No more graveyards —Saad Hafiz
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What gets less attention is that Kashmir, once described as ‘a heaven on earth’, transformed into ‘a valley of death’ is one of the worst tragedies of international politics



In his recent statement, President Obama, underscoring that disputes between India and Pakistan could only be resolved by the two countries themselves, ruled out any imposed solution from the ‘outside’ on Jammu and Kashmir. Obama’s statement is not inconsistent in that the Kashmir dispute has often been represented primarily as a matter between India and Pakistan and framed around the issues of the legitimacy of Kashmir’s accession to India at independence. The 1972 Simla Agreement between India and Pakistan also recognised Kashmir as a bilateral dispute. What gets less attention is that Kashmir, once described as ‘a heaven on earth’ transformed into ‘a valley of death’, is one of the worst tragedies of international politics. The people of Kashmir have become the unfortunate victims of this tragedy, as Kashmir degenerated into a pawn in Indo-Pak rivalry.
It is also quite evident that Pakistan’s insistence that Kashmir is an international dispute resonates even less with the international community then it ever did in the past. Previously, the international community appreciated Pakistan’s position, noting India’s historic intransigence towards implementing pending UN resolutions that supported a plebiscite to determine the future of the territory. Some countries sympathised with the genuine alienation of the people of Kashmir, who periodically revolted against Indian rule in the face of brutal human rights violations committed by Indian forces. However, Pakistan’s own poor human rights and democratic record, the failed Kargil adventure, which nearly resulted in another Indo-Pak war, and state support for terror groups operating in the region have largely diminished Pakistan’s moral standing on Kashmir.
Pakistan’s policy makers should not be surprised by Obama’s remarks. They ought to have come to terms by now with Pakistan’s inability to force a military solution in Kashmir and the lack of international interest in third party mediation. Mostly for domestic consumption, Pakistan can ignore or dismiss Obama’s statement and continue to insist that Kashmir is an international dispute and that its resolution is not dependent on President Obama’s intervention. Some Pakistanis will also delude themselves into thinking that the Kashmiris themselves, by taking to the streets in peaceful protest like in the ‘Arab Spring’ countries, can change the status quo in Kashmir or at least keep the issue alive until such time as the international community will come around to compelling India to implement past UN resolutions.
If there is a silver lining for Pakistan in Obama’s Kashmir remarks, it is in when he went on to say that “nations must meet their responsibilities and all of us have a profound interest in a stable, prosperous and democratic Pakistan.” This clearly implies that India also has a stake and responsibility in finding a resolution to the Kashmir dispute, which has bedevilled relations with Pakistan, thereby reducing regional tensions. Hopefully, a Kashmir resolution would help in bringing about a stable and prosperous Pakistan, which would be in India’s interest as well.
There is no doubt that the policymakers in India and Pakistan will need to find the political will and have a vital role to play in any Kashmir solution. Probably, the first step towards the resolution of the dispute is for both India and Pakistan to abandon their past power-centric approach to the conflict and involve the people of the territory in dispute resolution. Secondly, the proxy war between India and Pakistan in Kashmir must come to an end. Security cooperation between India and Pakistan should sustain the present abatement in cross-border terrorism and ensure that militant and terrorist elements are not able to re-establish the environment of fear and violence. This should remove the need for large permanent deployments of Indian troops to provide security in the region, a major cause of friction with the local population. Thirdly, as the demand for complete independence of the territory seems a distant and unattainable dream, a big step forward would be the establishment of a soft border and self-rule framework between the Indian and Pakistani regions of Jammu and Kashmir. This can be complemented by cross-border institutional links such as joint assemblies between the regions, under Indian and Pakistan sovereignty.
While the forces in India and Pakistan that have benefited from the decades of violence in Kashmir will create maximum obstacles, the peace dividend from the resolution of the longstanding dispute will accrue to all parties. India can continue its ‘tryst with destiny’ to be recognised as a global power by other countries in the region and beyond, and fulfil its dream of obtaining a permanent Security Council seat. With its near fatal preoccupation with Kashmir removed, Pakistan can focus on better controlling its borders, improving its economic fundamentals and regaining the trust of the international community. Finally, for the people of Jammu and Kashmir, it would mean putting behind them the tragic legacy of the past, and reviving hope for a better future by rekindling ‘Kashmiriyat’.
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