‘Wishful’ claims of progress
By Shamshad Ahmad

WHERE, then, does the India-Pakistan peace process stand? Back to square one. Addressing the third round table conference in New Delhi last week, Prime Minister Manmohan Singh squarely ruled out any prospect of an early Kashmir settlement.

He dismissed Pakistan Foreign Minister Khurshid Kasuri’s repeated “wishful” claims of New Delhi and Islamabad nearing an agreement on Kashmir (or even Siachen) and categorically made it clear that “some public statements in this regard (Kashmir issue) emanating from Pakistan do not give the correct picture.”

In his recent interviews and media conversations, Kasuri had been indecorously upbeat in claiming that a “lot of ground has been covered for an agreement on Kashmir” and “the two countries are moving towards a settlement of the Kashmir issue.” He has also been at pains to assert that he was one of the five or perhaps six persons in Pakistan who were in the back-channel Kashmir loop.

How amusing for a foreign minister to be struggling for a semblance of some relevance in a system which is being run on the whims of a uniformed individual rather than an institution. He doesn’t even know that the number of persons in the Kashmir loop is far greater than his imaginative estimate. There are many invisible hands, including some outside powers and organisations that have contributed to the brewing recipe for this Pakola version of a delectable Kashmir cocktail.

Manmohan Singh, on his part, while sitting on a square table used the round table conference to once again articulate his “simple vision” of a trisected Naya Jammu, Kashmir and Ladakh which he had enunciated two years ago while addressing university students in Srinagar. This “simple vision” according to him, “is symbolised by peace, prosperity and people’s power” which would be a “model of real empowerment of the people and comprehensive security for them.”

Manmohan Singh’s “simple vision” is not really that simple. It is a well-choreographed smokescreen to eclipse the core of the Kashmir issue. It should open the eyes of President Musharraf and his overzealous foreign minister. New Delhi is looking at the whole issue only as an administrative domestic problem which it thinks will be taken care of through political, administrative and economic measures within the bounds of India’s constitutional framework.

Manmohan Singh in his address at the conference did admit that there were references to President Musharraf’s proposals and statements on Jammu and Kashmir during the discussions, and several ideas, having a bearing on improving relations between India and Pakistan, were being discussed at various levels. According to him, “we are giving careful consideration to the views expressed at these round tables and the meetings of the working groups.”

He said India was engaged sincerely with Pakistan to “improve relations and resolve all pending issues” and vowed to work for reconciliation “recognising the interdependence of our destiny.” He reiterated his proposal for India and Pakistan to “work out cooperative, consultative mechanisms” between the two sides of Kashmir to solve problems of social and economic development of the region.

Most Kashmiri parties, including those supporting Musharraf’s Kashmir initiative and which did not participate in the round table dialogue, agree that Manmohan Singh’s Kashmir vision is totally blurred on the actual territorial dispute or its solution. Manmohan Singh made it clear that the reduction of security forces in Indian-held Kashmir depended on militant activities. He said “every possible action would be taken to see that the deployment of security forces is directly related to the scale of the problems on the ground which they are required to tackle.”

This takes care of Musharraf’s demilitarisation proposal. India would retain the final say in determining the scale of the problems on the ground. We are just witnessing a déjà vu of the 1950s when Nehru’s Congress party had made similar conditionalities on India’s withdrawal of its forces from occupied Kashmir as required by the in UN Security Council resolutions to prepare the ground for a free and fair plebiscite.

Like his illustrious predecessor, Manmohan Singh is using the same clichés in stressing that these (current) efforts will not be fruitful unless a peaceful environment is created through honouring commitments made, in letter and spirit, to curb terrorist activities. He is clearly alluding to President Musharraf’s unprecedented solemn affidavit given in this regard to India in the joint Islamabad statement of January 6, 2004. A simple reading of its text would show that there was nothing joint in that statement.

One must accept, however, that unlike our leaders, Manmohan Singh at least has been faithful to his constitutional oath and democratic pluralistic system. He is not taking the decisions all alone. He is holding round table conferences and has established working groups for discussions on various aspects of the Kashmir problem. This systemic approach strengthens Manmohan Singh’s hands and also reinforces his “simple vision” on Kashmir. He will find it easier to move ahead with his diversionary antics.

We do not see any such attempt, not even a cosmetic one, in Pakistan. General Musharraf is grappling with challenges to his own political survival at home and has no time from his unending pointless foreign odysseys. Even if he had time, he would not have opted for an institutional approach because he fears constitutional bodies and does not trust institutions. Instead, he relies on the advice of lone-rangers of all sorts who, as sequential events have shown, are capable of landing him in crisis after crisis.

There is a clear difference of approach being followed in New Delhi and Islamabad. In New Delhi, round table conferences and working groups are the forums for multifaceted discussions on the whole range of issues. Manmohan Singh personally engages in those discussions steering them artfully to make sure a façade of constructive engagement with Pakistan is maintained while making no commitments beyond India’s basic stand on Kashmir.

In Islamabad, the foreign minister is being used only to make noises while the man in the saddle is calling the shots without any consultative processes. Ever since Musharraf gave out his own “simpler vision” of an out of the box Kashmir solution, India has shown not the slightest change or flexibility in its position and remains firmly committed to its claim that Kashmir is an integral part of India and cannot be negotiated.

On our part, by giving all the wrong signals, and that too at the highest level, we have only damaged the Kashmir cause and our own case as a party to this dispute. By giving a clear message of retreat from our principled position, we have divided the Kashmiri people who having suffered heavy loss of life and limb over the decades, now stand totally disillusioned with Pakistan’s changing stance. They feel abandoned and let down

In Islamabad, a paradigm shift has been made in our Kashmir policy without going through any institutional process. The sole arbitrary arbiter of the nation’s destiny has taken no one into confidence, not even his handpicked cabinet or the Kashmir committee in the marginalised parliament.

The question is, how could one person who is not even sure of his own future in this crisis-laden election year, play with the destiny of the Kashmiri people? He has no mandate, especially during this fateful year of his military rule, to negotiate one-sided or unequal peace with India. He offers demilitarisation and self-governance to the Kashmiri people, something he continues to deny to his own people. How can the Kashmiris trust him?

His cosmetic four-point formula, which in essence is nothing but a gift-wrapped legitimisation of the status quo, has evoked no unequivocal response from India. Even if this formula, as Khurshid Kasuri asserts, is the only “best or second best” available choice for all the three parties, a military regime in Pakistan has no locus standi to make a back-channel deal which no future government in Pakistan elected by the people through a democratic process will accept or endorse.

Manmohan Singh, despite all his simplicity and soft-spoken demeanour, has never sounded over-optimistic or euphoric about the on-going back-channel diplomacy between a veteran diplomat from the Indian side and a politically suave personal confidante of Musharraf on this side. However, what amazes and amuses every one is the flurry of unending expressions of optimism by our president and foreign minister on the prospects of an early deal on Kashmir.

Ironically, the same day when Manmohan Singh was dismissing our “wishful” claims of an imminent agreement, Musharraf in Madrid again claimed that “reasonable progress had already been achieved on the Kashmir issue” and that the world may see the resolution of this dispute earlier than expected. He also termed Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh as “a credible leader and a man of peace.”

One wonders if public praises of leaders can make them change their minds on issues of vital importance to their countries. In real and dignified diplomacy, however, roaring gestures, feigning optimism, faking progress and oral “messaging” would never facilitate the desired outcome. It only weakens one morally and ethically.

In the ultimate analysis, no deal without the support of the people on both sides of the border will bring the needed durable peace between India and Pakistan. The present ruling dispensations both in New Delhi, where an Italian family-run political mob is seen to be running the show through a turbaned fall guy and in Islamabad where a wilful military ruler is calling the shots all alone with his English-orating straw men only keeping the lights on, inspire no confidence at the popular level.

Given this murky situation, it would perhaps be desirable that while remaining engaged in their “composite” dialogue and confidence building process, India and Pakistan should delay any final decision on Kashmir till such time as both countries have a national consensus on this major issue.

India has the advantage of an uninterrupted democratic process in which all political forces including the opposition parties have a say in their major policy formulation institutional processes. We in Pakistan cannot trust any major decision on Kashmir unless there is a genuinely elected civilian government in our country. Meanwhile in Pakistan, no more feigning of optimism, nor soliciting of half-baked deals, please. Show some dignified restraint.
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