the transport of goods and the rescue of people, with
a rough value of $81 million. To support relief operations, the US provided 26 military
helicopters and evacuated over 26,000 people while transporting around 20 million pounds of
relief supplies (US Department of State, 2010). Additionally, hundreds of US personnel
(military and civilian) worked tirelessly in Islamabad, flood-affected areas, and Pakistani
military bases to support flood relief operations.

At the start of 2020, the world was struck by a pandemic affecting the entire globe called
COVID-19. The virus spread like wildfire, and it reached every state within a short span of
time. The pandemic caused diseases as well as cost the lives of tens of hundreds of people.
Besides this, it also resulted in economic meltdown and social unrest. Pakistan was also
affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. The first patient infected by the virus in Pakistan was
reported in the last days of February 2020 (Abid et al, 2020). Pakistan's fragile economy as
well as below standard healthcare system faced severe challenges due to the pandemic. Among
the helping states, the US provided Pakistan with 62.5 million doses of vaccines (Pfizer and
Moderna) to save the lives of the people. Similarly, the US also helped Pakistan during these
testing times by providing personal protective equipment, kits for diagnosis, and medical
equipment to save the lives of the people in Pakistan (US Mission Pakistan, 2022). The US
support to Pakistan was not limited to medical supplies, in fact, they extended their helping
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hand to Pakistan and provided US$63 million to cope with the pandemic. The aid included a
share for the provision of PPE, laboratory supplies, and medical equipment (US Embassy
Pakistan, 2020). The partnership between Pakistan and the US clearly displays the necessity
and importance of international support and cooperation during hard and testing times.

In June 2022, the people of Pakistan faced again a dreadful crisis in the form of catastrophic
floods that submerged a major portion of the state, causing the displacement of people, and
leading to instability and economic hardship. The severe flood got attention from foreign states
such as the United States and international media to provide support and assistance to the
affected people. Despite the intricate relationship, the United States contributed $97 million in
aid to Pakistan (USAID, 2022). Earlier this year the US announced an additional $100 million
in aid on humanitarian grounds and support recovery (Reynolds, 2023). Increasing aid to
Pakistan is critical not merely to meet humanitarian duties and avert similar crises, but also to
serve US geopolitical goals. This can create a positive environment for engagement between
the two states, which can make it easier for them to work together on a wide range of issues
that are important to both the states. Giving aid can also help Pakistani people to feel better
about the US. Overall, the provision of US aid to Pakistan can have a positive impact on the
bilateral relationship and can help to create a way forward for a more prosperous bilateral
partnership between the two states.

5.3.2. From security to prosperity: shifting focus to the geo-economics

Pakistan and the US have an asymmetrical relationship, mainly due to the absence of significant
mutual strategic or economic interests. Their relationship has been primarily driven by security
concerns on a case-by-case basis at various occasions, with both nations depending on each
other (Mir, 2021). Pakistan wants to shift the focus of its relationship towards a geo-economic
orientation, moving beyond its previous emphasis on counterterrorism and security. The US
considers the withdrawal from Afghanistan and the unexpected and immediate takeover of
Taliban of Kabul a humiliation as a great power. In the aftermath of current events, it
accentuates the need for a reassessment of the Pakistan-US relationship (Munshi, 2022).

Strengthening trade and investment ties with the US and collaborating on regional connectivity
may result in mutual advantages. Former Special Assistant to PM Imran Khan (2018-22) Dr.
Mooed Yusuf draws the attention of US policymakers that Pakistan’s leadership has shifted its
focus to an "economic security paradigm” with an aim of transforming Pakistan into a "geo-
economic melting pot" to boost economic growth and regional connectivity. Additionally,
Pakistan is no longer seeking to provide military bases to US but aims to offer economic bases.
This represents a marked departure from past practices (Jamal, 2021). The shift towards geo-
economics can provide a new framework for enhancing bilateral relations between Pakistan
and America. Both states have much to gain from closer economic ties, including increased
trade, investment, and job creation. By prioritizing economic cooperation, Pakistan and the
United States can build a stronger and more sustainable partnership (Ahmar, 2021). This will
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require a renewed commitment from both states, including efforts to address security concerns
and promote stability in the region. With the right approach, geo-economics can pave the way
for more resilient bilateral relationship.

5.3.3. Common security concerns: bridging the gap between Pakistan and the US

The US withdrawal from Afghanistan has created several security concerns for Pakistan and
US in the region. The terrorist organizations such as TTP and ISIS-K once again rising on
Afghan land and causing a threat to regional peace and security. They are involved in terrorist
activities and their presence and continued rise can further deteriorate the stability and peace
of the region (United Nations official, 2022). Pakistan and the US hold identical views on
Afghanistan despite having a different approach. However, the trust deficit between the two
states is a major hurdle, which requires persistent dialogue between their civil and military
leadership to bridge the gap. The shift in regional geopolitics can put pressure on both nations
regarding security concerns.

To address the trust deficit and promote cooperation and negotiation, it is essential for both
states to engage in an extensive discourse on the major issues. It needs a deep understanding
of each other’s security concerns and national interests. Concrete efforts are required to identify
areas of mutual interest for collaborative actions (Roy & Khalid, 2019). Dialogue between
Pakistan and the US is need of the hour on counterterrorism, extremism, countering security
threats and combating terror financing. The dialogue should aim to promote an extensive
approach to combating terrorism, relying on the coordinated efforts and continuation of the
dialogue between both the states (APP, 2023).

In the prevailing situation, Pakistan and US need to work on geofencing and intelligence
sharing. Pakistan’s intelligence agencies are more familiar with the situation in Afghanistan
that how things work there. Similarly, Washington has enough intelligence system and
resources that can be beneficial in tracing the extremist and terrorist activities in the region and
Afghanistan particularly. By collaboration, both Pakistan and the US can maintain peace and
address the security challenges in the region. Security concerns and Challenges are one of the
major barriers in the bilateral relation between the two states, however, it has the potential to
create new opportunities for bilateral cooperation and buildup relationships.

5.3.4. Collaborating on climate change mitigation and adaptation strategies

After the 9/11 attacks, both Pakistan and the US have mostly worked collectively in the South
Asian region as Pakistan was a non-NATO ally of the US. After the United States withdrawal
from Afghanistan, security cooperation has been decreased between the two states. Now, it is
essential to create new areas of mutual interest and cooperation for sustainable engagement. It
needs that the US should shift its focus from security to other evolving challenges such as to
combat climate change and work with Pakistan on mitigation and adaptation strategies. This
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may be achieved by giving top priority to long-term disaster relief initiatives. Such actions will
not only help to foster a more productive relationship between the two states but also address
the issue of anti-American sentiments.

The increasing prominence of climate change as a major policy priority in Islamabad may bring
about a shift in expectations regarding its relationship with the United States. Both states have
expressed their intent to collaborate on addressing the issue of climate change, with a focus on
mitigating and adapting to the adverse impacts of environmental degradation. Pakistan has
become one of the most important countries in the fight against climate change and
environmental degradation through environment-related programs like the Ten Billion Trees
Tsunami Program, the Ecosystem Restoration Fund, and the Recharge Pakistan initiative
(Hussain, 2022). Pakistan's clean and green initiative has received global recognition,
especially from Senator John Kerry, a US special presidential envoy for climate (Malik, 2021).
In Washington, a research committee issued a recommendation that the United States should
continue engaging Pakistan despite persistent mistrust over Afghanistan, with climate
cooperation and investment (France 24, 2022). By prioritizing climate-related issues, Pakistan
and the United States can establish a common ground for collaboration, creating avenues for
sustained engagement. This could lead to a renewed relationship between the two nations and
bridge trust deficits that have emerged in the aftermath of the US withdrawal from Afghanistan.

5.3.5. Strengthening people-to-people ties: cultural and educational exchange programs

The practice of modern diplomacy acknowledges that official talks between states are not
sufficient to maintain healthy international ties. Cultural exchange programs can promote
cultural awareness and appreciation between Pakistan and the US. The US prioritizes people-
to-people exchanges that aim to foster mutual relations. By promoting cultural immersion,
these exchanges enable cross-cultural understandings and encourage connections based on
shared interests. Moreover, these programs can facilitate professional development and
academic advancement, allowing participants to gain valuable knowledge and expertise from
experts and scholars that can benefit both countries (US Department of State, 2022). The
United States Educational Foundation in Pakistan is a platform aimed at facilitating Pakistani
students in fulfilling their academic aspirations of pursuing higher education in the US. The
beneficiaries of these programs have contributed significantly to addressing global challenges
and advancing the developmental agenda of Pakistan, attaining valuable leadership skills in the
process. As a result, USEFP has successfully served as a catalyst in realizing the academic and
professional aspirations of numerous Pakistani students.

Pakistan Ambassador to US Masood Khan highlighted that professional and cultural exchange
programs, such as the Global UGRAD, Fulbright Student Program, SUSI, IVLP, YES, and the
Hubert Humphrey Fellowship Program, serve as essential elements that reinforce and
strengthen the Pakistan-US relationship (The News, 2023). Since 1951, the Fulbright program
has provided 4,100 Pakistani individuals with scholarships to pursue academic studies, engage
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in research, exchange ideas, and contribute towards finding solutions to international issues of
mutual concern. Over the past twenty years alone, 2,568 Pakistanis have been recipients of this
prestigious scholarship. Upon completion of their programs, Fulbright scholars join a
community of more than 32,000 Pakistanis who have participated in US government-sponsored
exchange programs or English language courses throughout the years (US Mission Pakistan,
2022). Pakistan can use these cultural exchange programs in unconventional ways to develop
stronger people-to-people ties between the two states. By creating opportunities for personal
interaction and dialogue, Pakistan can foster a greater sense of mutual understanding and
respect between the two countries, which can lead to greater cooperation and an enduring
bilateral relationship between the two countries.

6. Conclusion

Pakistan-US relations in the context of US withdrawal from Afghanistan have reached a critical
juncture due to conflicting national interests and divergent priorities. Many analysts attribute
the decline in the partnership to the severe reduction of security assistance by the Trump
administration in 2018 and the US withdrawal from Afghanistan. The US has shifted its
strategic interest from South Asia to Indo pacific. In contrast, Pakistan's interests were more
indigenous and regional, with India being a significant factor. Pakistan has been accused of
harbouring terrorism despite its numerous efforts, which has created a trust deficit in Pakistan-
US relations. Recent diplomatic efforts between the two countries, including high-level
engagements and discussions, have been largely symbolic and exploratory without producing
substantial agreements or outcomes. While Pakistan prioritizes regional trade and connectivity,
the United States has shown limited interest towards this approach.

Despite many challenges in the post-withdrawal era, several prospects could strengthen ties
between Pakistan and the US. Working together in hard times, Pakistan and the US could
improve their ability to respond to natural disasters, such as floods, and other disasters. This
could help build trust and understanding between the two countries, which could have positive
spillover effects on other areas of cooperation. Emphasizing geo-economics, Pakistan and the
US should transform their relationship from a security-centric to a broad-based economic
partnership while collaborating on infrastructure development, energy cooperation, and trade
relations. It could provide a new impetus for the relationship, which has been dominated by
security concerns. Prioritizing the consideration of geoeconomics in no way suggests that
geostrategic issues should be disregarded. In the wake of the US withdrawal, Pakistan and the
US need to improve their ability to address common security concerns. Furthermore, Pakistan
and the US could work together to mitigate the impact of climate change as Pakistan is also hit
by the catastrophe of climate change severely. This could provide a new avenue for cooperation
and contribute to global efforts to address climate change. Moreover, it is imperative that both
states adopt a constructive and pragmatic approach to their strained partnerships, focusing on
mutual trust, respect and understanding. Only by doing so the two states can overcome
challenges and achieve their shared vision of a stable, peaceful, and prosperous region.
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