Whither the peace process?
By Anwar Syed

UNTIL a few days ago, Indian spokesmen were saying that the quest for peace with Pakistan had been halted temporarily, and that it would be resumed at a more propitious time. The present time, according to them, is bad because “elements” based in Pakistan enter the Indian side of Kashmir to hit military and civilian targets, and that some of them cross into India itself to commit acts of sabotage and terrorism.

These “elements” are said to include not only religious extremists (the so-called “jihadis”) but also operatives from the Pakistan army and its intelligence agencies. Indian officials and media further allege that the militants under reference are housed and trained in camps located on territory under Pakistani control.

This allegation lends itself to several interpretations. It is possible that those making trouble for India are located on Pakistan-controlled territory, but its government does not know where they are. Second, one may say that even though the government of Pakistan does know of their existence and location, it simply does not have the capacity to control them. Third, it may be said that, yes, the government of Pakistan did for a time support the likes of them (Al Qaeda, Taliban, and similar other groups) and their “jihad” in Afghanistan (as did America) and in Kashmir (to which America did not object), but that Pakistan has broken its connection with all of them, in stages, following the 9/11 terrorist attacks in New York and Washington.

Pakistan has repeatedly asked India to provide evidence regarding the location of militants, their bases and training centres, but apparently the latter has not done so. That does not necessarily mean that the government of Pakistan has never known where the militants and their camps were. It seems to me that the third of the aforementioned possibilities, to wit, that Pakistan has broken its connection with extremist and militant organisations, and that it is doing what it can to put them out of commission, may be valid.

A couple of developments may be cited in support of my interpretation and to counter India’s cynical view that the break is more apparent than real. First, consider the fact that Pakistan has banned Al Qaeda, Taliban, the lashkars, and some other religious extremists, arrested and detained hundreds of their members and supporters, and frozen their assets. Second, nearly a hundred thousand Pakistani troops and paramilitary forces are battling the Al Qaeda and Taliban guerillas in the country’s northwestern areas bordering with Afghanistan and, in the process, they are also killing their own citizens. Third, Pakistan has its own compelling reasons for opposing militants inasmuch as they are wreaking death and destruction in its own towns almost every day of the week. The incidence of terrorism in Pakistan itself is far greater than it is in India.

Pakistan’s association with certain militant groups in the past cannot be taken to mean that this association is still continuing. America patronised the same groups during the 1980s, but that is no longer the case. If it is easy to understand the change in America’s posture in response to changed circumstances, why should it be difficult to allow for the same kind of shift on the part of Pakistan? India and China were once “brothers,” then became bitter foes, and now they are building friendly ties again.

Could one say that while there is a group of terrorists whom Pakistan is attempting to eradicate, there is another, India-specific, group that it nurtures, controls, and directs? That is conceivable but not likely.

If ideologically charged persons, willing to commit terrorism in India because they disapprove of its government and society, were brought together as a group, their operations could not be confined to India alone. They would find plenty of things in Pakistani government and society that are repugnant to their ideology, and they would feel free to mount terrorist acts in Pakistan as well. Recall that the Taliban who fought the Soviets later fought (and are still fighting) fellow-Afghans who were (and are) of a different mind. It is therefore highly improbable that Pakistan is maintaining an India-specific contingent of terrorists.

Let us now turn to recent acts of terrorism in India. Writing in this space (July 22, 2006), Mr Kuldip Nayar speaks of an “unholy alliance” between the “mosque and the cantonment” in Pakistan and alleges that its military establishment and Islamic fundamentalists have a shared interest in seeing “secular and pluralist” India bleed. The general impression in India, he says, is that Pakistan has been behind the terrorist acts in Varanasi, Bangalore, Delhi, and most recently Mumbai. He quotes Prime Minister Manmohan Singh as having said that the peace process with Pakistan has no future if “terrorist modules are instigated, inspired, and supported by elements across the border without which they (terrorists in India) cannot act with such devastating effect.” Manmohan Singh claims to have “credible information” in support of his assertion.

The Indian prime minister did not mean that the mischievous “elements across the border” were some stray individuals or obscure groups acting on their own initiative. The implication would appear to have been that one of the agencies in the government of Pakistan was the “element” that inspired and directed them. Pakistan, of course, rejects this insinuation as being entirely unfounded.

Indian politicians and civil servants have formed the habit of blaming Pakistan routinely, and without a second thought, for many of the things that go wrong in that country. A similar inclination is at work in Pakistan. I remember hearing, not too long ago, a Pakistani spokesman asserting that Indian consular establishments in Afghanistan were sending funds and weapons to the insurrectionists in Balochistan.

Pakistani officials have said also that several thousand agents working for India’s RAW (Research and Analysis Wing in the Indian prime minister’s secretariat) are deployed in Sindh to infiltrate “nationalist” groups, organs of civil society, and the media, among others, for the purpose of spreading disaffection, disrupting peace, “inspiring” terrorist acts, creating chaos, and destabilising the government. We may assume that India will deny all of these charges just as Pakistan rejects the ones the Indians hurl at it.

American, Indian, and even Afghan spokesmen periodically declare that Pakistan is not doing “enough,” and that it must do “more,” to eliminate actual and potential terrorists who may be present on its soil. This is absurd, for it assumes that, unlike all other governments in the world, the government of Pakistan has unbounded capacity for dealing with ugly events and situations. Terrorists destroy installations and kill scores of persons in Iraq every day, and the United States, the occupying power in that country and the strongest in the world, cannot stop them.

The government of Afghanistan is not able to subdue its own homegrown Taliban who control portions of that country and mount acts of terrorism in its other parts. India has deployed a large number of troops on its side of the LoC in Kashmir but it has not been able to wipe out the militants and terrorists in that part of the state. Its forces stationed along the LoC should be able to intercept, apprehend, and kill “infiltrators” coming in from the Pakistani side but, more often than not, they fail to do their duty. They fail because of inadequacy of capacity, not due to want of will. Nor have the Indian forces been able to end the terrorist acts committed by the rebels in its northeastern states.

Some of the terrorists in India are surely natives who live there, and yet the Indian police and intelligence agencies cannot find and catch all of them. Why should Pakistan then be expected to accomplish to perfection a task that no other country has been able to accomplish, and that too in its virtually self-governing tribal areas where the writ of no government, either during British rule or since independence, has ever been fully effective?

It is possible that each side’s allegations contain a small element of truth, but it appears to be mixed with a great deal of exaggeration induced by their long-standing mutual distrust. If the element of truth in them is substantial, then one must ask why they initiated the so-called peace process in the first place, and why they have been carrying it on for more than two years. A plausible explanation may be that the quest for peace is not genuine.

The two countries have not fought a full-scale war for some 35 years and, considering that each possesses nuclear warheads and delivery systems, war between them is not likely to break out in the foreseeable future. The quest for peace is then really a quest for friendly and cooperative relations. Its outcome depends on how much each side wants friendliness. Government leaders and most of the politicians in Pakistan consider the resolution of its disputes with India to be a precondition for the development of sustainable friendliness. In other words, they want friendliness if it comes with a satisfactory resolution of these disputes, including the one concerning Kashmir.

India is a status quo power so far as its disputes with Pakistan are concerned. It is most reluctant to make concessions to the Pakistani point of view. That is why it has been stressing CBMs (confidence-building measures) a lot more than it has been willing to enter substantive negotiations during the “composite dialogue”. It would rather live with the present state of its relations with Pakistan than make concessions to attain a larger measure of Pakistani goodwill. It figures that if Pakistan wants to be friendlier without demanding changes in the status quo, that would be great, and it would then reciprocate.

India’s current allegations against Pakistan may then be seen as a cover for its decision to return the disputes in question to oblivion. The CBMs, on their part, also appear to be reaching a dead end: buses and trains between the two countries are said to be running with far too many vacant seats.
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