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It is time for India and Pakistan to graduate to conflict resolution from simply conflict management. Till both recognise the centrality of Kashmir to all other related issues, interaction between the two will only remain hinged at the periphery and will constantly lose its direction and focus

Pakistan’s Foreign Minister, Shah Mehmood Qureshi is almost desolate these days. His expectations of the India-Pakistan dialogue were perhaps a bit too high, even by his standards. The American Secretary of State came calling, spent her day doing her usual things along with the almost certain media interaction, and one could notice that even she did not bring enough cheer into Shah Mehmood’s life. The Afghan sojourn was equally dismal, on many counts, as far as Pakistan’s interests were concerned (these I intend to take up in a later column), where the FM seemed like a sleeping man walking. Hey FM, it is not that bad. Most Pakistani journalists have crucified you undeservedly. You played some things off-the-cuff; when things happen, not everything goes right. But more courage to you for staying in there and saying what you did. It may have been better handled. For me, though, he was talking to a dead man. And dead men usually do not carry imaginative options. 

The Indian Foreign Minister, S M Krishna did not play ball. He actually could not; he had little with him. Had our mandarins studied the situation better, and this they should have for that is what they are paid for, they should have noted the predominant hold that the internal security establishment has in Delhi. Chidambaram, in finance was not easy to handle politically by his rivals; as home minister, he has cart-blanche, since India’s peril lies in the three ongoing internal security challenges: 1) aftermath of Mumbai and its related security strands including the need to rev up the pressure on Pakistan, squeezing the most diplomatic advantage out of the given situation. 2) The Maoist insurgency covering almost one-third of the Indian landmass and dealing with its consequences, especially when the political divide in India, practically, has pushed state response into a paralysis. 3) And finally, the second uprising in Kashmir, which has the Indian state seeking responses in a new mould with the aim to redefine the nature of conflict in Kashmir as an interesting twist. Krishna brought the flavour of both these dynamics when he purportedly came calling to break the impasse between India and Pakistan on the peace process.

The puzzle is not complete without the mention of Shiv Shankar Menon, India’s National Security Advisor, who sits within the prime minister’s office block, and who, as the former foreign secretary, was the architect of the Sharm el-Sheikh accord between the Indian and the Pakistani prime ministers, for which both he and the Indian PM had to take a lot of flak. But he is a smart man; one, he has had the popularly hawkish duo of Pranab Mukherjee, Krishna’s predecessor, and Narayanan, Menon’s predecessor, replaced with himself and the incumbent and fairly pliable Krishna, and secondly, he has retained his hold on South Block by retaining his links through his well placed team — Nirupama Rao being one. He is the prime man to define India’s security policy, has RAW reporting to him on behalf of the PM, and therefore has a handle on how Pakistan gets handled by the various arms of the government, including India’s foreign ministry. No points for guessing who Nirupama was taking instructions from even as Krishna sat through the parleys in Islamabad. Menon has another blot to wash — the Sharm el-Sheikh episode, which, for some strange reason, all of India felt was a sell-out. Actually, it was not, but they simply do not care to listen. Menon and Chidambaram were in full control of the Indian design with Pakistan in the recent talks and what generally is being played out as a response. 

Menon was also in charge, as the foreign secretary then to Pranab Mukherjee when Mumbai happened, and was therefore instrumental in the ‘no talks with Pakistan’ strategy. Intended to coerce Pakistan to ‘deliver’ on Mumbai, the strategy failed to deliver. He now sits in the upgraded version of the same when the plan is to goad Pakistan with the persistence of the mantra, ‘Pakistan must deliver on Mumbai’. It is likely to remain the course for some time till this too is seen to fail. India will then need another change of tack to either revert to a more equitable mechanism of dialogue, covering the larger pate of issues, or further harden her stance with the single focal agenda of making Pakistan deliver at any cost. This is when things are likely to get tricky. Any form of military option will be suicidal for the region. More likely, since Afghanistan will still be in an almost similar state as exists today, it will most likely dampen India’s likely proclivity to push Pakistan into a military diversion. 

It is time for India and Pakistan to graduate to conflict resolution from simply conflict management. Till both recognise the centrality of Kashmir to all other related issues including terrorism — as it impacts India — interaction between the two will only remain hinged at the periphery and will constantly lose its direction and focus. A failure in the talks is more dangerous between the two than an absence of talks, and therefore will need constant nurturing to throw up some positives. Kashmir on the backburner is a popular call in both countries, as if time might resolve the issue. This is entirely unlikely. The current spate of the uprising in Kashmir can easily precipitate a fallback to the post-1989 state of Kashmir, encouraging militancy to return. If the cause is taken out, the effect shall cease. As I have stated before in these columns, it need not be a zero-sum game. What it will need though is to revert to a set of options and seek a win-win for both countries as well as the Kashmiris. In all other cases, the militants, using terror as expression, will continue to prevail, posing difficulties of perception and effect in the bilateral relationship between India and Pakistan. 

Krishna’s response to the Kashmir question in the now famous press conference was instructive, and indicated a deliberate change in strategy in India — more likely another Chidambaram-Menon product. He responded to a Pakistani journalist’s concern on Kashmir’s rising incidence of military high-handedness by stonewalling the relevance of the issue with Pakistan, instead choosing to emphasise the role of the elected government in Kashmir and resort to the usual processes of governance. Within India too, the effort is to avoid reference to any Pakistani hand in the uprising, instead focusing on wasted political capital gained through the last elections and serious failures in Omar Abdullah’s style of leadership. In no way do the Indians wish to identify a Pakistani connection with Kashmir. This seems a deliberate strategy to internalise Kashmir and its troubles as strictly an Indian concern away from its disputed status. More such obfuscation on Kashmir should be expected.

These are signs of a wholesale change in the treatment of bilateral issues with Pakistan. Pakistan will do well to keep a keen eye and a better listening watch.
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