Talks that go nowhere 
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The conduct of the Indian and Pakistani governments shows that neither side has a serious enough interest in normalising ties. — Photo by Reuters 
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An individual may be able to choose not only his friends and enemies but, if he is wealthy enough, even his neighbours. A land mass placed by the forces of nature at a certain location many thousands of years ago, and later called a country cannot switch places with another. 

That is to say, it cannot change its neighbours. That neighbours should have friendly relations is doubtless good advice, and in certain instances they actually do. But that is not always the case. 

India and Pakistan, part of the same subcontinent, have been unfriendly from the day of their emergence as independent states in August 1947. They have gone to war against each other three times, and their relations during the intervening periods have been tense. Peace advocates on both sides have urged the two governments to resolve, or set aside, their differences and move towards a cooperative relationship. Officials from the two sides have periodically met to discuss and possibly resolve or narrow down their disputes. But these efforts have not yet been successful. Yet, the argument that there is no viable alternative to talks continues to be made. 

In this connection it is noteworthy that at least on some occasions there has been a thaw in relations. There was noticeable warming up for a few months after the Indian prime minister, Mr Atal Behari Vajpayee, made his famous bus trip to Lahore at the invitation of his Pakistani counterpart Mr Nawaz Sharif in February 1999. Relations came almost to a breaking point some time later during the Kargil conflict. Things improved during Gen Pervez Musharraf’s rule. But this spell came to an abrupt end with the Mumbai attacks. This terrorist attack, which killed a number of persons, spread grief and then intense anger among Indian officials and the general public, which still has not gone away. 

Pakistani officials took the position that even if the instigators and planners of this attack were based in Pakistan, they were ‘non-state actors’. Indian officials and opinion makers did not accept this interpretation. They felt that segments of the Pakistani ‘establishment’, particularly the intelligence agencies, had played a role in the perpetration of this crime. Pakistan investigated the conspiracy and arrested a number of persons. They are being prosecuted but the trials against them are proceeding very slowly as is quite often the case in our as well as Indian courts. 

The Indian officials would like to see Jamaatud Dawa chief Hafiz Saeed tried and convicted as they allege that he is one of the principal organisers of the Mumbai attack. But none of this has happened because there is little evidence available against him that will pass scrutiny in a court of law. The Indians see this as an indication that the government of Pakistan does not take their anguish over the Mumbai attack seriously. 

The Indian government suspended talks with Pakistan following the Mumbai incident. It has indicated that their resumption depends on Pakistan bringing the culprits, who they say are present on its soil, to justice (presumably to its satisfaction). 

The international community, believing that normalisation of relations between India and Pakistan, is essential to the security and general well-being of the region, would like to see the two resume talks. The US would like to see better ties because it wants Pakistan to move its forces from its eastern border to its tribal areas to ‘do more’ by way of fighting militant groups. India has relented a bit but largely for appearance’s sake. 

The Indian foreign secretary visited Islamabad some time ago to prepare the ground for a meeting between Mr S.M. Krishna, the Indian foreign minister, and Mr Shah Mehmood Qureshi, his Pakistani counterpart. The latter meeting ended in undisguised failure. In fact no substantive talks were held, because it appeared that Mr Krishna had come with the mandate to discuss only the issue of terrorism and the related matter of Pakistan’s response to the Mumbai attack, whereas Mr Qureshi wanted to discuss the whole package of issues between the two countries. 

A couple of puzzling questions arise regarding India’ stated position. First, it is not clear what there is to discuss about terrorism. Both sides agree that it is a vile practice, and that it should be eradicated. The Pakistan Army has been fighting the Taliban who carry out terrorist attacks. Bomb blasts, suicide bombings and other terrorist acts take place in Pakistani cities almost every other day. By contrast only a few terrorist attacks have been mounted in India since Mumbai and these are said to have been engineered by “home grown” Indian elements. Unless my remembrance is wrong, Indian officials have never stated what exactly they want to tell their Pakistani counterparts about terrorism. 

Covering Mr Krishna’s visit to Islamabad, some newsmen conveyed to their audiences that the Indians were willing to discuss the matters of trade and communications. Pakistani representatives want the resumption of the ‘composite dialogue’ instead of going one step at a time. Nothing would have been lost to Pakistan if it had agreed to resolve the issues that are amenable to settlement at this time, leaving the more intractable ones for later. Likewise India would have lost nothing by setting aside the Mumbai issue. 

If nations who have been adversaries want to change course and become friendly, they must set the past aside and make a new beginning. The conduct of both Indian and Pakistani governments suggests that neither side has a serious enough interest in normalising their relations. A moderate amount of tension between them appears to suit the ‘establishment’ on each side. 

The writer is professor emeritus at the University of Massachusetts.
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