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A FORTNIGHT’S stay in Pakistan, during which I met a wide cross-section of people, left me very happy and very sad. Happy at the surge in various walks of life belying the malevolent canard that Pakistan is a failed state. 

When you see the travails of President Barack Obama in pushing through his healthcare reform bill, you begin to appreciate the magnitude of the success of the parliamentary committee on constitutional reforms in hammering out a national consensus on the 18th Amendment bill. 

The major political parties showed a standard of political maturity which is not very common even in the so-called developed countries. Witness the ministerial crises in the Netherlands and Belgium and the free-for-all political warfare in the United States. Senator Raza Rabbani’s stewardship of the committee’s proceedings deserves high praise. 

This reflects the surge in civil society as a whole. The lawyers’ movement was not an isolated phenomenon, marred as it was by its own excesses. Human rights activists are assertive as well as well informed. In the field of civil liberties particularly, knowledge is very much power. Patronage of the arts is not confined to the affluent. At the root of the surge is a deep feeling that history has cheated the people of what was rightly their due — that the state and society were forced by forces, authoritarian as well as bigoted, into departing from the vision of the founder of Pakistan, Quaid-i-Azam Mohammad Ali Jinnah, and that determined efforts are urgently required to overcome the grave challenges to the safety and security of the country. 

If these challenges are met seriously and with resolve, there is every reason to believe that those efforts will succeed. For the essential prerequisite to successful democratic governance exists in ample measure – the peoples’ awareness of their rights coupled with their readiness to exert themselves to ensure that the state respects them. Women are prominent in the profession in the media and in all fields of endeavour. They are well informed and assertive. 

As for the economy, one can do no better than quote what Lord Meghnad Desai, an eminent economist and distinguished member of Britain’s House of Lords, wrote last Sunday. “India has preconceptions about Pakistan which will not go away. How many Indians know for example that in terms of economic growth Pakistan is not far behind India and indeed in 2000 its per capita income was higher than [that of] India? Do we concede that the poverty level in Pakistan is below that in India by the World Bank calculations? Indeed, given the fact that at the time of partition, 99 per cent of the industry fell in India’s lot, it is a miracle that Pakistan has come up as fast as it has done. Of course, when it comes to female illiteracy, malnutrition and life expectancy, India and Pakistan are like twins — both come in way below in the Human Development Index.” 

Why, then, the sadness after the trip? It is because we are so far apart, though so close. There is a whole range of activities in which we can learn from each other, electoral reforms being only one of them. It is our disputes which tear us apart; chiefly the Kashmir dispute, rightly called the ‘core’ issue. 

On this, opinion in Pakistan is as uninformed — or disinformed? — as in India. The Mumbai train blasts in July 2006, the crisis in Pakistan’s judiciary in March 2007, and domestic political changes after the restoration of democratic governance prevented a hard-won consensus on Kashmir from being fleshed out into an effective binding agreement on Kashmir satisfactory to all the three sides — India, Pakistan and the people of Kashmir. This consensus on a ‘non-territorial’ accord would ensure the de facto unification of both parts of Kashmir; democratic governance and demilitarisation without in the least disturbing the legitimate security interests of both states; plus a joint mechanism at the apex. 

It is this achievement, of which both sides can be proud, which the Mumbai blasts of Nov 26, 2008 put in jeopardy — but did not destroy it. The achievement is very much retrievable provided we face realistically the sentiments on both sides in the wake of 26/11. One would have wished for a thorough study of the course which exchanges between them took only two days later, until an impasse was reached. Track Two has failed dismally in this, as indeed it has on other issues, in setting the record straight and proposing a way out; e.g. on Siachen, Sir Creek and the waters question. The people will respond to a fair balanced statement of the facts even if the exercise ends in two conflicting reports. 

We must ask ourselves what went wrong in the 48 hours after 26/11. Admittedly the telephonic talks, immediately thereafter, between prime ministers Manmohan Singh and Yousuf Raza Gilani and foreign ministers Pranab Mukherjee and Shah Mehmood Qureshi were civility itself. Forget the ill-bred noises on TV. Which was the first official pronouncement which was stridently adversarial, who made it and when? A careful study of events between Nov 26, 2008 and, say, the six months that followed thereafter will yield lessons which will be useful even now and indeed for the future. For we have not exhausted our capacity for wasteful rancorous rhetoric. 

On this record there are two sharply conflicting perceptions. Pakistanis feel that India’s reaction was excessive, its diplomacy sought to put Pakistan in the dock, as it were, to isolate it internationally and its refusal to resume a dialogue was arrogant. 

Indians cite Pakistan’s contradictory official assertions and denials for quite some time after 26/11; its half-hearted measures bring to book ‘known’ culprits and the freedom which the leaders of these elements enjoy to spew hate. 26/11 itself occurred soon after a dialogue was held, after all. 

Where do we go from here? The foreign secretaries’ talks in New Delhi were purely “exploratory” as Salman Bashir, Pakistan’s foreign secretary, remarked aptly. It would be a pity if his Indian counterpart, Mrs Nirupama Rao is not invited to Islamabad. In keeping with the deplorable pattern of Indo-Pak talks, the leaders will meet on the sidelines of the Saarc summit next month in Bhutan or of the UN General Assembly next September in New York. (One wonders where they met before the hideous word ‘sidelines’ was coined?) 

The Islamabad meeting is essential to the success of the Bhutan summit which, in turn, is of vital importance in resolving an impasse which must be resolved without any delay. The situation in Kashmir is deteriorating significantly. Ignorant rhetoric is fouling the atmosphere. It is time for the leaders to meet and chart out a course which effectively addresses issues of great concern.


