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AS the third round of the India-Pakistan composite dialogue moved towards completion, it became increasingly obvious that the process had got stuck in a plateau and that there was simply not enough energy left in it to rise above it. For many observers of the South Asian scene, particularly in the West, this was not an entirely unsatisfactory situation; it meant that acrimonious disputes had been contained and the danger of a highly destructive Asian war adequately offset by a series of confidence building measures (CBMs).

For those of us who have followed trajectories of past conflicts and peace-making initiatives as concerned citizens, there was, however, the nagging old dictum that if bilateral relations between the two countries did not improve incrementally, they tended to deteriorate fast.

The question now is if another tipping point is approaching beyond which once again lies a slippery slope. The subcontinental CBMs are usually accompanied by much fanfare; more recently they looked even better as glamorous personalities from the world of media and entertainment overshadowed professional diplomats and academics in celebrating them. Unfortunately, past experience suggests that in the cold light of the morning after, our CBMs are often shown up as fragile. It is still very much a relationship that must be nurtured all the time and protected against an ill wind that springs up and begins to blow across the two countries suddenly and unexpectedly.

The plateau reached during the last two and a half years was never good enough as it left the prime objectives of either state unfulfilled. Pakistan has been anxious to extricate itself from the mess left behind by what is now pejoratively discerned as a rather protracted era of Islamic militancy. It has also been at pains to sculpt a new image of itself in the context of the divisive politics of South Asia, a need heavily underlined by the adverse international reaction to the Kargil affair.

In presenting a different face, Pakistani leadership took to the art of negotiating with India with increasing flexibility; it gave Pakistan a high moral position. Its government went almost overboard in hyping up even the most mundane of the confidence building measures to garner domestic support for the dialogue with India. But it knew all along that at the end of the day, it will have to achieve something tangible in Jammu and Kashmir.

The Kashmir policy, often conducted in the form of sound bytes from President Musharraf created an impression in India that he was desperate for some solution of Kashmir, for any solution as some Indian commentators put it. Ironically enough, the Indian leadership has not so far offered him any solution that he could sell to his own people. Nobody in India has ever echoed Musharraf’s view that the Agra summit was a great opportunity to transform bilateral relations. If India had agreed to a resolution of the Siachen stand-off during the third round as was widely expected, hopes would have risen for President Musharraf’s prescription of demiltarisation and self-governance. India withheld assent to that potential agreement leaving Musharraf to contend with the disappointment in Pakistan.

India, too, has not found as much satisfaction from the composite dialogue as it expected. Perhaps New Delhi has just been too ambitious, at least in a short term analysis. It is happy that it made Pakistan think ‘out of box’ without doing the same on its side of the negotiating table. A stream of ideas flowed from the Pakistani leadership signalling a range of steps that Pakistan could take, from abandonment of the UN resolutions on Kashmir to withdrawing it from the UN agenda, albeit subject to some pre-conditions.

India’s response was to evade reciprocity in that particular matrix but offer, instead, a vision of free trade, investment, cultural amity and people-to-people contacts. Withholding the most favoured nation status from India or denying overland transit rights to Indo-Afghan trade by Pakistan now seemed churlish in the Indian perception and caused disappointment. It was simply not compatible with the vision of the economist prime minister of India; nor did the Pakistani coyness on the economic issues find much understanding in the rest of the world.

In an atmosphere where neither side contemplates a happy closure on the negotiations in the foreseeable future, there is always the danger of backsliding. In recent weeks, the issues of Indian involvement in Balochistan’s troubles and of India’s struggle against terrorism have emerged as a dark shadow on the entire peace process. It seems that further progress hinges on the two governments agreeing on a common framework, a shared construct, to deal with these formidable threats.

It is not easy to work it out as both sides are engaged in deriving exaggerated benefits from subscribing to an over-arching design of President Bush’s global war on terrorism. And yet, it is imperative that India and Pakistan resist the temptation to use this particular facet of the international situation against each other and focus on the specific, and, indeed, known causes of violence in their societies.

Governments fight shy of acknowledging the root causes of political violence and weave complex narratives to obfuscate them. In December 2001, the intrusion of militants into the precincts of the Indian parliament was portrayed as a Pakistan-sponsored attack on India’s democratic system and India rushed a huge army to the border to stage a protracted military confrontation with Pakistan. Terrorists caused mayhem in Delhi killing 60 people on October 29, 2005 and in Mumbai more recently when the death toll went up to nearly 200.

There are Maoist insurgents in some of Indian states and also a frequent resort to violence in the northeast of the country. As in similar situations in Pakistan, these events call for sombre reflection. But the loudest voices are of those who want to link it up with the US-led war against militant Islam. Leaders of BJP have called for punitive surgical strikes against targets not only in Pakistan but also in Bangladesh. India is constantly encouraged by some western leaders to join the crusade against ‘Islamic fascists’.

Some powerful elements in the Indian body politic are responsive to such encouragement as it helps India build its image on the world stage as a liberal democracy under terrorists’ siege. At the St. Petersburg G-8 summit, India tried to project its dilemma in global terms. This is where perceptions diverge and become problematic. President Musharraf is even more enthusiastic about his indispensable role in the global terror war but in the Indian context, he reduces the threat, as he told Mr A.G. Noorani, to ‘freelance terrorists who are roaming around and doing all this.’ This gap in the assessment and projection of political violence in South Asia by the two sides must be bridged.

South Asian states in general and the two nuclear-armed subcontinental powers in particular need to restore the fading specificity of problems threatening their political and economic order. For India and Pakistan it has to be done at two levels without waiting for the situation to worsen. President Musharraf and Prime Minister Manmohan Singh should meet at the earliest and see if they can find a common language about these threats. They will find that the over-blown thesis of the world versus Islamic fascists is not going to take them very far.

The second level is indicated in President Musharraf’s instant agreement in the interview with Mr Noorani that top level security officials of the two countries could hold a dialogue on this subject and ‘compare notes’.

Specificity also means taking various components of the structured dialogue far more seriously than has been done between January 2004 and now. They have their individual significance and then inescapable inter-relationships. To argue, as some Indian commentators do, that building trust between the two peoples is more important than “sorting out Kashmir”, is to be simply disingenuous.

Our Indian friends tell us frequently that President Musharraf’s ideas about demilitarisation, self-governance and joint “management” of Kashmir are much too facile to become the building blocs of a solution. Admittedly, the true provenance of his ideas is often the well-known reports of foreign study groups on Kashmir and, in the case of joint management, according to Musharraf himself, my late lamented friend J.N. Dixit. Why he has so far failed to turn them into a coherent whole, a viable programme for resolving the Kashmir dispute is largely because the other side has never seriously discussed them with him. India, like the western friends of the Pakistani president, urges him to do more but without any policy adjustment that would make it easier for him to do so.

One component of the agenda that Pakistan should keep under constant review is the question of trade. It can become instrumental in stabilising the peace process. Pakistan should examine objectively if curbing the potential of economic relations at all acts as a persuader to bring India to meaningful negotiations on more contentious issues.

For the moment, India is able to flow with the tide of history inasmuch as it means enjoying the support of the United States. This factor makes India less mindful of and sensitive to regional needs. But it is a question of time before the imperative of solving problems that bedevil regional relations reasserts itself.

Pakistan should not, therefore, shy away from investing more capital in ensuring the continuity of the process begun in 2004. Lebanon is a forceful reminder of the destructive nature of present day conflict. There is a strong case for stepping aside from global contests of hegemony seeking a broad transnational sweep and turn a little inwards and reorder our own world, South Asia, peacefully and according to our own lights while it is possible to do so.
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