Need for dialogue 
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HOPING for the best can do no harm but the signs aren’t promising. There is considerable anticipation surrounding what could happen on the sidelines of this week’s Non-Aligned Movement summit, where top-level talks are expected between Pakistan and India. It is being hoped, at least in Pakistan, that this interaction in Egypt may help kick-start the composite dialogue process that came to a halt following the Mumbai massacre last year. The Pakistani and Indian foreign secretaries are expected to confer on Tuesday, setting ‘the tone’ for talks the following day between PMs Yousuf Raza Gilani and Manmohan Singh. It could be argued that ‘the tone’ ought to have been set much earlier, not 24 hours before the prime ministers’ tête-à-tête. Things have been left a bit late, it seems, for any breakthrough. 

India’s position was understandable in the heat of the moment. The Mumbai attacks traumatised the country and it was soon clear that Pakistani militants had orchestrated the massacre. But what has happened since then is a different story. New Delhi exploited global sympathy in a calculated manner to drive Pakistan to the brink of international isolation. Forgotten in all this was the distinction between state- and non-state actors. India’s strategy began unravelling in May this year when the Pakistan military launched a telling operation against the Taliban. Global and local opinion vis-à-vis Pakistan’s hitherto questionable commitment to the fight against militancy began to change. 

Yet India kept up the offensive. It demanded that the alleged masterminds of the Mumbai assault be brought to book, ignoring the argument that taking a shaky case to court would serve little purpose. The release in early June of Jamaatud Dawa chief Hafiz Mohammad Saeed added more fuel to the fire. Again India overlooked the fact that under the law as it stands the court had no option but to order Mr Saeed’s release. Most recently, an Indian defence ministry report openly accused organs of the Pakistani state, not individuals or organisations, of aiding and abetting terrorism in India. Pakistan, for its part, has admitted that non-state actors operating from its soil were behind the terror unleashed in Mumbai. To overcome the trust deficit, Islamabad also needs to demonstrate that its decision to take on militants is not limited to ‘jihadists’ operating within the country or on the western front — those who seek to destabilise our neighbour to the east must also be neutralised. Sincere cooperation in the battle against militancy and dialogue on outstanding issues can point us to a new and healthier direction. The need to talk has never been greater. 

