Hints of Cooperation Put Leaders of Pakistan and India on the Defensive at Home
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NEW DELHI — When the prime ministers of India and Pakistan met recently on the sidelines of a regional summit meeting in Egypt, they hammered out a joint statement that seemed to point toward greater cooperation between the nuclear-armed neighbors.

After months of tension over the attacks in Mumbai last November, in which gunmen from Pakistan rampaged through India’s financial capital and killed more than 160 people, the two sides seemed open to the possibility of resuming full-blown talks.

Instead, the mere suggestion of a thaw in relations has been met with fierce public and political resistance in India, providing a nagging reminder of the enormous internal obstacles that both countries face in overcoming their decades-old rivalry.

In Pakistan, talking to India about the troubles at the root of the turbulent 62-year relationship, not least the disputed territory of Kashmir, involves thorny questions of who is actually running things, the military or the civilian president, Asif Ali Zardari. The powerful army and intelligence service have been the major obstacles to peace with India in the past, political analysts and diplomats say.

In India, the government faces lasting and deep-seated anger among the population over the Mumbai attacks and years of suspicion among the governing elite that Pakistan will never really be ready to make peace.

“A friendly neighborhood and supportive relationships within the region are very much in India’s interest,” said Salman Haider, a retired Indian diplomat. “But the reverberations of Mumbai are still being felt. The hostile attitude toward Pakistan is still firmly embedded in India.”

That was apparent in the controversy surrounding the statement issued in Sharm el Sheik, Egypt. Last week, opposition lawmakers lacerated India’s septuagenarian prime minister, Manmohan Singh, during an appearance before Parliament, accusing him of capitulating to Pakistan. Even some members of Mr. Singh’s own party quietly hinted at their disapproval, diplomats and analysts here said.

The controversy centered on two vague and largely unexplained references in the statement that have rankled India’s chattering classes.

The first said that future talks would not be linked to progress on terrorism, a position that seemed to contradict the Indian government’s oft-stated demand that Pakistan take firm action to control extremist groups operating on Pakistani soil before any resumption of talks.

The second and more politically explosive element was a reference to the unrest in the Pakistani province of Baluchistan. Pakistan has long accused India of fomenting unrest there, and it worries that India’s deepening ties to neighboring Afghanistan are an attempt to keep Pakistan off balance.

Mr. Singh told Parliament that he had denied the allegation to Pakistan’s prime minister, Yousaf Raza Gilani, but agreed to include the claim in the joint statement to clear the air.

“We are willing to discuss all these issues because we know that we are doing nothing wrong,” Mr. Singh said. “Our conduct is an open book. If Pakistan has any evidence, and they have not given me any, and no dossier has been given, we are willing to look at it because we have nothing to hide.”

On the floor of Parliament, the members of the opposition Bharatiya Janata Party pilloried the soft-spoken Mr. Singh for what they called a capitulation to Pakistan and what they said would be perceived as an admission that Pakistan’s allegation had merit.

“All the waters of Neptune will not wash away the shame of Sharm el Sheik,” said Yashwant Sinha, a senior member of the Bharatiya Janata Party, on the floor of Parliament. He claimed that Mr. Singh had “walked into the Pakistani camp.”

India’s editorial opinion writers have not been much kinder.

“The prime minister has indulged in a huge gamble,” an editorial in the business newspaper Mint said last week. “Let’s hope it does not cost India dear.”

It has not helped that in Pakistan the two disputed clauses have been hailed as victories, lending heft to the impression that Mr. Singh gave more than he received in the negotiations, said Maj. Gen. Dipankar Banerjee, a retired army officer and the director of the Institute of Peace and Conflict Studies, a research institution here.

“There is the sense in the public that somehow the prime minister seems to have diluted his position and given in a bit too much to Pakistan after taking the correct, national consensus position,” General Banerjee said.

Indeed, Mr. Singh may have made more of a public relations blunder than a political or strategic error. Pakistan recently handed over a new dossier of evidence on the Mumbai attacks, and the material helped convince Mr. Singh that Pakistan was serious about cooperation on fighting terrorism, according to former senior diplomats.

But given all the mutual mistrust, Mr. Singh must do a better job of convincing both the general public and the governing elite on whose support he depends that India is getting as well as giving, analysts say.

“This is a weakness of the P.M.,” General Banerjee said. “He takes the Indian people into confidence so seldom. In a democracy like India, with so many constituencies and so many views, especially on Pakistan, it is a lesson that the public needs to be taken along.”
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