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THE India-Pakistan dialogue held on June 23-24 was defined by the two protagonists in terms of the need to keep communication channels open. 
Without a promise to go beyond this point in a substantive way, the dialogue was at least open-ended and even forward-looking. Yet while the two sides were talking to each other, they were hardly communicating on issues of substance.

At one end, bilateralism underscored the dialogue in a formal sense. At the other, the wider multilateral interests in bringing the two countries closer to each other were at work at various forums. Washington saw the India-Pakistan dialogue as necessary for its currently unfolding Afghan strategy, which is geared towards a planned drawdown. The UN secretary general lent his goodwill to the exercise, even promising to look at the Kashmir dispute afresh. The EU supported the diplomatic contact between the two adversaries as a positive step. India declared that it would keep the China factor out of it, if indeed there was any.

The two foreign secretaries met in the aftermath of the Abbottabad and PNS Mehran incidents, which had already vitiated the atmosphere. The Indian army and air force chiefs had given unguarded statements that India could carry out a surgical operation similar to Abbottabad. Later, the terrorist attack on the Mehran base in Karachi elicited concerns about the safety of Pakistan`s nuclear assets from across the border. The sentiment in Pakistan was predictably hostile.

A move forward on relations between the two countries remains stuck in history. Kashmir has become a stock reference for the dialogue, one party focusing on the need to resolve it, while the other feels obliged to acknowledge it as part of the formal agenda, if nothing else. Pakistan`s readiness to move from its classical position during the composite dialogue (2004-2007) is history. No significant move in this direction was expected in the latest round of talks.

Mumbai remained visible on the dialogue table. Indian analysts stressed the genuineness of the issue given the loss of human life in the 2008 massacre. They are disappointed with the slow-moving legal process to bring the culprits to justice in Pakistan. For commentators on the Pakistan side, Mumbai is considered to be an alibi in the hands of Indian diplomats for not making any headway in diplomacy. The western diplomatic endorsement of the Indian position has generally exerted enormous pressure on Pakistan on this count and put Islamabad on the defensive.

The Indian foreign secretary extended the metaphor of terrorism to Kashmir by declaring that negotiations could not move forward under the shadow of a gun. This referred to Islamist militancy in the valley. It seems that Pakistan has not articulated any viable strategy in this regard. The question remains whether Pakistan will let India use the issue of terrorism as a stick to beat it with or, alternatively, address the issue frontally to strengthen its diplomatic muscle by rooting out militants at home.

There is a clear divergence between the conflict-resolution approach on the Pakistan side and the confidence-building-measures approach on the Indian side. As steps to normalisation, the former seeks to resolve the myriad problems of Kashmir, Sir Creek, Siachen and hydroelectric dams on rivers allegedly planned against the spirit of the Indus Basin Treaty.

It feels that unless these conflicts are resolved, no progress can be made on the diplomatic front. Pakistan`s official position, which is controlled by its security apparatus, has positioned the resolution of bilateral conflicts as a prerequisite for any movement towards rapprochement.

The Indian stance remains tied to its classical position that small steps will lead to big steps and that CBMs pave the way for dealing with controversial issues. It stresses the issue of opening up to each other via trade relations as well as through contacts between opinion-making sections of the two societies. The recent dialogue was conspicuous for the absence of any input from the business community, intelligentsia and other sections of civil society.

The choice between the conflict-resolution and CBM routes to peace between the two neighbours has led to a chicken-and-egg situation. The two establishments did not show any enthusiasm for visa relaxation for travel across the border. Pakistan continued to shy away from the issue of enhancing trade with India for fear of creating interdependence between the two countries. Indeed, both India and Pakistan are far from creating the sensitivity to peace dividends in their respective societies that could eventually herald an era of change.

Both countries give an impression that they are in no hurry to reach an agreement, and can therefore wait. Their ossified positions on the disputes remain uninspiring. At home, the recent dialogue was coterminous with the election campaign in Azad Kashmir, which created hype for attracting nationalist fervour from the two leading parties, the PML-N and the PPP. The idiom of peace remains subservient to the idiom of war.

The issue of water for Pakistan as a lower riparian makes it mandatory for Islamabad to re-establish communications with Delhi. But the media discourse preceding the dialogue was hardly tuned to this objective. Indeed, the current mode of dialogue — spasmodic and rickety — should be institutionalised in the form of a regular exchange of ideas supported by a lobby on both sides.

An important aspect of diplomacy is path dependency. It is incremental in nature and accumulative in character. On the contrary, India-Pakistan diplomacy has been moving through roadblocks erected by ideological positions on the two sides. This amounts to making a new beginning each time. With the bureaucracy in charge, along with its wisdom rooted in missed opportunities and unacceptable solutions, perhaps input from the leadership can be a decisive factor. But neither of the two countries can boast of bold leadership for the cause of peace at this juncture.
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