India-Pakistan: coming together? —Amit Ranjan

According to some political commentators, Afghanistan is going to be the new Kashmir for the two countries, where they are likely to fight for the establishment of hegemony and counter-hegemony

This article is in response to Dr Rashid Ahmad Khan’s piece, ‘Conflict on the west, peace on the east’ (Daily Times, October 7, 2011). On the basis of the recent political developments in the region and between India and Pakistan, he has analysed that the two South Asian nuclear rivals are coming together on various issues and are positively trying to cut down the level of bitterness in their bilateral relationship. He is correct, but only partially, because the current developments between the two countries are not deliberate, rather they have been taken under some sort of political compulsions. This kind of relationship is like one of infatuation between a boy and girl, which ends abruptly after a certain time because the element of love was always missing. Hence, it is not clear till what time this political infatuation will remain between the two nuclear rivals and how much they are going to gain from it.

Dr Khan has talked about the Pakistani media report according to which Pakistan is likely to grant ‘Most Favoured Nation’ (MFN) status to India, which it has denied since this clause was introduced by the WTO. This, if it happens, will be a welcome step but it is more important to strengthen the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) and its institutions. Both India and Pakistan are equally guilty of killing the spirit of this important and only South Asian organisation. Due to this reason, this is the only regional organisation that, since its inception, has been unsuccessful in resolving many bilateral and multilateral conflicts between and among its member-states. On the basis of trade, intra-regional trade in comparison to trade with extra-regional countries of South Asian is less than one percent. All other regional organisations have different stories to tell. So, besides granting and accepting MFN status, both countries must act together to increase the volume of intra-regional trade and honest implementation of the South Asian Free Trade Area (SAFTA). Formal trade will increase the state’s income by cutting down the quantity of informal trade practiced in the region. This informal trade puts a lot of burden on the consumer’s pocket and provides an economic heaven to black marketers and economic thugs. The increase in intra-regional formal trade will prove beneficial to both countries in increasing mutual economic benefits and decreasing the trust deficit. 

Also, there is the issue of inter-Kashmir trade, which is at its lowest ebb and against the basic principle on which markets act. Traders, in spite of a globalization-driven revolution in financial exchange, still practice the age-old barter system. The list of goods to be traded is very limited in number and also is in a politically fixed quantity. The middlemen decide everything and buyers and sellers do not have any chance to bargain and interact. Also, due to the policy of the governments of India and Pakistan, one cannot make frequent calls to their trading partners across the border. The ministers and government representatives in their various meetings have discussed this issue and have promised to look into the matter. However, these promises are still on paper and nothing has changed at the ground level.

Dr Khan has rightly pointed out that the row with the US is one of the major reasons for Pakistan extending a friendly hand towards India. This is really a positive sign because the two countries, since partition in 1947, have been under the shadow of great powers. All of their bilateral decisions have been decided after consultation with their masters. In case they come together as individual countries and discuss their problems, probably they may obtain a major breakthrough on one or two contentious issues. Even on Afghanistan they may reach some sort of adjustment because this is going to be a major headache for both countries after the US-led ISAF will leave this war-trodden country. According to some political commentators, Afghanistan is going to be the new Kashmir for the two countries, where they are likely to fight for the establishment of hegemony and counter-hegemony. Both countries must consider the Afghanistan issue as a regional one and sit across the table to break the much-needed political impasse over it. If possible, they should cooperate to meet the future needs of Afghanistan or otherwise just provide aid to it and leave the decision making process in the hands of the elected government without any day-to-day interference.

Barrister Mahmood, talking about his visit to India, has emphasised that his visit will lead to the strengthening of the bilateral relationship and an amicable solution to the Kashmir dispute. He may sound positive but the nature of the relationship and the Kashmir dispute is such that it is just not possible to solve it in a limited time period. Of course, the process should be started. In case India and Pakistan really want to resolve the Kashmir issue, they should forget it for the time being. They should stop raising this issue in intermittent gaps. Instead, emphasis is needed on other issues where there is all possibility and probability to move on. In the long term, spillover factors generated from that cooperation will help in resolving territorial and other issues. Yes, this will take time but there is no other available option. 

Then there are vested interest groups about whom this author has maintained in all his writings that they never want any sort of reconciliation between the two countries. To meet this challenge, the state as a rational actor must try to control these internal and external groups. Their lobbying and stands must not have any form of impact on the bilateral dialogue between the political leaderships from the two countries.

To conclude, things are slightly improving between India and Pakistan. The need is to maintain the ongoing momentum and consistency in the dialogue process without any interruption. The political leadership must acknowledge the fact that they have to stay together as neighbours and cannot afford to be in a bitter relationship for so long, as already more then 60 years of animosity have passed with nothing being gained except mutual destruction.
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