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Begum Khalida Zia, the Prime Minister of Bangladesh, ended her Pakistan visit yesterday. Her mission could only be to foster Pakistan-Bangladesh ties. The relations between the two, all said and done, remain distant and less than normal. There is little enthusiasm in either country for more cooperation or closeness. But Bangladesh also wants to see progress in its Saarc project and some more trade on preferential terms. That requires Pakistan's cooperation. What the visit has achieved is not, despite several MOUs and agreements, something to write home about.

Begum Khalida's visit may have something to do with the unending political warfare between Awami League and Bangladesh Nationalist Party in the context of national election later in the year. Could it be that by appearing to forge closer ties with Pakistan, she hopes to consolidate BNP's electoral position?

The second context is the delay in SAFTA's implementation. Technically it is both India and Pakistan that are responsible for the delay. In reality, it is Pakistan which continues to have reservations about free trade with India; especially repugnant to Islamabad is India's desire for the passage of Indian goods to and from foreign countries through Pakistan, so long as the Kashmir issue remains unresolved. But all members of the Saarc are aware that Kashmir and SAFTA are serious matters. If the SAFTA is not implemented that will be the start of the unravelling of Saarc. It cannot long survive without SAFTA's implementation. Clear-cut decisions are needed now. Bangladesh was the first to advance the idea of Saarc and wants it to take off.

What keeps the two countries distant is history: the origins lie in the manner in which Bangladesh emerged out of the troubled womb of Pakistan. It was born amidst tears and bloodshed. 1971 signified that the much tom-tommed Muslim Nationalism foundered on the rocks of race, language and culture. That bitterness has yet to dissipate fully. The relationship between the two peoples can best be described as a love-hate relationship. There are elements that unite the Bangladeshis and the Pakistanis. But there are also strong memories of a bloody civil war that sundered their close unity in pre-1971 period. The latter is strong enough to keep them away from each other. These factors must be clearly stated and understood.

Doubtless, in the larger historical perspective the peoples of Bangladesh and Pakistan have had many commonalities. But the question has become controversial in terms of the interpretation of that history. In the context of emerging Indian nationalism in the 19th century that was largely secular, Muslim Separatism had its formal birth in Dhaka in the shape of Muslim League, a body of nawabs and Talukdars and of course landlords, big and small. Even poor tiny-sized landlords liked it as a godsend. Through the ups and downs of three decades, the Muslim League evolved its Two Nation theory in 1940s and began working for Pakistan.

Of all the areas constituting Pakistan today, most were those which were not of keen concern. Those who were fascinated by the Pakistan idea and were most enthusiastic were the Muslims of Bengal who chose to reject India's secular Indian nationalism and preferred to become associated with the western provinces of India where the Muslims were in a majority but had different ethnicities. The motivation of Bengal ML was at the bottom to mainly get rid of Hindu landlords while Muslim leadership in Punjab, Sindh, Balochistan and NWFP was primarily big-sized landlords who opted for Pakistan mainly to preserve their properties and privileges.

The history of turbulence in Pakistan is well known to the people of Bangladesh as well as Pakistan. The crisis of federalism versus a strong centre obsession of the ruling elites in Pakistan came to a head in the 1971 civil war when Pakistani generals refused to accept the popular verdict of East Pakistan. That dovetailed into an India-Pakistan war in which Pakistan was decisively defeated and broke up.

The question now is, with this background, what is the demand of statesmanship on the leadership of both Pakistan and Bangladesh. Hitherto taciturnity at state level has been the outstanding reality. Meet a common Bangladeshi, and other things being equal, he is likely to be ambivalent: he tends to embrace the long-lost brother and the very next moment he is apt to remember what that brother did 34 years ago. He is repelled. He loves as well as hates Pakistanis. The Pakistanis also exhibit the same characteristic. This is where matters stand. There have been perfunctory attempts to mend fences before. None took off. One ventures to suggest that politicians and diplomats have been ignoring the vital context: it is India.

It may be true that the 20th century boundaries of India had resulted from the long British efforts to unite all the areas of India's civilisational and cultural sway under their sovereignty and suzerainty (in some states and places). But a civilisational homogeneity of the region called South Asia today was and is a fact, having taken thousands of years to evolve. The common bonds between Bangladeshis and Pakistanis came into being by being parts of that common civilisational space -- ie as parts of India's social and political evolution. Thus without Indian participation -- and which in practice now means closeness in Saarc -- the idea of these two, Bangladesh and Pakistan, becoming friends would remain far-fetched and prone to a worsening of ties.

That opens up a large historical question: can ties among Pakistan, India and Bangladesh become normal and productive for common good without a communal reconciliation of the Muslims and the Hindus? India's secular idea was acceptable one hundred per cent before 1940 to all Muslims. They only put certain demands to be met before going whole hog in creating a single progressive and vital entity of India. These demands were basically about language, culture and provincial autonomy.

But the reality underneath ML in West Pakistan was an anxiety on the part of Muslim elites not to let Indian National Congress carry out its supposed programme of eliminating absentee landlordism. And Bangladeshis ought to know better because their very first major action -- abolition of absentee landlordism -- alienated West Pakistan's landed aristocracy. That was the cause of Pakistan's undoing. Grandees of West Pakistan destroyed democracy to prevent the Bengali majority coming to power. Landlords in the west killed democracy -- and that killed Pakistan. Pakistan remains dominated by the same social elites. The social bases for a close relationship between Bangladesh and Pakistan do not exist. Can new ties be created?

The question is how? One thinks that it cannot be done without India being a part of first an entente cardiale as a part of general reconciliation of the common people of all three countries, in fact all the people of the Saarc. Without the Indian context, there would be no meeting ground between Pakistan and Bangladesh.

The state in Pakistan is now sustained by the military and an ideology of Islamic solidarity that had manifestly failed to keep Pakistani Muslims united and today politics in Pakistan is split along ethnic lines. The politics of the Pushtoons is distinct from the politics of the Punjabis, which in its turn is distinct from those of Baloch and Pushtoon nationalists. Old historical forces should be allowed to help bring about a grand historical reconciliation. This new idea can only be a secular and democratic one. The Hindu Rashtra, the Muslim Nationalism and even hard ethnic constructs need to be fused into a larger Saarc-wide homogeneity in secular democratic pluralism and economic development.

 

