General Musharraf’s Visit and the Future of Peace in South Asia


By the time this reflection reaches the reader, General Pervez Musharraf of Pakistan will have completed his visit to India. All that one can say now (mid-June) is that the official reaction in India and Pakistan to this overdue event is on predictable lines. India tries to convince the world that it has taken a peace initiative while Pakistan claims that the Indian Prime Minister’s invitation is the result of its own sustained pressure. These postures are indicative of the difficult path ahead for peace in the sub-continent. One is also left with the impression that neither side has a plan of action or a long-term solution in view. Some South Asia watchers believe that the initiative comes because of super power pressure or is a strategy to avert more of it.  

That notwithstanding, the initiative is welcome as a step towards peace between the two countries and in South Asia as a whole. The obstacles cannot be ignored. So the initiative cannot be left to the leaders. The people of these countries have to map the route of lasting peace. Christians in India, Pakistan and the rest of South Asia can join all persons of good will in playing a role in favour of lasting peace and development. 


The first step in this long journey is to acknowledge the history of division between our countries. An editorial in The Hindu some years ago stated that the foreign policy of India seems to be made in Islamabad and that of Pakistan in New Delhi! Each country sees what the other does and takes the opposite stand! It is indicative of each country finding a national identity by contrasting itself with the other rather than on its strengths. That is an offshoot of the uncertainty they faced at their birth around their unity, future and very identity. Unsure of themselves amid the demands of the regional, caste and tribal groups within their borders for a share in political power and the benefits of economic development, they try to find their identity by referring to threats emanating from the other. The minority benefiting from development uses it as a strategy to divert attention from the just demands of the majority for a life with dignity and to suppress them by calling them anti-national or foreign inspired.


As a result, for half a century India and Pakistan have lived in a climate of officially sustained distrust. In 1995, after reading out to me a passage from an Urdu text book filled with anti-Indian propaganda, a merchant in Lahore asked me: “Do you know where this book was printed?” He himself volunteered an answer: “In Uttar Pradesh, and smuggled into Pakistan. All these goods in our shops are produced in India. But we import them from Abu Dhabi and Singapore at four times the price. The official trade with India is $500 million. But the reality is around ten times that. Others get the benefits because we fight among ourselves.”

That is a reality. The development of the people of South Asia in general and of our two countries in particular has suffered. Besides, financial resources are diverted for defence, thanks to this animosity. Most people in these countries accept militarisation as essential for national security. The middle class euphoria at the nuclear explosions in May 1998 bears witness to it. Thus the people pay the price of the atmosphere of distrust created by our political and economic decision-makers. 

But the assumption is that Kashmir is the only conflict and that once it is solved all will be well between us. Most decisions are based on this assumption. Indian as well as Pakistani leaders have linked their survival as nations to it. Even before talks began India stated that no compromise will be made on this issue because it concerns national sovereignty. Pakistan, in its turn, has stated that good relations will be restored once this core issue is dealt with. This assumption was the basis of the Ramazan ceasefire. But in the absence of a plan beyond Kashmir and the failure to involve Kashmiris and other parties to the conflict, it remained a ceasefire at the line of control (LOC) that divides the State. Civilian killings went up by 20% in the State during these months. 

On the assumption that it is the only problem, other persons of good will suggest quick-fix solutions such as declaring the LOC the international border or immediate autonomy with open borders between the two parts of the State divided by the LOC. I consider simplistic the assumption of Kashmir being the only problem. It certainly is important, as such has to be solved. From that perspective the solutions suggested above are in the right direction. But they cannot by themselves end the distrust resulting from a century and half of colonial “divide and rule” and fifty years of a search for an identity based more on negating the other than on one’s strengths. Kashmir is a symbol of this problem and of the confusion around a national identity. So a solution has to begin by dealing with that issue, with the economic vested interests of our two nations and the arms manufacturers of the rich countries. That requires confidence building measures in the sub-continent and pressure on the countries that live on arms exports.

To begin with the first, the confusion around their post-colonial identity has resulted in over-centralisation in most South Asian countries as seen in the effort of their dominant communities to impose a single “national” culture on the whole population. These classes consider pluralism divisive and dismiss regionalism as anti-national. That in its turn begets more feelings of neglect, further unrest and more efforts to divert attention by pointing fingers at one’s neighbour. The growth of fundamentalism in the sub-continent in the 1990s has intensified the centralising tendency, the confused identity and the distrust between the countries. The polarisation around Kashmir is only a symbol of this division. So the long-term solution lies in confidence building measures and a united movement against fundamentalism. 

To it is added globalisation in the 1990s through which rich countries extend their control to the economic, social and political spheres. Such interference did not begin in the 1990s. For four decades before it, India and Pakistan depended on the super-powers to use their veto at the UN on the Kashmir issue, thus allowing them to interfere in our internal affairs in order to get support on this problem and for defence hardware.  

Globalisation has only added to the heavy economic price the people of South Asia pay. For example, the GATT Agreement is tilted in favour of trade blocs like the European Common Market. That is one of the reasons why the ASEAN bloc has managed to survive the economic crisis of the 1990s better than the sub-continent has done. But South Asia has not been able to evolve a Preferential Trade Agreement (SAPTA). Some present the Indo-Pak conflict as the main if not the only cause of its failure. That too is probably an oversimplification. One should see it also in the context of the fear among India’s neighbours, of a big country dumping its products on them. That India is a big country is beyond doubt, so is the fact that, thanks to the much maligned public sector and planned development, India has a strong industrial base that its neighbours have failed to develop. Only now they are beginning to invest in industry and fear that they will be swamped by Indian goods. Besides, India has on many occasions behaved like the “big brother” and has alienated many neighbours. 

It means that confidence building measures have to go beyond flash points like Kashmir, towards relations of equals between the peoples of India, Pakistan and other countries. Every country needs to look at itself objectively. The fault does not lie with India alone though as the biggest country it can play an important role in working towards peace. Besides, no solution found at the top can lead to permanent peace. Moreover, external interference will continue. USA the present super power and its newly emerging contender China will not let go of their hold on the sub-continent.     


A long term solution demands that the people of these two countries interact with each other and put pressure on their Governments in favour of every citizen’s right to a life with dignity. Confidence building measures are required at the level of the ordinary people. While the majority goes along with the official propaganda, small people to people initiatives have been active in the 1990s. Against a small group that took the initiative in the mid-1990s, today at least 20 groups from trade union and women activists to journalists, retired defence officers and industrialists are taking these initiatives. 

That is where South Asians who believe in Jesus the Prince of Peace can play a constructive role together with all people of good will. Without pressure from many more groups of this type, the negotiations will probably result in more propaganda, particularly in the context of the growth of fundamentalism. If a solution is found it will be more in response to the pressure from the rich countries than to the benefit of South Asia. The Churches in India and Pakistan need to encourage their followers to join such initiatives in response to the Lord who came to make all things new. 

This newness may take the form of a search for long-term solutions. We repeat that they are long term. Even a trade agreement will not come easily without confidence building measures. For example history shows that the European Union came after centuries of wars and massacres between these countries and sustained effort of a few groups to take them beyond their history of animosity. South Asia too has to go beyond its history through confidence building. The many Church run institutions can join the people’s initiatives in playing a constructive role in it.

The Churches also need to challenge their counterparts in the rich countries that are using this conflict to promote their armament industry and other economic interests, against the good of the poor in South Asia. At the risk of alienating some of their leaders, Christians in India and Pakistan need to play a prophetic role towards them in imitation of Jesus who stood up to the powerful. They need to remind Christian leaders in the rich countries that seven out of the eight countries (G-8) that take all economic decisions for the rest of the world call themselves Christian. 

Several Christian civil rights groups are already active in the rich countries, questioning their lifestyle and militarisation. South Asian Churches can strengthen their hand by forming an alliance with them and the Churches of other poor continents to pressurise more Christians in the rich countries to play a prophetic role towards their economic and political decision makers. Only such a sustained alliance among the people of India, Pakistan and the rest of South Asia and combined pressure on the leaders of the rich countries can lead to a lasting solution in the sub-continent. The Churches need to play their prophetic role in it.        
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