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INDIA and Pakistan have engaged in unsuccessful conflict resolution efforts several times in the past. The two sides continue their commitment to the on-going peace dialogue. The two governments have exchanged high level visits, expanded people to people ties, simplified some visa rules and inaugurated bus services between two sides of Kashmir.

They have expanded modestly the level of bilateral trade, including resuming direct trade by road. The hope that these steps will generate the goodwill to permit resolution of the harder issues and eventually, lasting peace has not been achieved so far.

India’s foreign policy extends well beyond the traditional boundaries of the South Asian region. However the continuing disputes between India and Pakistan remain central to India’s geopolitical position. India’s approach to relations with Pakistan has not undergone a fundamental change.

The ceasefire agreement of 2003 remains in place, and the two sides continue the complex peace dialogue inaugurated in January 2004. The most difficult issue dividing them, the dispute over Kashmir, is the subject of one working group and the second deals with nuclear risk reduction and others address a clustre of bilateral issues.

While peace negotiations and treaties or political settlements may be the first steps to end a conflict, a healing of relationships is essential. Healing of relationships needs a commitment to reconciliation. Reconciliation needs to be understood by understanding the root causes of conflict and a shared understanding of its trajectories.

Conflicts can be managed but not transformed without the healing of relationships focused on reconciliation. Today our subcontinent struggles to build a shared future from a divided past. Without reconciliation, it will not be possible to establish the required relationship and understanding.

As we see around us, human relationships are fraught with a lot of negative pulls and pushes: egotistic preferences and rivalries. Fortunately there are many positive forces as well, altruistic feelings, benevolence, human welfare and the like, that keeps us in a social bind and keep our hope for the humanity and the world alive for good.

Nations and countries, being large groups of individuals, do reflect both the negative and positive traits of the units of which they happen to be a collection. That being the case as when two friends or relatives have strained relationships, some compromises aiming at mutual good tend to ease the situation.

Why can a similar approach not succeed between India and Pakistan? It certainly can. Today there is an increased understanding that countries are not held together simply through effective political institutions but also through processes and relationships and where the polity has experienced conflict and violence, special efforts need to be made to manage and transform these conflicts.

Contemporary literature on reconciliation has been impacted largely by its context -- namely practices associated with rebuilding fractious and fractured relationships in the aftermath of palpable, visible violent conflicts. Certainly our subcontinent which has been the theatre of violent conflicts can learn from practices culled out from scenarios across the world.

The concept of reconciliation has entered the peace-building lexicon, particularly after deep rooted, violent conflicts in the post cold war era, used in theatres as diverse as South Africa, Guatemala, Sierra Leonne, Rwanda, Northern Ireland, former Yogoslavia, East Timor and Cambodia.

We should however take note of the words of Archbishop Desmond Tutu. He says, “As our experience in South Africa has taught us, each society must discover its own route to reconciliation. Reconciliation cannot be imposed from outside, nor can someone else’s map get us to our destination, it must be our own solution.”

While the route to reconciliation between India and Pakistan may have its unique configurations, charting it is evidently not an exercise that can be theoretically insulated from existing vocabularies.

The understanding of reconciliation stresses that the process is essentially one of bridging the division, through improved communication and better understanding. This perspective may open up thinking spaces for contextualising reconciliation, between India and Pakistan. In a situation where faith touches the lives of people closely the reconciliation based on the teachings of various religions with emphasis on truth, forgiveness, reflections, repentance and confession can produce good results.

In Islam there is wide spectrum where the vocabulary, the principles and paradigms can be found for linkages and reconciliation with the world outside Islam. These include notions of equality, justice and stress on the intrinsic qualities of human character with an abiding sense of accountability.

In our area, everyday violence, manifest violence, structural violence and congealed violence intersect in myriad ways to create varying degrees and types of insecurity.

Can reconciliation be only a reactive post-violence concern? Alternatively, should it be equally about continuously striving to build dialogue spaces and harmony between form and function, knowledge and wisdom?

Should reconciliation be embraced as a peace time concern, as a post conflict activity? It is possible to push the envelope and posit that instead of visualising reconciliation only as an instrument of conflict resolution. It could ultimately become an attitude.

Another aspect of reconciliation is the political one, which uses insights from political science to understand the processes of violence associated with contemporary processes of state and nation building and to ask whether reconciliation can occur at the political level. The leading question here is whether political leaders possess the collective ability to forgive.

Reconciliation is a process and not a goal. It is similar to evaluate specific activities that promote reconciliation rather than search for tangible outcomes. Identifying different strands of reconciliation may prove useful. Even while accepting the plurality of approaches and definitions regarding reconciliation, it involves creating a common vision, building relationships and fashioning strategies dealing with the past. These strands of reconciliation can prove helpful in evolving the basis on which reconciliation activities can be assessed.

In the absence of a consensus on what constitutes reconciliation, the challenge is how to define the field and the activities in a way that is both inclusive and cogent. An inclusive discourse would take into account the fact that reconciliation is not a goal but a process. The process can mean different things to different people at the same time.

Conventional notions of power as domination and control pose major challenges to the practices of reconciliation. As long as these conventional notions of power persist, there is always the danger of reconciliation being appropriated by the existing power structures. The dismantling of notions of power that emphasise domination calls for a shift in paradigm that engages with radically different notions of power.

Reconciliation as a philosophy and practice is not an invention of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Cooperation and conflict, reconciliation and revenge have coexisted and crisscrossed in society from time immemorial. The appropriation of the term in the official literature and practice of peace-building is, however, a relatively new phenomenon.

In this context the biggest challenge is to examine how best to take on board the troubling questions and paradoxes generated from the field to construct an inclusive discourse on the many dimensions of this process.
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