
  

The rivalry between India and Pakistan 

has proven to be one of the world’s most intractable 

international conflicts, ever since 1947 when the 

British botched their departure from the South Asian 

subcontinent. And the enmity is likely to continue for 

another thirty-five years, reaching the century mark. 

This has critical implications for both countries and 

the rest of the world. Renowned South Asia expert 

Stephen P. Cohen explains why he expects this rivalry 

to continue in this first comprehensive survey of the 

deep historical, cultural, and strategic differences that 

underpin the hostility. 

In recent years the stakes have increased as India and 

Pakistan have each acquired a hundred or more nu- 

clear weapons, blundered into several serious crises, 

and become victims of terrorism, some of it from 

across their borders. America is puzzled by the prob-

lem of dealing with a rising India and a struggling 

Pakistan, and Cohen offers a fresh approach for U.S. 

policy in dealing with these two powers.

Drawing on his rich experience in South Asia to 

explore the character, depth, and origin of Indian and 

Pakistani attitudes toward each other, Cohen develops 

a comprehensive theory of why the dispute between 

New Delhi and Islamabad is likely to persist. He also 

describes the terrible cost of this animosity for the 

citizens of India and Pakistan, including the region’s 

high levels of violence and low level of economic 

integration. On a more hopeful note, however, he goes 

on to suggest developments that could ameliorate the 

tension, including a more active role for the United 
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nations. Kashmir is one of these issues, but as much a 
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and identity issues? Perhaps the best they can expect 
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including bottom-up ideas generated by the peace  

and business communities, as well as a realistic  
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Preface

The prospects of India-Pakistan normalization should be 
receiving greater world attention, especially in view of the many factors that 
make this an urgent issue: the rise of South Asia as a source for much global 
terrorism, the rise of India as a major economic power, the declining integ-
rity of Pakistan, and problems within the Indian political order. It cannot 
be assumed that the recent lurch toward civility in India-Pakistan relations, 
notably the signing of trade and visa agreements, signifies stability between 
the two states, or that their nuclear capability makes war so costly that it will 
never happen in the subcontinent again. The presence of nearly 200 nuclear 
warheads has merely driven their conflict underground, with each side test-
ing the patience of the other and the limits of deterrence.

One of this book’s central observations is that the India-Pakistan rivalry is 
likely to endure for several more decades—even to 2047, a “century,” to use 
the shorthand for a hundred runs in cricket, the most popular sport in both 
countries. Of course, this need not be the case if the two states took some 
steps toward high-level strategic accommodation or if contacts between 
the peoples of these two countries were to expand—both prospects seem 
unlikely now. Yet some external event or development might also change the 
context of the dispute. Alternatively, one of them—most likely Pakistan—
might fragment or disintegrate, or the two might engage in a cataclysmic 
conflict, most likely growing out of a crisis that led to a war in which nuclear 
weapons were used in great numbers. Right now, full normalization seems 
unlikely, so this book is suffused with conditional pessimism: normalization 
would be desirable, but there are worse futures than a projection of the pres-
ent rivalry for another thirty years or more.
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This book explores the reasons for the enduring rivalry between Paki-
stan and India, with suggestions as to how it might end. I partially share the 
view, common in the strategic literature but anathema in the peace commu-
nity, that stability on the subcontinent can only be achieved if strategic elites 
first recognize their overarching common interests: after this will come the 
people- to-people meetings, economic exchanges, larger volumes of mutually 
beneficial trade, cultural exchanges, and other interactions that solidify nor-
malization. However, another difficult roadblock must also be surmounted: 
the clash of state and national identities between India and Pakistan.

Of course, normalization is not “peace.” India and Pakistan may yet have 
crises; the road to normalization will undoubtedly be littered with them. 
Moreover, nothing may happen at all if the two political processes cannot, 
in the end, support it.

I use “normalization” in modified Westphalian terms. The Treaty of 
Westphalia of 1648 set forth standards for relations between sovereign 
states: their borders and their governments would be assured of legitimacy 
and integrity as long as they maintained political and physical control over 
their territories—hence the central role of armies in shaping states. A second 
Westphalian principle was that states should not actively try to transform 
or undermine each other. This principle can be said to apply particularly 
to neighbors, who find it easier to reach across borders by overt and covert 
means. No system is perfect: espionage and subversion do take place even 
between partner states—often in the guise of seeking information—and 
political subversion is common among hostile states. Another of the treaty’s 
norms—that sovereign states have a responsibility to prevent their territory 
from being used to assault another state—is also frequently violated.

Force and violence are thus closely associated with the modern state: they 
determine the boundaries of states. Force is used to maintain order within a 
state, but it must be legitimate to be credible, accepted, and effective.

In their modern application, Westphalia’s principles can be extended to 
any social, cultural, and political overlap between states. Many handle this 
overlap through peaceful means: for example, through regulations for trade, 
the movement of people, and sometimes the movement of ideas, which, 
however, is more difficult to standardize. All of these regulatory efforts are 
kept within the bounds of political acceptability. To do otherwise invites 
both retaliation in kind and the use of force of one sort or another.

However, notoriously in South Asia—but also in many other parts of the 
world—the state-to-state regulatory mechanism is absent. As a result, the 
domestic events in one state are in effect linked to the domestic events of 
another; there is no bright line here between foreign and domestic politics. 
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The linkage can be between ethnic groups, which in South Asia spill across 
borders, and it can be between separatist and autonomist groups, especially 
the survivors of a botched partition. As is often the end result, a sovereign 
border may mean nothing to important groups, and the state—usually via 
its intelligence services—may think it has the right to intervene in the affairs 
of another. Indeed, much foreign policy in South Asia is actually transborder 
interference in another state, with intelligence agencies or willing ethnic, 
religious, or linguistic assets being the preferred instrument of policy. In 
many cases, states allow groups to operate across formal borders; this passive 
policy may be calculated and deliberate if a weak government is unwilling to 
clamp down on its own citizens in the case of a politically popular cause, or if 
the government is incapable or ignorant. In a few instances, states themselves 
organize such groups, support them with training and logistics, and justify 
this action on the grounds that the alternative would be open war; some do 
so to allow a great injustice to continue.

State normalization may be conceived in several ways. It may be viewed 
from the top down as the accommodation of strategic relations between 
states.1 At the other extreme, it may be viewed as the accommodation of 
abnormal economic, political, cultural, and social relations between two 
populations. In this case, it is thought that improving these ties will have 
an impact on strategic rivalries. I discuss this view at greater length in chap-
ter 5. Both approaches are right, but both are incomplete. So is the view 
that “regional integration” is a feasible end point for South Asia, which 
can follow such models that are elsewhere successful. This approach is 
actually very Westphalian, in that it associates state insecurity with threats 
coming from within and outside the region.2 It tends to overlook the fact 
that for most South Asian states the chief form of insecurity is domestic, 
often intensified by the meddling of one or more neighbors. The Westpha-
lian model provided an admirable framework for the conduct of relations 
between European monarchies, but it broke down in the face of popular 
passions, often inflamed by insecure democratic governments or unstable 
authoritarian ones.

None of the approaches to normalization just mentioned measure rela-
tions between or among states. To my knowledge there has been no attempt 
to measure the degree to which states can be located on a cooperation- 
conflict spectrum in the separate arenas of social integration, economics, 
security relations, and diplomatic cooperation, although it could theoreti-
cally be done in several ways. Of course, one also needs to consider whether 
economic or cultural normalization can take place in the absence of strategic 
commonalities—a question that is taken up in several places in this book.
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The policy implications of my analysis are evident and plentiful. For India 
and Pakistan, the first rule of holes is to stop digging. For the United States, 
its relationship with each of these two nuclear powers is arguably much less 
important than their relationship with each other. Despite Pakistan’s impor-
tance in Afghanistan, India’s potential as a balancer of the People’s Republic 
of China, and the economic and political benefits that America derives from 
relations with each, these seem to be outweighed by both the risks and the 
benefits that would flow from a normal relationship between the two.

Broadly, this book is about the struggle of two states to create a normal 
relationship and the poor prospects of reaching that goal. History provides 
many examples of normalization, but in few of them has the process been so 
prolonged and so much in doubt. On another level, the discussion is about 
the origins (and costs) of India-Pakistan hostility, various explanations of 
why the dispute endures, past and current efforts to normalize the relation-
ship, the consequences of nuclearization, and the rise of a shared external 
threat (Islamic extremism) to the two states. Two new factors are also taken 
into account: namely, Pakistan’s slow coming apart and the possibility that 
normalization may take place in one or two spheres (at the moment eco-
nomics and trade seem to be the leading candidates). The discussion closes 
with thoughts on the broader policy implications of enduring Pakistan-
India hostility.

Because there is a vast literature on specific issues between the two states, 
notably Kashmir, it is surprising that no authoritative history of India- 
Pakistan relations yet exists.3 This is not that book, but I do attempt to 
explain why and how these two states became, and remain, hostile. I hope 
that others will attempt a large-scale history; the subject deserves it.

The argument in this book opens by “sizing” the relationship between 
India and Pakistan: their present and past ties, the degree of hostility and of 
cooperation, and the opportunity costs of hostility. This overview follows 
the course of their relationship since independence—indeed, even before 
independence, when ideas regarding the structure of the subcontinent after 
the British departure were widely debated. Some comparisons with other 
regions are also drawn.

Chapter 2 is about specific disputes between the two states. Chapters 3 
and 4 turn to contemporary Indian and Pakistani narratives about their con-
flict. These narratives sustain the regional competition, and the more deeply 
embedded they are in culture and identity, the less likely is the rivalry to dis-
sipate or disappear.

Explanations of the persistence of hostility between India and Pakistan 
are taken up in chapter 5. These can be grouped into several categories: 
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geostrategy (looking at the dispute in the classic realist and structuralist 
frameworks) and the view from within the state, including psychological and 
cultural explanations. No single theory explains the persistence in entirety, 
but in combination the ideas put forth in the literature provide insight and 
suggest some strategies for amelioration and resolution. It may even be pos-
sible to take advantage of “bad deeds” and thereby drive Indian and Pakistani 
strategic elites in the same direction.

Various attempts already made to normalize relations between India and 
Pakistan are examined in chapter 6. These include Track II diplomacy, back-
channel contacts, and third-party interventions. The probable future of this 
hitherto intractable conflict is also discussed and compared with resolution 
attempts that have succeeded elsewhere. Although it is difficult not to be 
pessimistic in this instance, looking ahead may suggest opportunities (and 
costs) that are omitted in the usual narratives.

Chapter 7 focuses on America’s ambivalent roles in the region. Clearly, the 
United States should not attempt to “solve” the Kashmir problem or become 
deeply involved in India-Pakistan normalization efforts, but it should recog-
nize the extreme importance of normal relations between these two nuclear 
weapons states. In view of regional realities, the United States must recognize 
the Line of Control in Kashmir as the de facto and perhaps de jure boundary, 
and must help find a way to legitimize Pakistan’s nuclear program, bringing 
that state—as well as India—into the web of obligations and commitments 
that are incumbent on responsible states with nuclear weapons. To take on 
such tasks, Washington must restructure its own approach to South Asia—
the present arrangement does not encourage holistic thinking about this 
quarter of the human race.

I hope that this book will be of value not only to scholars who wish to 
probe more deeply into the causes and consequences of hostility between 
these two states but also to the policy community. It has been badly served 
by the often polemical nature of much of the literature on relations between 
India and Pakistan—each of growing importance for quite different reasons, 
and potentially constituting a dynamic and democratic region of the world.
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chapter one

Context

Since emerging as independent states in 1947, Pakistan 
and India have been engaged in one of the world’s most complex and sharply 
contested rivalries. It is as long-lived as the Israeli-Palestinian-Arab dispute. 
Though the two states are similar in many ways, not least in their cultural 
closeness, they began with a basic clash of national identities, soon followed 
by border and territorial disputes. Each then went on to support separatist 
elements in the other country. Now, after four wars and numerous crises, 
they are nuclear rivals, and a deep and near-permanent diplomatic hostility 
shapes their relations with the rest of the world. The conflict continues to 
evoke international attention, although only rarely action. In comparative 
terms, it has the dubious distinction of being one of the few conflicts that are 
truly intractable, meaning conflicts that last more than twenty years despite 
multiple attempts to end them. As one student of the subject notes, 95 per-
cent of the world’s conflicts are resolvable, only 5 percent are not, the India-
Pakistan dispute being the longest-lasting in the latter group.1

Relations between India and Pakistan, today the world’s second and sixth 
most populous states, are far from static, however. They improve and dete-
riorate within a certain range—generating new aspects and complications, 
giving rise to cautious optimism, but also feeding uncertainty. The emer-
gence of nuclear capability in both states after 1998 raised the stakes but 
also reduced the chances of a new conflict. Although going nuclear did not 
prevent a small war in 1999 and nearly a major one in 2001–02, it did show 
that these weapons affect the propensity for (and conduct of) war between 
nuclear-armed rivals. All the same, intelligence errors or a strategic misjudg-
ment—of a kind common to all states, big and small, wise and stupid—could 
(and probably will) lead to another crisis.
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History’s Trajectory

In the wide view of scholars and policymakers, the rivalry between India 
and Pakistan is deeply rooted in the years 1858, when Great Britain assumed 
direct control over a large part of the subcontinent, taking over from the Brit-
ish East India Company, and 1947, when it partitioned India and decamped. 
During these years many princely states continued with ultimate authority 
resting in the British Crown and Parliament. Over half of territorial India 
(approximately two-thirds of the population) was ruled by British adminis-
trators, magistrates, and military forces—collectively known as the Raj—as 
well as a large army raised in India but officered by the British. The overall 
security of the subcontinent was enforced by the unchallenged sea power of 
the Royal Navy. The Indian military (later divided between the two successor 
states) tied the region together, its multiethnic, multireligious, and multi-
caste regiments reflecting the region’s diversity as well as British expansion 
from the south and the east to the west and northwest.

Under the Raj’s system of direct and indirect governance, South Asia 
became a strategically coherent region. It served as an important commercial 
and military gateway to East and Southeast Asia; then as a source of capital, 
technology, manpower, and investment for Britain’s African and Mideast 
possessions; and later as an imperial police force in two world wars.

Even before 1947, conflict arose as a result of the intertwining of two 
competitions. The first competition was between the nascent visions of India 
and Pakistan, epitomized respectively by the Congress Party and the Muslim 
League. Both wanted independence from Britain; the Muslim League also 
wanted independence from a perceived Hindu dominance. The second was 
the multisided rivalry between and among the princely states, the British Raj, 
and the leaders of these two competing nationalist movements. The visions 
of the Muslim League and Congress also differed in the disposition of the 
princely states; the rivalry was further complicated by their different military, 
strategic, and economic visions.

The Indian National Congress, formed as a lobbying group in 1885, was 
initially sympathetic to British rule (one of its founders was an Englishman). 
Until the group’s Lahore session in 1929, it regarded itself as a loyal opposition 
movement, seeking not independence but reform. By 1930 the Congress was 
transformed into a mass movement seeking independence—albeit one still 
led by elites—and included such notable Muslims as Mohammed Ali Jinnah 
and Maulana Azad. Still other Muslims called for a renaissance, leading to the 
foundation of the Muslim League in Dhaka in 1906. The close analogy with the 
Middle East has often been noted; there the concept of Israel as a homeland for 
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the Jewish people and that of Palestine as an Arab-dominated but multiethnic 
state was intensified and enlarged by their incompatible territorial claims.

In response to pressure, the British introduced the elective principle in the 
governance of India under the Morley-Minto reforms of 1909 and acceded 
to demands for separate electorates for Muslims, a step that was strongly 
criticized both by Hindu-oriented parties and by secular groups such as the 
Indian National Congress. By 1940 the Muslim League, now with Jinnah at 
its head, was openly advocating a separate Muslim-dominated and -oriented 
state, to be called Pakistan.

Despite the rivalry between the ideas of India and Pakistan, supporters on 
both sides agreed on one major point: all wanted to rid India of the British, 
although the two differed in the proposed timing of the break. Note, too, that 
many prominent Muslims were members of the Indian National Congress, 
though the League ultimately claimed to speak on behalf of all of Indian 
Muslims. When partition finally took place, it drove the greater population 
into disastrous turmoil: hundreds of thousands lost their lives and millions 
became refugees. About 7.2 million Indian Muslims migrated to Pakistan, 
forming about one-fourth of the population of West Pakistan.2 On the other 
side, about 5.5 million Hindus and Sikhs left Pakistan for India.

The two states subsequently acquired extraregional, mutually exclusive 
allies, became ideological rivals, and were shaped by quite different organiz-
ing principles. All of this happened despite a common history and geog-
raphy, very similar cultural roots and economic systems, and a strategic 
environment that had been shared for centuries.

Partition was made even more complicated by the existence of a third 
vision of South Asia, that of the hundreds of princely and autonomous states, 
although only a half dozen really counted. Though nominally independent, 
even the major ones—Jammu and Kashmir, Hyderabad, Junagadh—were 
bound to New Delhi by treaty and by their inferior military capability.* 

The British saw to it that no princely state acquired modern military hard-
ware in any significant amount and that the princely armies were deployed 
and manned in such a way as to ensure that they would never serve as the 
basis for a breakaway movement. This control strategy was applied during 
World War II when many of the princely armies were brought into the regu-
lar Indian army. The British exerted similar control through their treaties 
with the princes and attendant political advisers residing in the state capitals. 
These ensured that the rulers did not stray in the direction of independence 

*In this book I usually refer to the state simply as Kashmir, or J&K. It is now divided into 
Indian-controlled and Pakistan-controlled administrative units in the respective countries.
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and that affairs of state remained within boundaries tolerated by the British. 
The quid pro quo was that when a ruler got into trouble, he (or rarely she) 
could usually count on British military and political support. By and large 
the system worked at very little cost to the British, as exemplified by Hyder-
abad, a princely state larger than France with a predominantly Hindu popu-
lation and a Muslim ruler, known as the nizam. The British provided advice 
and security to the (Muslim) nizam, who presided over a cluster of smaller 
Hindu rulers, who in turn governed a largely Hindu population, albeit one 
with a sizable Muslim minority in one of India’s most stable regions—now 
the state of Andhra Pradesh.3 Some of these princes, including the nizam at 
one point, had thoughts of independence, but the costs of challenging the 
British were steep, and the rewards for loyalty, both fiscal and symbolic, were 
substantial, as was the assurance of British support against any usurpers.

When partition did come, the Indian princes were strongly advised by 
the British to choose either India or Pakistan. The visions of a future India 
and Pakistan rubbed against the ambitions of some of the princes, with the 
result that the rush to force them to join one or the other ignited several 
significant conflicts.

Although technically the decision to accede was in the hands of the ruler, 
not the ruled, India used force to incorporate Hyderabad and Junagadh 
(another largely Hindu state with a Muslim ruler). But it also proposed a 
plebiscite in the cases of Junagadh and Jammu and Kashmir, the latter a 
largely Muslim state with a Hindu ruler. The offer to Kashmir, subsequently 
regretted by Indian diplomats, came at a moment when the Indian and Paki-
stani armies were inconclusively battling for control of the state, and the 
stalemate has continued ever since.

The decision to coerce Hyderabad (in the middle of India) and Juna-
gadh (on the western India-Pakistan border), both Muslim-ruled states 
with Hindu majorities, into joining India generated anger and unease about 
Indian intentions. Meanwhile, the handling of Kashmir, a Muslim-majority 
state with a Hindu ruler, sparked a conflict that would become the focus of 
competition between India and Pakistan for the next sixty years. This dispute 
reinforced Pakistan’s notion that the army was the most critical institution 
for the survival and advancement of the nation, which was to have a detri-
mental effect on Pakistan’s political order.

In the short view, it seemed natural that the British Empire should be suc-
ceeded by only a few states. The Raj itself rose from the ashes of the Mughal 
Empire, which in turn was the heir to several regional empires. In the long 
view, stretching over two millennia, states of the subcontinent emerged in 
a pattern of imperial advance and retreat, of a single dominant power and 
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then diverse and often competing centers of power. No iron law decrees that 
South Asia should be dominated by one state, or even two states. Indeed, 
other regions—China, Europe—have had their integrative moments as well, 
followed by long spells of competition and rivalry among the fragments.4

The periods of imperial retreat were not necessarily marked by stagna-
tion; modern historiography points to important cultural, economic, and 
even military developments during the many hundreds of years when South 
Asia was politically less united. Of equal significance here, these years saw 
the rise of durable regional and subregional political, economic, and cultural 
alignments. Some of these endured for centuries, especially in South India 
and along India’s western coast, while Afghanistan was under North India’s 
thumb. As a result, even when South Asia was ruled from North India or 
Delhi, regional powers were usually in a bargaining position with the more 
powerful rulers.5

Bloodbath and Independence

On July 18, 1947, Britain’s Parliament passed the India Independence Act 
and less than a month later, on August 14 and 15, respectively, declared India 
and Pakistan independent sovereign states. The dates were staggered to allow 
the last viceroy of India, Lord Louis Mountbatten, to travel from India to 
Pakistan for the transfer of power. He was then appointed governor-general 
of India, but in Pakistan the title was assumed by Jinnah to spite Mountbat-
ten, who in his view was too pro-Indian and too much under the influence of 
Jawaharlal Nehru, the leading Indian politician of his generation.

The vast catastrophe called Partition was prefigured in the ghastly Cal-
cutta riots of 1946. I deal with its impact on the memories of citizens of both 
states later in the book; suffice to say that it shaped the views of millions of 
Indians and Pakistanis, especially those who were forced to migrate from 
one state or another, or who were the victims (or perpetrators) of atrocities. 
Many of their memories, often in wildly distorted versions of the truth, have 
been passed on to second and third generations.

Important stories of members of both communities who helped or rescued 
members of a different faith are mostly undocumented. The great authors 
and cultural figures who recognized and opposed Partition go unmentioned. 
Even official history projects in both countries pay little attention to these 
stories and are devoted mainly to building national solidarity around nega-
tives: distrust or hatred of another religious or ethnic community.

This is true of both countries, but not in equal measure. Taking the moral 
high ground, India has always seen itself as the regional power that does not 
need Pakistan and as the prime inheritor of the Raj’s legacy of subcontinental 
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dominance. Pakistan, as the smaller and militarily weaker of the two states, has 
assumed a more defensive and also a more assertive posture, strikingly remi-
niscent of Israel’s stance. In keeping with these attitudes, India rejects outside 
support, whereas Pakistan cultivates it. In the case of Kashmir, Indians work 
hard to ignore what steps might change the status quo, whereas Pakistan is 
eager to seize upon them. India, which once sought UN intervention in Kash-
mir, now abhors it, and Indian diplomats scramble mightily to prevent it from 
being raised in any forum in the world, even as their government has been 
unable to accommodate or suppress Kashmiri separatists and pro- Pakistani 
factions. On the other side, generations of Pakistanis have been taught to 
believe that fundamentally India has not come to terms with Pakistan’s exis-
tence. This overall narrative was reinforced and legitimized by the educational 
curricula in both countries, perpetuating the divide in successive generations, 
and the role of partition in feeding this narrative is well documented.

As for the more material consequences, the second partition (which gave 
East Bengal independence) was also important. In 1947 India and Pakistan 
constituted 94 percent of the South Asian land mass (not including Afghan-
istan) and 96 percent of its population. After the creation of Bangladesh 
out of the former East Pakistan in 1971 these figures changed: Pakistan was 
reduced by half in population and size. Today, with the loss of East Pakistan, 
Pakistan accounts for 12 percent of the total population of South Asia, 18 
percent of the land mass, and 8.5 percent of the total economy. Its military 
spending remains very high, about 22 percent of government expenditure.6 
India spends much more on defense, about US$44.4 billion next to Paki-
stan’s $5.6 billion, although as a proportion of GNP defense spending is 
about 2.7–2.8 percent for both. Nevertheless, Pakistan is falling behind India 
in terms of overall defense spending and conventional weaponry, which 
has propelled its nuclear acquisition program; it probably has more nuclear 
weapons than India, although exact figures are difficult to come by.

From the outset, both states benefited from institutions established by 
the British: a strong bureaucracy, a functioning judiciary, and a professional 
military. Contrary to its current status, however, Pakistan’s army did not 
start out as the strongest institution in the state. Very few Pakistanis filled 
the ranks above colonel, and for a number of years key positions were held 
by British officers, who even served as the army’s first two chiefs. At the same 
time, Pakistan had a uniting figure in a native son, Mohammed Ali Jinnah. 
Meanwhile, India had not only Nehru and Mahatma Gandhi but also a much 
stronger second and third tier of leaders.

Created in two parts or wings, with the more populous but militarily 
weaker East separated from the West by 1,000 miles of Indian territory, 
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Pakistan held a critically important strategic position. Yet the chaos of par-
tition left it with a proportionately weaker state capacity than India’s, as 
well as limited financial resources. Many Pakistanis also claimed that India 
had not fulfilled its part of the bargain when it came to sharing military 
assets, which quickly bred suspicion throughout official Pakistan, but espe-
cially the army—where it became one of the institution’s treasured griev-
ances. Thus right off the bat Pakistan viewed India as a hostile neighbor 
and considered itself vulnerable to India’s malevolence, which meant that 
the Pakistan army’s primary role from the beginning would be to counter 
India’s enmity. Actually, the lesson drawn by both sides in the aftermath of 
partition and the ensuing wars and crises was that some military capability 
directed against the other was a prime necessity. Each saw the other as its 
most serious security threat, second only to the consolidation and absorp-
tion of the princely states.

Four Crises

India-Pakistan relations were greatly affected by four post-partition crises, 
three of them involving the princely states of Kashmir (see chapters 5 and 6), 
Hyderabad, and Junagadh. A fourth crisis revolved around the 1950 commu-
nal riots in East Bengal, which led the two rivals to sign the Nehru-Liaquat 
Pact protecting minority rights.7

In the case of Junagadh, trouble erupted when on August 15, 1947, its 
Muslim ruler acceded to Pakistan, which welcomed the move. Junagadh’s 
largely Hindu public responded with massive protests, however, which 
prompted Indian forces to occupy the state on November 9, 1947, where-
upon the ruler reversed himself and acceded to India (on the border, the 
weak Pakistani forces were unable to intervene in the state). On February 20, 
1948, India held a referendum on the accession, and the state’s population 
voted in favor of it.

As for Kashmir, its maharaja toyed with the idea of independence but 
changed his mind when the state came under attack from Pakistani raiders 
and was granted armed assistance from India. He then acceded to India, 
handing over powers of defense, communication, and foreign affairs. Both 
India and Pakistan agreed that the accession would be confirmed by a refer-
endum once hostilities had ceased.

By May 1948 the Indian army had regained control over much, but not 
all, of Kashmir, and the regular Pakistan army was called upon to mount an 
offense. The war ended on January 1, 1949, when a cease-fire was arranged 
by the United Nations, which recommended that both India and Pakistan 
abide by their commitment to hold a referendum in the state. The two sides 
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agreed to establish a cease-fire line where the fighting had stopped, which 
became a de facto border monitored by a UN peacekeeping force, but the 
referendum was never held.

Initially Hyderabad’s ruler also believed that he could sustain an inde-
pendent existence. Although the state was physically distant from Pakistan, 
he was assured its political and moral support. After months of negotiations 
with Indian officials, Nehru decided to use force to annex the state. Though 
a liberal internationalist, he was prompted by his tough home minister, Sar-
dar Vallabhai Patel, who was less enamored of international mediation and 
peacemaking after the experience in Kashmir and who argued that India 
could not accept a hostile (and very large) independent state at its very core. 
In a police action termed Operation Polo, the Indian army swept through 
Hyderabad state, easily defeating the armed militias, known as Razakars.

The fourth crisis, centered in Pakistan’s East Bengal, arose following the 
widespread massacre of its Hindu residents after partition, which sent thou-
sands of Hindus fleeing to India. Reminded of the 1946 Calcutta bloodbath, 
Indians responded with a welling up of anti-Muslim feelings. A perplexed 
Nehru adopted a strategy of moving Indian armed forces closer to East Paki-
stan. Given the weakness of Pakistani forces in East Bengal, there was no real-
istic way Pakistan could stop them. After several crisis-filled months, Nehru 
and the Pakistani prime minister, Liaquat Ali Khan, agreed each country 
should protect its minorities and called for separate investigations of the 
communal situation on each side of their borders.

Throughout this crisis Great Britain was actively engaged on the diplo-
matic scene. Two of India’s three service chiefs and all of Pakistan’s were 
British—they provided London with up-to-the minute accounts of each 
government’s policies, which were sometimes communicated to the other 
side. The United States regarded the conflict as tertiary, however, despite 
Prime Minister Liaquat’s strong pitch to the Truman administration for 
military assistance.

Meanwhile, domestic public opinion on both sides became inflamed, 
nearly swamping the leadership with its rhetoric of crisis and war. Nehru 
and Liaquat agreed to a stopgap in the hope that a forthcoming UN mission 
might bring a resolution to the Kashmir conflict. Nevertheless, the overall 
pattern was by then set: Pakistan concluded that its military weakness allowed 
India to push it around; India felt that the Pakistanis had not given up on the 
two-nation theory that had broken India up to begin with.

These various conflicts, individually and collectively, drove home several 
“lessons” to Indian and Pakistani politicians, bureaucrats, and generals that 
have become embedded in their national narratives:
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—The duplicity of the other side.
—The mixed role of international intervention—both sides sought it but 

only to pin the blame on the other.
—Indian eagerness to use force and coercion when it was in a dominant 

position, justified by alleged violations against Hindus in Pakistan.
—Pakistani willingness to play the Muslim card, especially the inflamma-

tory idea of Hindus and Muslims constituting two separate nations.
—The tight link between domestic politics and foreign policy to the point 

where they were considered inseparable.
On both sides conservatives and fundamentalists egged on the leadership. 

Soon relations between India and Pakistan took on the qualities of a “com-
munal riot with armor,” a term I first heard from General “Monty” Palit, one 
of the ablest of the wartime entries into the Indian army.

More Wars and Crises

Pakistan’s military vulnerability and the death by 1951 of its two dominant 
political figures, Jinnah and Liaquat Ali Khan, helped solidify army influence. 
Unlike India, with a strong Congress Party governing most of the country, Pak-
istan saw the Muslim League quickly deteriorate and the army (aligned with the 
bureaucracy) emerge as its most powerful institution. It then gained military 
hardware in the mid-1950s when it joined two U.S.-led treaty organizations—
the Baghdad Pact (later the Central Treaty Organization, CENTO) and the 
Manila Pact (later the South East Asia Treaty Organization, SEATO). However, 
these failed to provide Pakistan the security guarantee it sought against India.

Instead, Great Britain and the United States maintained cordial ties with 
India until the mid-1960s, particularly from about 1959 onward when it 
actually moved close to the Western powers as a consequence of their shared 
fears of communist China.8 Indeed, India bought significant weapons from 
America and even received some grant assistance for its military.

These foreign links may have facilitated the single most important peace-
ful agreement between India and Pakistan, the Indus Waters Treaty of 1960. 
The brainchild of the World Bank, the treaty contains a mechanism for arbi-
tration and has worked—almost flawlessly—for fifty years, even though it 
has been a less-than-optimal solution to the problem of dividing the Indus 
waters between the two states. In the absence of any further agreements of 
this magnitude and because of a huge increase in demand, the 1960 treaty 
does not match up with contemporary demands.

When war broke out in 1965, this time it was triggered by the miscalcu-
lations of President Ayub Khan and his youthful foreign minister Zulfikar 
Ali Bhutto, who had become wary of India’s growing military power, now 
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fortified by American, British, and Soviet military hardware. The two tried to 
instigate a Kashmiri revolt and put pressure on India to negotiate on Kash-
mir, but the war ended in a stalemate. The United States suspended military 
aid to both countries and stood aside while the Soviet Union brokered a 
peace agreement in Tashkent. This reinforced the strategic status quo but 
was to have a deep effect on Pakistan’s unity.9 Ayub had declared during 
the war that East Pakistan could not be effectively defended (it was nearly 
encircled by India), which contributed to East Bengal’s estrangement.

In 1971 East Bengali nationalism, fermenting for years, erupted into rebel-
lion. Aided by a huge covert operation, in which Bengali-speaking Indian 
officers “resigned” their commissions to advise Bengali separatist forces, 
culminating in a direct Indian military intervention, the East broke away, 
forming the new state of Bangladesh. What remained of Pakistan came to be 
dominated by Punjabis, who made up almost 58 percent of the “new” Paki-
stani population, compared with 30 percent in undivided Pakistan. Coinci-
dentally, they were also the largest ethnic/linguistic group in the army, thus 
bringing Pakistan’s center of political power into alignment with its center of 
military power. More worrisome from a strategic perspective, the army and 
the political leadership, humiliated by India’s victory, were bent on revenge, 
something blissfully ignored by victorious India.

For its part, New Delhi assumed that Pakistan was no longer a serious rival. 
When Prime Minister Indira Gandhi made peace with Bhutto, she failed to 
resolve still-remaining differences over Kashmir and a host of minor disputes, 
although in 1983, just before she was assassinated, she did establish a joint 
commission with Pakistan supposedly outside the political and military arenas. 
Its four subcommissions were to explore a host of items: trade, health, sports, 
science, consular issues, travel, and tourism.10 She also agreed to a declaration 
on the South Asian Regional Cooperation (SARC) organization, the predeces-
sor to the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), but 
Pakistan vetoed an Indian proposal for a ministerial-level council.

This movement toward cooperation subsided when Pakistani govern-
ments began meddling in Indian affairs, notably in Kashmir. Indians came 
to view Pakistan as the most significant destabilizing force in the region and 
as part of an encircling alliance of hostile powers, which included its spon-
sors in Beijing and Washington.11 For at least a decade the Indians suspected 
that America, China, and Pakistan were fearful of a resurgent India. In fact, 
India’s rise was being hampered by its own dysfunctional economy, its inca-
pacity to come to grips with a still-recalcitrant Pakistan, and its continu-
ing military dependence on the Soviet Union. The latter proved especially 
embarrassing when the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in 1979 without 
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even informing India. This was the beginning of a long Indian search for an 
alternative friend among the world’s great powers.

Between 1987 and 2002 India and Pakistan faced another four crises, 
made a few aborted moves toward normalization, and saw the derailment 
of the Joint Commission.12 No crisis evolved into a major war, and even the 
Kargil War of 1999 remained limited. At the same time, none of the steps to 
mitigate their rivalry were noticeably effective, including the Composite Dia-
logue introduced to address issues of terrorism. Moreover, the acquisition of 
nuclear weapons in both countries by the early 1980s added a new dimen-
sion to the rivalry. Yet both sides had also learned valuable lessons about the 
limits of conflict in attempting to achieve national objectives. The result was 
a period of relative stability and maturity in bilateral engagement, although 
not necessarily irreversible progress.

This cursory overview of the India-Pakistan relationship sets the stage for 
two central themes of this book. First, both India and Pakistan are modeled 
upon the modern nation-state, a model that is in some cases being imposed 
on peoples who share a weak national identity and marginal allegiance to 
the central state, as compared with their regional and linguistic affiliations. 
Second, the very legitimacy or “idea” of India and Pakistan as constituted at 
present is challenged by some, but not all, in the other country, a challenge 
that has deep roots in prewar relations between contesting images of the 
subcontinent’s future.

These factors led the two states to become enduring enemies, each con-
sidering itself vulnerable to the other. Their shared and contested origins as 
modern states have also sparked the fear on both sides that their populations 
are not entirely loyal and that there are outsiders who do not mean them 
well. This thinking in turn makes it tempting to entertain the idea of turn-
ing unhappy populations against their neighbor’s center. The view in Paki-
stani security circles is that even if Kashmir cannot be wrested from India, 
Pakistan’s support for the Kashmiris will force India to divert resources to 
containing Kashmiri discontent. Conversely, Indians are in favor of tacit 
or sometimes explicit support for dissident Pakistani minority groups, as 
epitomized in the massive support provided to the Bangladeshi separatist 
movement in 1970–71. In sum, fears echo back and forth between the two 
countries, reinforcing paranoia in both.

Expectations

That paranoia received an early spark from British expectations regard-
ing the wisdom and consequences of creating a larger India and a smaller 
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Pakistan. Another contributing factor was Britain’s timing of the split, which 
was not guided by a realistic assessment of the difficulties of simultaneously 
dividing British India and incorporating the princely states into one of the 
two successor states.

British Concerns

Britain’s Labor government was primarily concerned with the possible loss 
of British lives and with Britain’s feeble global position. If the Indians and 
Pakistanis really wanted independence, the British argued, they might as well 
get it sooner than they expected. This was the attitude of Lord Mountbatten, 
who had been made viceroy in part because of his closeness to Jawahar-
lal Nehru and other Indian leaders. Mountbatten’s charm and British haste 
carried the day, with catastrophic results. Mountbatten’s temperament and 
that of his political superiors could be gauged by the countdown calendar 
he commissioned and distributed to his staff: when August 15 came, the Raj 
would be gone.

The consequences of partition are the subject of hundreds of books, but 
they are nowhere better summarized than in “Partition,” a poem by W. H. 
Auden describing the plight of Sir Cyril Radcliff, a British administrator hav-
ing no familiarity with the Indian subcontinent who chaired the committees 
set up to define the boundaries of the new India and Pakistan. His lack of 
experience in South Asia, which was even less than Mountbatten’s, and its 
bitter flavor are evident in the following excerpt:

Having never set eyes on the land he was called to partition 
Between two peoples fanatically at odds, 
With their different diets and incompatible gods.

He got down to work, to the task of settling the fate 
Of millions. The maps at his disposal were out of date 
And the Census Returns almost certainly incorrect,

But in seven weeks it was done, the frontiers decided, 
A continent for better or worse divided.13

Those who knew the region’s security problems were less optimistic. A 
few British generals thought that Pakistan could serve as India’s bulwark, 
guarding the North-West Frontier Province as the British had for a century. 
Indeed, Pakistan Army Headquarters moved into the old Northern Com-
mand of the (British) Indian army. However, most British senior officers 
were skeptical. One of the Raj’s greatest generals and its last commander 
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in chief, Field Marshal Claude Auchinleck, was dubious about some of his 
subordinates’ enthusiasm for Pakistan, which in his view would at best be a 
second-rate power, unable to cope with any serious threat: “From the purely 
military and strategical aspect, . . . it must be concluded that the provision of 
adequate insurance in the shape of reasonably good defensive arrangements 
for Pakistan would be a most difficult and expensive business, and that no 
guarantee of success could be given.”14

Those who like Auchinleck opposed partition pleaded in vain for a more 
measured withdrawal. In the especially relevant view of most British Indian 
army generals, Auchinleck being the most experienced, the division of India 
into two states was not really necessary, and all were enraged over the way it 
was rushed. Thirty years after the event, he caustically referred to this period 
as the most difficult in his entire professional career.15 This view was echoed 
by one of the most capable British civil servants of the period, Sir Philip 
Mason, author of several classic studies of India, its bureaucracy, and army.

Among outside observers, the United States was sympathetic to the Indian 
nationalist movement but gave little thought to the prospect of Pakistan. 
Washington—especially President Franklin D. Roosevelt—saw British India 
as an unsustainable manifestation of colonialism, although he tempered his 
views to avoid alienating America’s British ally during World War II (India 
was the site of several major bases for American forces that operated in Burma, 
resupplied the Chinese Nationalists, and gained access to Southeast Asia). 
After partition, America believed the United Nations should be the mecha-
nism used to resolve the Kashmir issue but avoided taking sides, and eventu-
ally the Truman administration resigned itself to the situation on the ground.

Stalin’s Soviet Union at first saw India as ripe for revolution, although its 
support for communists in India soured Nehru and other Indian leaders. 
Later, the Soviet Union supported India’s position on Kashmir and provided 
massive military aid for this campaign. Soviet policy, like that of the United 
States, was driven by the need to gather allies in South Asia for the larger cold 
war struggle.

Indian and Pakistani Views

The impending partition of British India met with differences of opinion 
throughout the subcontinent, with strong pro-Pakistani sentiments in some 
regions, opposition in others. The demand for an independent Pakistan 
(which did not really acquire much political weight until the late 1930s) was 
strongest in areas of greatest Hindu-Muslim tension, notably the northern 
Indian plains, parts of the Bombay Presidency, and Bengal. In these regions 
the “two-nation theory” was a rallying cry for Muslims, a notable proponent 
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being the poet-philosopher Allama Iqbal. In this view, Hindus and Muslims 
were two separate “nations,” each deserving its own state.

Aligarh Muslim University, founded in 1875 by Sir Syed Ahmed Khan, 
the first major Muslim reformist-educationalist in British India, was a center 
of pro-Pakistan thought, and a large number of Pakistani politicians and sol-
diers studied there. These included Iqbal, whose writings inspired the Paki-
stan movement in the 1930s; Pakistan’s first two prime ministers; its second 
and third governor-generals; and even, briefly, Ayub Khan, who later seized 
power in a military coup. Some Indians regarded Aligarh with suspicion 
(and still do) and moved to establish another “nationalist,” that is, explicitly 
pro-Indian, Muslim university, Jamia Milia, in New Delhi.

Ironically, the Pakistan movement was weakest in several provinces that 
became part of the new state of Pakistan, notably the North-West Frontier 
Province, Baluchistan, and Sindh. This meant that the most enthusiastic sup-
porters of Pakistan, many of them migrants to the new state, found them-
selves living in a population that was less than dedicated to the idea of a new, 
Islamic state. But its supporters were not of one mind in their vision. Iqbal, 
for example, saw Pakistan as a step on the road to a greater Muslim South 
Asian community. The far more secular Jinnah, whose brilliance and acu-
men actually brought about Pakistan’s independence, wanted a homeland 
for Muslims, but not necessarily a nation made up entirely of Muslims. He, 
and many of the important Muslim landed gentry, considered themselves 
binational; they would live in “Pakistan” but retain homes in what was to 
become India, and they envisioned normal relations between the two succes-
sor states. Indeed, one of Jinnah’s proposals was that Pakistan would become 
a province within a larger Indian entity, not a separate state.

Some proponents of independence favored a very loose political order 
with a high degree of regional autonomy and with some ties to India, as 
reflected in the actual Pakistani constitution, which envisions the country 
as a federation. By contrast, India’s central government—the Union—has 
the power to create or alter individual states. The possibility of a “Pakistan” 
existing within India was always considered an option, but in the end the 
terms and conditions of such an arrangement were beyond agreement. The 
critical point insisted upon by Jinnah and the Muslim League was a separate 
army—something that the British had not planned for.

Many did not subscribe to Jinnah’s latter-day moderate vision of Paki-
stan, however, especially Islamists such as Maulana Maudoodi and other 
leaders of the militant Jamaat-i-Islami (JI) movement.16 A few regional lead-
ers saw the British departure as an opportunity to gain or keep provincial 
autonomy and never subscribed to the idea of a strong central government 
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in Pakistan; others wanted a more orthodox and Islamic Pakistan—Iqbal’s 
model. After years of wrangling, Pakistan acquired a constitution that was 
in theory federal but in fact had strong centralizing tendencies, although 
it lacked the kind of political and cultural movement that would create the 
social basis for a centralized state. In particular, it had a weak civil service and 
increasingly powerful military, while the landlords and the “feudals” wanted 
to be left alone, secure in their regional position. Pakistan has since been 
ruled by an alliance between this conservative establishment and the army.

Because Muslims were not well represented in British India’s civil and 
military bureaucracies—they had not turned to education as fervently as had 
Hindus—and their overall number was far lower, most supported partition. 
It would, they argued, provide jobs and promotions faster than an undivided 
India. This was especially the view of Muslim army officers, most of whom 
held a lower rank than their Hindu counterparts.

For India’s large Sikh community, which lived primarily in the Punjab, 
the prospect of partition was alarming—and rightly so. It was devastated by 
partition, suffering more than any other community forced to migrate in 
vast numbers to India. The dream of an independent Sikh state mirroring 
Muslim Pakistan lingered and later burst out (with Pakistani help) in the 
form of a Khalistan movement in the 1980s. This was eventually contained 
by the Indian government.

Indian Hindus had mixed views of the wisdom of creating a separate Mus-
lim state in South Asia. A few, such as B. R. Ambedkar, a prominent leader 
of the lowest Hindu castes (known variously as untouchables, scheduled 
castes, and now Dalits), welcomed an independent Pakistan on the grounds 
that Muslim soldiers and officers would then be concentrated in the new 
state rather than in India, where they would be a political threat to the gov-
ernment. His logic was forceful: get the most powerful element of the army 
(Punjabi Muslims) out of India, where they would cause political mischief; 
without them the Indian army would be easier to control. It was also pre-
scient: the army became a major force in Pakistan, rising to dominance in 
large part because Punjab was both the political and military center of the 
country. By contrast, India’s Punjab—split again by the creation of Haryana 
in 1966—was neither a military nor a political center of power.

Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru did not see eye to eye on the 
creation of Pakistan, Gandhi calling it a disaster (he was willing to make 
Jinnah the prime minister of an undivided India to avoid partition). He was 
later reviled by Hindu extremists for urging India to be more responsible 
in the division of assets between the two countries—this “softness” toward 
Pakistan may have been the motive behind his assassination in 1948. Nehru, 
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who did become the new India’s first prime minister, agreed to partition 
but assumed that Pakistan, divided by a thousand miles of India, was not 
a permanent fixture. As the eminent social psychologist Ashis Nandy has 
written, Nehru expected Pakistan to collapse within months, thinking that 
a theocratic state could not survive in the contemporary world.17 Like Israel, 
it was a historical aberration, argued Nehru and other Indians, a throwback 
to the religious states of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Nehru had 
little reason to offer concessions to Pakistan, especially over Kashmir, which 
was for him an emotional as well as strategic issue. This was the general view 
held in the dominant Indian National Congress, with Sardar Patel being the 
most pessimistic about Pakistan’s chances and the need for India to cooper-
ate with the new state.

Hindu conservatives harbored more visceral anti-Pakistani attitudes, 
which partition only intensified. Veer Savarkar, then the leader of the militant 
Hindu revivalist group Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), had opposed 
partition on the grounds that India was a cultural and religious entity with 
a Muslim minority that did not merit the privilege of becoming a separate 
state. Although he agreed with the “two-nation” theory, he did not believe 
that Muslims deserved any such reward, especially since RSS hagiography 
indicated they had conquered an innocent and vulnerable India by military 
oppression and forced conversions. A later faction of Indian political con-
servatives supported normalization with Pakistan, arguing that a religious 
state was not anathema, and that a Muslim Pakistan could exist alongside a 
Hindu India. However, the large numbers of Hindu refugees, especially from 
Sindh and Punjab, strengthened the anti-Pakistani sentiments of the militant 
RSS and later its associated political parties, the Jana Sangh Party and the 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).18

These diverse views about the creation of Pakistan and partition can be 
summed up as follows:

—The two entities could live as separate if not quite equal states, as 
pragmatic rivals that might be able to cooperate (the view of Jinnah and of 
Gandhi).

—Pakistan could be the forerunner of a larger Islamist awakening, one 
that would eventually affect India’s Muslim population (Iqbal’s view and, to 
some extent, that of today’s Jamaat-i-Islami).

—Pakistan could not be sustained as a modern state; its Islamic identity 
was an anomaly, and it would eventually be absorbed into India or broken 
up (Nehru’s view and that of many Congress Party members).

—An independent Pakistan would represent a civilizational challenge to 
India and thus be an unacceptable entity (the RSS view).
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—Pakistan’s ethnic balances (the dominance of the Punjab) would pre-
sent a political problem to democratic India, and separate but unequal status 
was desirable (Ambedkar’s view).

The differences between India and Pakistan at partition were important, 
although sometimes ignored amid the rhetoric of a shared culture, geogra-
phy, climate, and geostrategic location, or the manufactured myth of eter-
nal Hindu-Muslim conflict. For one thing, the division of British India’s 
two major provinces, Punjab and Bengal, produced very different successor 
provinces (in Pakistan) or states (in India). First, East Pakistan retained a 
large Hindu population, whereas West Punjab purged its Hindu minori-
ties. Second, Pakistan’s Punjab was the heartland of the increasingly power-
ful army, but very few soldiers came from the predominantly Bengali East 
Pakistan. Third, East Pakistan was largely rural, having been cut off from the 
great metropolitan area of Calcutta, once India’s most industrialized city. 
As a result, there was a vast economic gap between East and West Pakistan, 
notably the prosperous Punjab.

The formal identities of the two new countries differed markedly as well, 
with Pakistan considered an Islamic republic and India a secular state. Of 
course, from the very beginning there were and still are many secular ele-
ments in the state of Pakistan, while religious identity is an important factor 
in India’s politics and society; Pakistan has struggled longer and with greater 
difficulty to translate these overarching “ideas” into a workable reality, in 
the form of practical educational and political principles. Although both 
began life as poor states, with pockets of wealth and rudimentary industrial 
capabilities, they followed very different development philosophies. Nehru 
and the Congress Party set India on the road to modernization by engaging 
in modest land reform and increasing the power of the state in promot-
ing industrial development. Fatally, Pakistan neglected land reform, largely 
because the leadership of the Muslim League was drawn from the landed 
aristocracy. On balance, however, West Pakistan became far more prosper-
ous than most parts of India.

Mind the Gap

The surprise of India-Pakistan relations is how little they have changed over 
six decades, with the notable exception of the separation of East Pakistan 
(which some still feel portends the eventual breakup of the rest of the state). 
Relations between states are often summarized as “up” or “down,” “better” 
or “worse,” or, invoking a climatic metaphor, “cooler” or “warmer.” Such 
terms are often wheeled in to describe complex trends, but they are unable 
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to capture the full range of relations between states. To illustrate, how should 
relations between democracies be summarized when some may have strained 
political or strategic relations at the governmental level, for example, yet have 
lively cultural links or ideological ties? The complexities are even greater in 
the case of India and Pakistan, where numerous factors are in play, from the 
physical, sociocultural, and economic attributes of the overall region to the 
attitudes, some of which generate violence while others produce attempts at 
formal and informal cooperation.

Perhaps there is no better example of “distant neighbors” than these two 
states. To invoke Winston Churchill’s comment about America and Britain, 
one might say India and Pakistan are divided by several common languages. 
Officials on both sides speak the same words but frequently mean differ-
ent things. Even more important, there is no single axis around which the 
relationship can pivot. Instead, suspicion and hostility fill the space. The 
pathologies of India-Pakistan relations are well captured in the authoritative 
study of Pakistan’s negotiating strategies with New Delhi carried out by the 
experienced American diplomats in South Asia, Ambassadors Howard and 
Teresita Schaffer.19

If intraregional trade in “goods, capital, and ideas” is taken to mean 
regional integration, as defined by the World Bank, South Asia is one of the 
least integrated areas of the world.20 In 2004 it was the only developing region 
(as also defined by the World Bank) in which intraregional trade accounted 
for less than 5 percent of its world trade. In this definition, the flow of ideas 
is crudely measured by the cross-border movement of people, the number 
of telephone calls, or the purchase of technology and royalty payments. In 
South Asia, for example, only 7 percent of international telephone calls are 
regional, compared with 71 percent in East Asia.

As countries attempt to ensure their competitiveness in an increasingly 
globalized economy, they form regional trading blocs as a preferred strategy. 
By some estimates, more than 100 regional trading arrangements are in effect 
today.21 Although South Asia has progressed significantly in integrating with 
the global economy, its regional integration has been negligible.

The first attempt at a regional grouping in the region was the Colombo 
Plan, developed after the 1950 Commonwealth Conference of Foreign Min-
isters and designed to improve regional living standards. A number of coun-
tries, including two dozen non-Commonwealth states, are members. The 
plan facilitates modest bilateral assistance for regional states and is devoted 
by and large to social and economic development.

The first truly regional organization grew out of the signing of the 2004 
South Asian Free Trade Area (SAFTA) agreement, which led to the creation 
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of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) in the 
same year. Despite these moves, South Asia’s most important export markets 
remain in North America and the European Union.22 In fact, Nepal is the 
only South Asian country with a substantial intraregional trade presence: just 
under 55 percent of its exports and imports by value are traded intraregion-
ally, almost all with India. (See chapter 2 for further discussion of regional 
economic development and chapter 5 for the prospects of enhanced trade.)

One of the reasons for South Asia’s weak integration is its relatively pro-
tectionist stance, as evidenced by the ratios of its exports and imports to 
GDP, which are lower than the world average, as well as its import tariffs, 
which are the highest of any developing region in the world.23 South Asia 
is also weak in facilitating trade. Compared with East Asia, it registers the 
worst performance in every major category of trade facilitation, from ports 
to customs to regulations to services.24

On the other hand, informal or illegal trade is high and is widely assumed 
to represent an unlocked potential for trade—a signal that the countries’ 
economies are complementary.25 According to some estimates, the value of 
goods smuggled from India to Pakistan ranges from $200 million to $10 bil-
lion.26 Implicitly, a high volume of illegal trade due to a lack of regional 
integration can be remedied by state measures designed to remove artificial 
barriers to trade.

The positive scenario for South Asia is that when regional integration and 
cooperation increase, connectivity will improve, restrictions on trade will 
be reduced, landlocked countries will be given full access to markets, energy 
shortages will be eased, and growth and investment will rise. It is widely 
assumed that this bottom-up approach would help improve the environment 
for regional politics, increase welfare, and promote peace and stability.27 In 
the real world, however, this scenario’s arrival date is always in the future.

The Violence Factor

South Asia—led by India and Pakistan—is also one of the most violent (or 
least peaceful) regions of the world, whether because of the states’ internal 
disorder or turbulent relations between them. According to the Global Peace 
Index (GPI), an authoritative comparison of violence within and between 
states, South Asia (including Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal, 
Pakistan, Sri Lanka) is the third most violent region in the world.28 The GPI, 
which is developed by a web-based think tank called Vision of Humanity, 
applies to a UN-defined list of nineteen regions. South Asia ranks behind 
only Middle Africa and Northern Africa (GPI 2.387) on the violence scale. At 
the other end of the spectrum, Northern Europe ranks as the most peaceful 
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(GPI 1.474). The index is based on domestic violence and the prevalence of 
violence between states. Within South Asia, Afghanistan is the least peaceful, 
followed by Pakistan and then India. The most peaceful state in the region 
is Bhutan (GPI 1.481). Former British India—today’s India, Pakistan, and 
Bangladesh—has a GPI of 2.484, which is higher than that of even Northern 
Africa. Although one may disagree with how the index is defined, it points to 
clear trends for each state (and for pairs of states). Given their several wars 
and multiple crises, India and Pakistan ranked with the most dangerous pairs 
in the world, and the nuclearization of their conflict makes the stakes attend-
ing their rivalry even higher.

Polls and Public Attitudes

Not surprisingly, most polls show that Pakistanis and Indians are suspicious 
of each other and diverge in their approach to governance and politics. But 
polling often provides a limited measure of public opinion, as suggested by 
some differences in polling results regarding the attitudes of these two pub-
lics. A 2011 Pew poll, for example, indicated the Pakistani public’s historic 
hostility toward India, whereas other polling has shown a large pro-India 
swing. India used to be identified as Pakistan’s greatest threat, greater than 
al Qaeda or the Taliban, but recent polls indicate greater support for nor-
malization: in a 2012 poll 62 percent of Pakistanis thought it important to 
improve relations with India.29 And roughly two-thirds supported more 
bilateral trade and further talks to try to reduce tensions between the two 
nations. On the other hand, Pew’s 2012 polling shows that 72 percent of 
Pakistanis see India in an unfavorable light, with more than half (55 percent) 
feeling very unfavorable toward their neighbor. Furthermore, 57 percent of 
Pakistanis see India as a very serious threat.30

According to other polls, Pakistanis are keenly aware that they are lagging 
behind India in terms of economic growth, while 44 percent consider India’s 
increasing importance in world affairs a “critical threat.”31 These sentiments 
might suggest a heightened sensitivity to their military vulnerability, or pos-
sibly even a recognition of Pakistan’s own mismanaged priorities, although 
when it comes to India’s treatment of Muslim minorities—a traditionally 
sensitive issue for Pakistanis—opinions on Kashmir would suggest oth-
erwise. In a 2008 World Public Opinion poll designed to measure public 
attitudes toward Kashmir, Pakistanis questioned the Indian government’s 
ability to treat its Muslim populations responsibly. More than half of all 
Pakistanis polled recently viewed India as negligent in this regard.32 Indeed, 
this theme has been a mainstay of the Pakistani press since 1947, rising to 
the fore again in late 2012 when the liberal English-language Pakistan press 
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frequently cited the reelection of Gujarat’s BJP minister Narendra Modi as 
evidence of the communalism of Indian politics.33 As the polls also show, 
most Pakistanis disagree that their own government is supporting Islamist 
militancy in Kashmir or in India in general, or is to blame for terror in Paki-
stan. If anything, conservative Pakistanis freely accuse India of fomenting 
communal and sectarian violence in its neighbor.

Indian polls are a mirror image of those conducted in Pakistan, although 
they reflect somewhat reduced anger. When asked in 2011 to identify the 
biggest threat to India, 45 percent responded Pakistan, 19 percent Lashkar-
e-Taiba (the terrorist Islamist organization), 16 percent the Naxalites (mili-
tant communist groups), and 7 percent China.34 Indians widely believe the 
Pakistani government bears responsibility for terrorist attacks (not without 
a basis in fact): according to some polls, 47 percent believe that Pakistan has 
provided support to militant groups that attack civilians in Indian Kashmir, 
while 53 percent think it supports groups that attack Indians in general.35 
When polled about Kashmir, 45 percent of Indians believe Kashmiris want 
to stay within India, while only 10 percent think they desire independence.36 
As I discuss later in the book, Kashmiris themselves are far more in favor of 
autonomy or independence.

On a more positive note, the 2011 survey also found that 70 percent of 
Pakistanis and 74 percent of Indians consider improved relations impor-
tant and support greater diplomatic and economic ties across the border on 
the assumption that this would promote economic development for both 
nations. This and the expressed support for increased bilateral trade (among 
69 percent of Pakistanis and 67 percent of Indians) may mean that indi-
vidual economic priorities outweigh the impact of political hostilities and 
may be a major test of any normalization process that attempts to work from 
the bottom up.37 Although 2012 polls of nine countries show India has the 
lowest attitudes toward Pakistan, an overwhelming majority of respondents 
(77 percent) think it is important to resolve the Kashmir dispute, and 58 per-
cent favor further talks to reduce India-Pakistan tensions.

When it comes to Pakistani views on the use of violence, the major-
ity polled denounced violence perpetrated against the Indian population: 
64 percent said attacks against government institutions, such as parliament, 
were never justified, and only 12 percent felt they were sometimes justified. 
When asked about specific targets, 68 percent condemned “attacks conducted 
against Indian . . . subways, stock exchanges, and tourist sites,” whereas only 
12 percent said these attacks were sometimes justified.38 More interesting, 
almost a year after the assassination of Osama bin Laden, a Pew Global 
Attitudes poll found a marked changed in attitudes: 55 percent of Pakistani 
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Muslims now held an unfavorable view of al Qaeda and only 13 percent a 
favorable view, whereas just a year earlier 21 percent had expressed “confi-
dence in bin Laden.”39

Equally notable, while both perceive each other as threats, the desire 
for greater defense spending is low.40 In both populations only 31 percent 
wished to see greater allocations for defense spending as opposed to the two 
other options of maintaining or reducing arms levels. Furthermore, a Gallup 
survey in 2001 asking about hypothetically sending aid to India in the wake 
of the 2001 Gujerat earthquake found an encouraging 80 percent in favor of 
such aid.41

Although recent surveys neglect to ask Pakistanis directly about the com-
parative threat of the United States and India, a joint initiative by the World 
Opinion Poll and the United States Institute for Peace in 2008 found 78 per-
cent considered the American military presence in Afghanistan a critical 
threat, whereas 54 percent named India a critical threat.42 This anticipated 
the 2012 Pakistani shift in policy toward India, as tensions with the United 
States mounted. In fact, India is a distant concern in some parts of the coun-
try, such as the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA). When asked to 
rank threats to their personal safety—choosing between the United States, 
India, the Taliban in Pakistan, al Qaeda, Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence 
(ISI) Directorate, the Afghan Taliban, and Israel—America was mentioned 
most often, in 38 percent of the responses, and India in only 12 percent.43

As already mentioned and revealed in a particularly penetrating opinion 
study, Indians and Pakistanis differ significantly in their attitudes toward 
governance.44 The reasons for this are many: historical antecedents in the two 
states, changing attitudes of successive governments, and the rise of different 
political and social movements that placed different stress on democracy as 
opposed to authoritarian (“firm”) government. All South Asian states bear 
elements of their Raj legacy, but the differences between India and Pakistan 
in this regard become clearer when pubic opinion is depicted in the form of 
a “funnel” or inverted pyramid that subtracts (from the overall support of 
democracy) elements that would prefer another kind of state (figure 1-1).

To illustrate, 95 percent of Indians and 83 percent of Pakistanis support 
the idea of democracy with elected officials. However, if one subtracts those 
who are either indifferent or who would “prefer dictatorship sometimes,” 
the pro-democracy faction shrinks to 73 percent for India and 45 percent 
for Pakistan. If those who prefer army rule are excluded, the bar drops to 
59 percent for India and 19 percent for Pakistan. Similarly, excluding those 
who would prefer being ruled by “a king” brings the bar to 55 percent for 
India and 13 percent for Pakistan. If those who want a strong leader without 



context / 23

any democratic restraint are further excluded, the bar of support for democ-
racy drops to 40 percent for India and 10 percent for Pakistan. Finally, when 
approval of the role of experts rather than politicians is excluded, Indian 
support for democracy falls to 19 percent and Pakistani support to only 
7 percent. Drawing on these data, scholar Philip Oldenburg concludes that 
only 20 percent of Indians and 7 percent of Pakistanis support government 
by elected leaders without qualification. In other words, “the idea that the 
country should be governed by the army was endorsed by six out of every ten 
responses in Pakistan . . . [which is] one of the highest levels of support for 
army rule recorded in any part of the world.”45

What most baffles outsiders (as well as Pakistanis) about both public 
opinion and policies in Pakistan is that they reflect a country aspiring to 
be a liberal democracy despite being part military autocracy. It seems that 
a neighbor’s hostility has shaped Pakistan’s domestic structure more than 
that of India, enabling the military to rule Pakistan for more than half of its 
life, while India has opted for a federalized, liberal democracy committed 
to secularism (most of the time). These differences are important not only 
as a springboard of attitudes on both sides but also as a barrier for some 
Indians who would like to normalize with a Pakistan that was in many 

Figure 1-1. Support for Democracy in India and Pakistan

Source: Adapted from State of Democracy in South Asia project, 2008, p. 13; quoted in 
Philip Oldenburg, India, Pakistan and Democracy: Solving the Puzzle of Divergent Paths (New 
York: Routledge, 2010), p. 6.

A. Percentage of those who support government by elected leaders (India: 95 percent, 
Pakistan: 83 percent).

B. Excludes those who prefer dictatorship sometimes or are indifferent between democracy 
and dictatorship (India: 73 percent, Pakistan: 45 percent).

C. In addition, excludes those who want army rule (India: 59 percent, Pakistan: 19 percent).
D. In addition, excludes those who want rule by a king (India: 56 percent, Pakistan: 13 percent).
E. In addition, excludes those who want a strong leader without any democratic restraints 

(India: 40 percent, Pakistan: 10 percent).
F. In addition, excludes those who want rule by experts rather than politicians (India: 19 

percent, Pakistan: 7 percent).
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respects close to it in ideology and purpose, although one cannot ignore the 
cultural and political differences of the two sides, themes that I return to in 
subsequent chapters.

Indeed, it is hard to find much congruence in Pakistani and Indian atti-
tudes toward normalization. As Krishna Kumar puts it, their relations are 
divided by an iron curtain that “discourages any serious desire to know how 
the other thinks. And it keeps the two countries from building a common 
pool of knowledge about themselves and the world.”46 This mutual blind 
spot renders both populations vulnerable to being easily influenced by the 
limited and unchallenged narrative in the public consciousness about the 
other. With both publics greatly influenced by the media, biased educational 
curricula, and decades of observing hostile relations between the regimes, 
they hardly feel pressed to confront that narrative.

Writing on national cinema in India, culture and media expert Sumita 
Chakravarti explains that it may “be more a term of convenience, one that 
orients foreign audiences rather than reflects the social realities of the nation-
group so designated.”47 This thought makes clear that discussions, programs, 
movies, and news reporting in both Pakistan and India should not be taken 
as a mirror of societal attitudes. On the other hand, the level of media atten-
tion does demonstrate which issues cause the most public consternation. 
When India or Pakistan show a miniseries on partition, for example, “mil-
lions in both countries are glued to their television sets and for weeks local 
newspapers are filled with letters and articles.48

Of course, a few commentators in Pakistan have appeared ready to criti-
cize the media’s obsession with mass-producing images of atrocities commit-
ted against Muslims in Kashmir, for instance.49 The underlying intention of 
repeating these stories endlessly, they argue, is to highlight India’s unreason-
ableness and lack of genuine interest in the well-being of Kashmiri citizens, 
as was the case in 1999 during the limited war between Indian and Pakistani 
forces in the Kargil region. The truth, however, is that the Pakistani media 
withdrew their support for the campaign once Pakistan was condemned by 
the international community, and that very few saw it as morally illegitimate 
in the first place.

Up until the late 1980s Pakistan’s media were under tight state control, 
so their only option was to promulgate state narratives of India or revert to 
the legacy of pre-partition politics, spreading culpability to the British and 
their role in uprooting the Muslims of the subcontinent from their position 
of power.50 With new and independent news channels arriving on the scene 
recently and foreign media sources more available, the public in both states 
is gaining greater access to information. Modern communications systems, 
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including personal networking, now available cheaply and widely, have 
helped expand avenues of information as well. Nonetheless, preexisting ste-
reotypes remain difficult to dispel, particularly when groups with anti-Indian 
political agendas have equally free reign to address the public. No good deed 
goes unpunished, however: in giving extremists as well as moderate voices 
electronic loudspeakers, the widespread democratizing of the media in both 
states has had the downside of making governments less able to govern.

In India the situation is complicated by the presence of a large Muslim 
minority, about 14 percent of the population. If the media portrayal of Mus-
lims is taken to provide a good measure of how Pakistan is viewed, it may 
not be altogether evident that India seems to be dealing more constructively 
with its minorities than Pakistan, which is still focused on stereotypes.51 This 
is partly because Muslims constitute an important market in the Indian 
economy and a growing force in Indian politics—offending almost one-
fifth of consumers or voters is not a shrewd market strategy. The electronic 
media industry, in particular, has a considerable educated Muslim presence 
in urban areas.52 Even so, Pakistan remains a negative presence—a causal 
factor in the identity crisis that Indian Muslims must deal with equally as 
much as with India’s imperfect identity as a secular and inclusive state. In 
times of political tension, Indians are apt to distrust the Muslim community, 
on the assumption that if it undermined India’s unity once, history may 
repeat itself. In the treatment of terrorists, for instance, even if the mention 
of Pakistan is taboo, the association is automatic, largely because a vocal 
segment of the public believes that Pakistan is a threat.53 Discussions on the 
radio and letters to newspaper editors tirelessly reinforce the popular theory 
that Pakistan wants to dismember India.54

While Pakistanis are aware of India’s economic progress, Indians are 
aware of its absence in Pakistan to the point of harboring “a coarse almost 
sordid image of day-to-day reality in Pakistan.”55 Even educated, liberal-
minded Indians think the military’s grip on the country is a reflection of a 
population prone to violence and narrow-mindedness. Kargil again serves 
to demonstrate public opinion. The Indian media were highly critical of the 
government’s apparent “softness” in dealing with Pakistan’s military incur-
sions across the Line of Control.56 But likewise, many Pakistanis, even those 
who are highly educated, exaggerate and distort the discrimination against 
Muslims that sometimes occurs in India.

Cooperation

With a few exceptions, the absence of deep and meaningful formal coopera-
tion between New Delhi and Islamabad is a good measure of the region’s 
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weak integration (as already mentioned, the lowest in the world). No one 
expects them to cooperate, so it is surprising when they do.

Yet both sides agreed early on to avoid “any propaganda” regarding the 
amalgamation of Pakistan and India, including the establishment of any 
organization for this purpose. In 1950 Nehru and Liaquat Ali Khan signed 
an agreement further extending this commitment, specifying that it should 
apply to “terrorists” and support for secessionism. These agreements have 
never been operative, nor have subsequent agreements by the information 
ministers on both sides to refrain from hostile propaganda.

Forty years later they are still criticizing each other’s positions on ter-
rorism, propaganda, and support for separatists. When still another round 
of foreign secretary talks began in July 1990, the Indian preconditions for 
normalization were to be Pakistani statements dissociating the country from 
subversive activities in Kashmir, extraditing fugitives, and ceasing funding 
for separatists’ activities in Kashmir. Pakistan, of course, replied that discus-
sions on Kashmir were its own precondition.

However, several notable attempts have been made to “reset” the dia-
logue, most of them occurring after 2003 when the two sides agreed to a 
cease-fire on the Kashmir Line of Control, which still holds today.57 A “com-
posite dialogue” process was established, following a statement by Prime 
Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee that all subjects, including Kashmir, could be 
discussed. It focused on several problem areas, including water, trade, travel, 
Siachen, Sir Creek, terrorism, and Kashmir. India suspended the dialogue 
after the terrorist attack on Mumbai on November 26, 2008, demanding 
that Pakistan take action against those responsible. Upon subsequent limited 
actions by Pakistan, India announced on April 2010 that it would not insist 
that Pakistan had fully to satisfy Indian demands on terrorism as a precondi-
tion for talks (earlier, Pakistan had countered by questioning Indian respon-
sibility for horrific attacks on the Samjhauta Express, the India-Pakistan 
train service). The two prime ministers agreed to revive the dialogue without 
precondition but also without the title “composite.” The decision was imple-
mented slowly, with foreign secretary meetings in March 2011, meetings of 
the home ministers, and then a visit of the Pakistani prime minister to India 
to watch the Cricket World Series Cup semifinal between India and Pakistan.

It is hard to find opportunities for each state’s political and bureaucratic 
equals to talk to each other, and when they do the results have usually been 
nonproductive, so deep are the differences in their perspectives. Just as dis-
turbing, these official talks have always been vulnerable to outside forces, 
notably attacks by extremists based in India and Pakistan. The Mumbai 
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attacks were clearly designed to disrupt the dialogue; the same was probably 
true of the Samjhauta Express attack by Hindu fanatics.58 It seems extremists 
on both sides are united in their desire to prevent normal dialogue between 
their respective countries.

There may be exceptions. Studies have shown that both sports and popu-
lar films have an integrating effect at the national level, at least within India.59 
Whether they have this impact between sovereign states is unknown. Both 
India and Pakistan are full and active members of the International Cricket 
Council (which manages the Cricket World Cup) and the Asian Cricket 
Council (which manages the Asia Cup). They play each other regularly in 
third countries, and when extremists do not threaten, their home-and-
home matches are huge events. A few Pakistanis play in the Indian Premiere 
League, based in individual Indian cities, and there are Indian and Pakistani 
teammates in third countries. There are no interstate tours of club, college, 
or university teams, the life-blood of national cricket, and on several occa-
sions cricket matches have been canceled because of the fear of terror attacks, 
both in India and Pakistan.

The most politically explicit sports partnership has been in men’s tennis 
doubles, with an Indian and a Pakistani teamed up in 2010–11 boasting of 
their binational credentials, and offering to play a tennis match at Wagah on 
the India-Pakistan border. Their slogan was “Stop war, start tennis.”60 Bal-
ancing this—in terms of political impact—Sania Mirza, a talented Muslim 
Indian women’s tennis player, has been roundly criticized for having mar-
ried a Pakistani citizen and was under police protection in India for wearing 
normal women’s tennis garb.

The singular exception to the overall lack of cooperation is the 1960 Indus 
Waters Treaty, historically reviled by Indian diplomats as a foreign (U.S.) 
imposition on India. It has operated uninterruptedly for more than fifty 
years, with some success, but is currently threatened by pressure on both 
states for increased water shares. There has been no serious discussion of 
bringing other countries into a region-wide water arrangement, and India 
has found its water relations with Bangladesh to be very strained. China 
remains aloof from the region in terms of water power, even though the 
source of most important Indian and Pakistani rivers (the Indus and the 
Brahmaputra in particular) lies in China.

Both India and Pakistan made an attempt at regional cooperation 
as founding members of SAARC, but the organization barely got off the 
ground. At its inception the Indians suspected that it was a Pakistani plot 
to undercut Indian dominance, and the Pakistanis thought it was an Indian 
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plot to exercise hegemony—in reality it was a goodwill effort by Sri Lanka 
and Nepal. No less futile is the South Asian Free Trade Area, which still 
remains an agreement on paper only.

In keeping with their Raj origins, the militaries of both states are also 
members of various UN missions, and sometimes both are in the same peace-
keeping force, although to my knowledge one has never served under the 
direct command of officers from the other. Recent UN operations include 
East Timor and Sudan.61

Nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) thrive in both states, partly 
because of international support but also because the burgeoning social 
media and the Internet are keeping them abreast of events within and out-
side the region. Yet there are few cross-border ties between these groups, the 
most important being the organization of journalists (South Asia Free Media 
Association), which meets regularly in South Asian states.62 Because visas are 
an issue, hardly any students from one state study in the other. Although a 
2012 agreement between India and Pakistan included some measures for 
liberalizing their visa regimes, they applied only to the elderly and business-
persons and not to students. As for tourist traffic, it consists mainly of Sikh 
pilgrims going to holy shrines in Pakistan and a few Muslims going to shrines 
in India.

Various crises have precipitated some cooperation. For example, the 
Simla Agreement (1972) ending the 1971 war laid down principles that the-
oretically govern relations today, although these are routinely bent by both 
states. In addition, the Lahore Declaration of 1999, issued following a his-
toric visit to Pakistan by Prime Minister Vajpayee, a BJP leader, led to a bus 
service between Delhi and Lahore. However, the declaration is remembered 
more for the fact that the Pakistan army was planning a cross-border attack 
at Kargil while Vajpayee was in Pakistan.

After India and Pakistan became nuclear weapons states in 1998, they 
quickly and dutifully signed a group of agreements to notify each other of 
their respective civilian nuclear facilities and to provide lists of citizens kept 
in prison. They also agreed to a hotline between their armies, and also one 
between their political leaders.

As discussed in later chapters, talks are also under way about expanding 
trade and giving each state preferential treatment. The two national acad-
emies of science are reportedly engaging in some cooperation, and minor 
steps are being taken to deal with common agricultural problems, usually 
at the encouragement of some NGO or international organization that 
operates in both states. In early 2012 the Indian National Science Academy 
and the Pakistani Academy of Science signed a memo of understanding for 
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possible joint projects, agreeing “to identify specialized institutions so that 
scientists in both the countries could collaborate in different fields including 
research projects; organisation of joint workshops, seminars and conferences 
and exchange of scientists, professors and students for higher education 
programmes.”63

Although the business communities might be expected to show the most 
cooperation, they have been reluctant to go beyond the limits set by the army 
in Pakistan and the Home and External Affairs Ministries in India. Until 
quite recently, Indian governments have done little to assist economic nor-
malization, while Indian firms on the whole have not found Pakistan to be a 
welcome place to do business. However, this represents the greatest area of 
potential growth and cooperation (see chapter 6), and the two business com-
munities have already had a hand in the 2012 agreement to start discussions 
on reducing excess tariffs.

Rivalry outside the Region

For several generations, diplomats of India and Pakistan have regarded their 
overseas assignments and other postings to international organizations, 
including most UN bodies, as an opportunity to gain merit by denigrating 
the other. This has become a joke in the diplomatic community, which long 
ago tired of the incessant one-upmanship by each country. Furthermore, 
each state has blocked the other’s membership in certain groups. Pakistan 
prevented India from joining the Organization of Islamic Cooperation 
(OIC), an association of over fifty-seven Muslim states that routinely criti-
cizes Indian policy in Kashmir, while India has carefully excluded Pakistan 
from groups that it sponsors, such as the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-
Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC).

In response to a decision by the International Court of Arbitration, both 
countries agreed to abide by the UN peacekeeping mandate in Kashmir, but 
with reservations. India, for example, severely limited the UN presence in 
its territory after the 1971 war. Worse, neither state has been able to find 
(or seemed interested in) common ground where they might work together. 
Their strategic freedom of action is mightily constrained by their respective 
set of international friends, who provide diplomatic support to each on such 
well-worn issues as Kashmir or human rights violations.

The absence of cooperation is especially noticeable in the matter of 
Afghanistan, where both countries compete despite important and paral-
lel security interests. When created, Pakistan was a neighbor of Afghani-
stan, but distracted by the greater Indian threat, Pakistani operations never 
went much beyond intelligence service and deliberately keeping the frontier 
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regions backward: Pakistan did not have the depth and resources to do much 
more, so left these areas to their own devices. By contrast, India consolidated 
its position in its northeast, battling a series of tribal rebellions over the years 
with a mixture of force, bribery, and the Indian model of democratic gover-
nance. Similarly, China expanded into Tibet and its far west regions.

Elsewhere in South Asia and the Indian Ocean, a region once dominated 
by the Raj, India and Pakistan share the same choke points, the same overseas 
ethnic interests (especially in the Persian Gulf region), and the same concerns 
about piracy and smuggling, yet find it difficult if not impossible to cooper-
ate directly. On the other hand, they do engage in some limited cooperation 
when warranted by a common interest in regional organizations such as the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organization or international bodies. Diplomats and 
strategists on both sides might attribute this general lack of cooperation to 
the rivalry in Kashmir, but in areas where they have a natural shared interest 
it goes beyond this. Countries that would like to encourage India-Pakistan 
normalization in UN forums for antipiracy, peacekeeping, and other opera-
tions have long since given up on enabling the two states to work together. 
Their bilateral relations also seem to be as impermeable as ever. Their hostil-
ity infiltrates almost all regional issues, from security to cross-border trade or 
cooperation. If held at all, regional summits mainly serve as an occasion for 
informal consultations between Indian and Pakistani diplomats—smaller 
countries like Bangladesh or Sri Lanka know full well that the proposals for 
a South Asian free trade zone or even economic union will remain on paper 
until the two agree. The centrality of the India-Pakistan dispute, playing itself 
out in regular wars, crises, and a near-total absence of cooperation defines 
South Asia. As a result, SAARC was comatose on arrival; it rules out bilateral 
issues, at India’s insistence, and serves only to give the leadership of the two 
states a place to meet offline from time to time, and to provide smaller South 
Asian states—notably Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and Nepal—the illusion of a 
regional organization that means something.

There is a paradox here: the two states are economically more prosper-
ous and politically weaker than ever before. All governments in the modern 
world are challenged by their greater access to ideas from elsewhere, as well 
as the new means of communication within their states. Twitter, Facebook, 
the web, and other social media have made governance difficult. It is hard to 
build states, economies, and national identities in the face of an expansion of 
“people’s power.” These media have given large numbers of people the abil-
ity to interact with each other and with the outside world that was reserved 
for the upper classes in the nineteenth century and the middle classes in the 
twentieth century. Today’s Indians and Pakistanis are better able to connect, 
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to express their grievances, and to organize against the state. What is astonish-
ing is that this functional fragmentation has not led to cross-border alliances 
or contacts between the two states, as it has in other regions. Though weak as 
states, they are nevertheless strong enough to prevent these ties from growing.

Since India and Pakistan never went through a “Pan Arab” moment or 
succumbed to the idea of collaboration, they have developed only feeble 
linkages between peace groups and the business communities, and no com-
panies openly do business in both states. University students find it almost 
impossible to attend classes in each other’s country, although a few elite 
colleges have established tentative linkages and some Pakistanis attend the 
new graduate-student-only South Asian University established by SAARC 
and located in New Delhi. The India-Pakistan divide is most apparent in 
the trade and investment sectors. While China’s two-way trade with India 
($74 billion in 2011) and Pakistan ($11 billion in 2011) is growing at high 
rates, total official trade between the two South Asian rivals remains mini-
mal and stagnant ($3 billion in 2011). The same applies to investments, with 
China investing an average $2 billion in the Pakistani economy annually and 
$500 million in India, while India and Pakistan make hardly any significant 
mutual investments. India did not even permit Pakistani investments until 
2012.64 Yet the fringes of popular and mass culture abroad, in third countries, 
are now home to a community that has developed through joint contacts 
and business deals between entertainers and businessmen. An important but 
undocumented cultural exchange takes places in these areas. Back home, 
India and Pakistan remain comfortable in their “enemy-ness,” although they 
are diverging in this sense in some important geostrategic ways. The domi-
nant perceived threat in India is no longer Pakistan but China, while the 
great threat for Pakistan now is not India but domestic terror groups and 
abroad the United States.

The Wrong Metaphor

Because they are based on the calculations of humans, all nations rely upon 
simplifying metaphors to define themselves, their history, and guidelines for 
the future. Since 1940 the grand political metaphor for Americans has been 
Pearl Harbor, which stands for a sneak attack, a breakdown of intelligence, 
and a civilizational war. Many subsequent crises have been interpreted in 
the light of the original metaphor, especially the New York and Washington 
attacks of 9/11, which were as complex in civilizational and moral overtones 
as Pearl Harbor. A common metaphor in the India-Pakistan context is the 
communal or religious riot between Hindus and Muslims. The metaphor of 
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the religious riot refers to the original partition of India and for many out-
siders has become the implicit (if no longer accurate) explanation of Indian-
Pakistani rivalry. “India and Pakistan would be at peace were it not for their 
dispute over Kashmir, desired by Muslim Pakistan and Hindu India,” goes 
the refrain.

Besides being historically inaccurate, the metaphor is conceptually wrong. 
Most riots in India and Pakistan—religious and otherwise—are part of a 
complex bargaining relationship between two or more political communi-
ties. The riot itself is one stage in a long and complex game, and the purpose 
of the game is not only to gain the upper hand over the other side but also 
to influence the bystander—in the case of religious riots, the local police and 
military authorities. India-Pakistan relations have to be seen in this frame-
work. Unless one side or the other collapses entirely, the game will continue, 
and nuclear weapons do not change this basic fact, although they do present 
an alternative and mutually undesirable end to the game. The nature of the 
game becomes clearer when one examines the major disputes between the 
two sides (chapter 2) and then sees how this powerful but historically flawed 
metaphor has been reified in the politics of both India (chapter 3) and Paki-
stan (chapter 4).
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chapter two

Conflicts

Physicists jest that often their theories fail to predict the 
results of experiments or their results fail to make theoretical sense, but 
that most experiments simply fail and no one knows why. The partition of 
India and Pakistan can be seen as a great experiment in political and human 
engineering that in large part went awry, with the successor states still try-
ing to cope. Most of the key players in this gigantic drama assumed that 
the worst would not happen. With goodwill and common sense, problems 
could be managed over time. The worst did happen, and there has been a 
steep price for the errors of omission and commission perpetrated both by 
the British and by the nationalist leaders who accepted and tried to manage 
a flawed partition.

The two states form a peculiar complex in which fear, hatred, and a sense 
of persecution drive both sides, as discussed further in chapter 5. The only 
other disputes like this in recent history are those between Israel and the Pal-
estinians or the Greeks and the Turks and several civil war conflicts, notably 
that between the Sinhala and Tamils of Sri Lanka.

While much of the India-Pakistan conflict lies in the realms of high strat-
egy and identity, it also revolves around the absence of trade and normal 
discourse, size disparities, and three geostrategic issues: Kashmir, water, and 
the Siachen Glacier. These are matters in which the absence of a normal rela-
tionship hurts both states, making the disputes over them particularly puz-
zling. What theoretically might make this moment different from the past 
sixty-five years (as far as normalization goes) is the advent of a nuclearized 
South Asia and the rise of extremist Islam. Respectively, these raise the cost 
of conflict and provide new incentives for cooperation.
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Trade and Business

In November 2011 Pakistan announced that it would offer “most-favored-
nation” (MFN) status to India, expand people-to-people contacts, and 
institute a new visa regime. This was hailed as a major breakthrough in 
India-Pakistan relations, paving the way for interaction on other issues and 
perhaps full normalization.1 India in turn has promised to reduce nontariff 
barriers, cutting back drastically the number of items on a “positive list,” 
over 800 items in April 2012.2 The announcement was greeted warmly on 
both sides of the border, even by the traditionally anti-Indian Urdu press, 
perhaps because it had the backing of the Pakistan army.3 Some, however, 
said that trade agreements without resolution of the Kashmir dispute and 
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water problems would be problematic; otherwise “neither the history nor 
the future generations would forgive” the Pakistani leadership.4 Others more 
darkly hinted that Pakistan had to take “extreme steps” instead of talks to 
resolve outstanding disputes.5

The response of most observers was “It’s about time.” In the years fol-
lowing partition, official trade between India and Pakistan was at an all-
time high—a remnant of pre-partition economic integration. Pakistan’s 
exports to India were at 56 percent, while 32 percent of its imports came 
from its neighbor. By 1950 this figure had dropped dramatically. The 1965 
war further reduced trade between the two; before that war it was possible 
to purchase Pakistan magazines and books in New Delhi; afterward it was 
difficult. Ironically, the Internet, cable television, and mass piracy defeat 
efforts by both countries to protect their citizens from each other’s press and 
entertainment.

In 1956 India and Pakistan signed a trade agreement stipulating the MFN 
clause for each other’s goods. Specific agreements—allowing for limited 
trade in select items—would not be signed until the mid-1970s. In January 
1986 Pakistan reversed its previous stance, agreeing to private sector imports 
of forty-two items from India. Then a series of crises beginning in 1987 
ensured continued distrust and no serious movement on trade.

South Asia today is the least economically integrated region in the world, 
largely because India and Pakistan together account for 90 percent of the 
region’s GDP yet remain rivals.6 As pointed out elsewhere, the peace divi-
dend of better relations between the two countries would be a 405 percent 
increase in bilateral trade.7

Pakistan and India have both been part of the South Asian Association for 
Regional Cooperation (SAARC) since its inception in 1985 and the South 
Asia Free Trade Agreement (SAFTA) of 2004. Yet according to all economic 
indicators, the increase in trade since these dates has been abysmally low.8 
India and Pakistan were once a single trade area, despite some minor inter-
nal barriers. As mentioned in chapter 1, however, trade does continue along 
“informal channels,” the economist’s euphemism for smuggling, often via 
traditional historical, geographic, and ethnic links.9 The question then is 
whether directing such trade into formal channels would enhance regional 
economic cooperation. That is to say, if illegal trade is high, can it be assumed 
that there is unlocked potential for trade—a signal that the countries’ econo-
mies are complementary?

Since both countries are members of the G77 block in the United Nations 
and of the World Trade Organization (WTO), they normally find themselves 
on the same negotiation team with other least developed and developing 
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economies on issues such as global trade tariffs, agricultural and textile pro-
tections, new global labor standards, patent and intellectual property rights, 
or even the effect of climate change. At this international level, Pakistan and 
Indian negotiators thus share a surprising number of interests, most of them 
economic ones, which often lead to at least tacit cooperation.

While economic imperatives should tie India and Pakistan together, they 
have not done so. Instead of working toward regional integration, South Asia 
has focused on entering global markets, particularly North America and the 
European Union, and increasingly China.10 Nepal is the only South Asian 
state that has a substantial intraregional trade presence, with just under 
55 percent of its exports by value as well as imports by value traded intrare-
gionally, almost all to and from India. Other regional states—India, Pakistan, 
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and the Maldives—trade less than 15 percent of their 
exports by value intraregionally and get less than 20 percent of their imports 
by value intraregionally. In fact, if the Maldives is disregarded, since virtually 
all of its exports go to Sri Lanka, the remaining four states—India, Pakistan, 
Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka—all trade less than 7 percent of their exports by 
value intraregionally. Afghanistan is a special case: goods shipped there often 
wind up in Pakistan’s black market, and Pakistan’s limits on transit trade to 
Afghanistan mean that it is hard for India to sell there. On the import side, 
Indian and Pakistani intraregional imports account for less than 5 percent of 
total imports by value.11 This low level of intraregional trade has given rise to 
the term “inverse regionalism” to describe South Asia.12

One of the key reasons behind this state of affairs is that South Asia is still 
relatively protectionist, as evidenced by the ratios of exports and imports 
to its GDP, which are lower than the world average, as well as by its import 
tariffs, which are the highest of any developing region in the world.13 Equally 
striking, in 2004 South Asia was the only developing region in which intra-
regional trade was less than 5 percent of its world trade. The region had 
previously shared this status with Sub-Saharan Africa, which since 1984 has 
displaced South Asia as the least integrated region in the world.14 South Asia 
is also comparatively weak in facilitating trade. Compared with East Asia, 
South Asia has the worst average performance in every major category of 
trade facilitation, from ports to customs to regulations to services.15

The list of items that Pakistan illegally imports from India is fairly long. 
Cloth is the largest item, illegal imports in this category amounting to more 
than $185 million, twice as much as is exported to India. Other goods ille-
gally imported from India include livestock, pharmaceutical machinery, 
cosmetics, jewelry, tires, and medicine.16 Cattle are physically the largest 
smuggled item, some being moved underground via tunnels under the 
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Rajasthan/Sind border. Items smuggled from India to Pakistan range in 
value from $200 million to $10 billion; precise estimates are hard to come 
by, and of course these goods go untaxed, although their transit is usually 
associated with corrupt officials, sometimes the police or paramilitaries, on 
both sides of the border.

Hence powerful groups in both countries oppose trade just as much as 
others are interested in expanding it. And the members of the anti-trade 
camp—the smugglers, police, and politicians—have considerable resources, 
and illegal trade flourishes when normal channels are blocked. However, 
business associations and corporations on both sides favor normalization. 
On the Indian side, both major business associations advocate greater trade. 
The Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce and Industry (FICCI), 
and the Confederation of Indian Industries (CII) each sent trade delegations 
to Pakistan in 2012. While some Pakistani companies fear Indian competi-
tion, others recognize that they stand to benefit. Indeed, companies and busi-
ness and industry associations on both sides believe that greater cooperation 
would bring material gains to both countries. They are acquiring political 
influence in India, and whenever civilian governments have been in office, 
also in Pakistan. A number of highly visible meetings of business persons 
have been organized by the Punjab, Haryana, Delhi Chambers of Commerce 
and Industry (PHDCCI), the FICCI, CII, and the Karachi Chamber of Com-
merce. These efforts had an impact on relations between the two countries, 
especially when Nawaz Sharif (a businessman) was prime minister. Paki-
stan’s decision to expand its import list for India in the early 1990s was argu-
ably the result of ideas exchanged during these meetings as well as Pakistan’s 
democratization, which brought into prominence Punjabi business families 
that stood to gain most significantly from direct trade between the two coun-
tries. In 2012 FICCI and CII delegations to Pakistan were greeted warmly, a 
visit made possible by the Pakistan army’s breakthrough decision to allow 
the civilian government to grant MFN status to India.

The fact that some Pakistani companies would be strengthened by trade 
with India creates a natural affinity between them in certain areas. As pointed 
out by Warren Weinstein, the American aid and trade expert kidnapped by 
an unidentified group in Lahore in 2011, India’s new ferrochrome industry 
could import chromite from Pakistan.17 The two could market ferrochrome 
jointly in the world. Other potential Pakistani exports to India, according 
to Weinstein, are its thriving gems and minerals industries. Pakistan now 
exports cloth (the largest single item), dry fruit, bed sheets, prayer mats, 
video games and CDs, footwear, cigarettes, and surma, the eye cosmetic. 
Individual Indian companies have tried to make forays into Pakistan, and 
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already a huge amount of goods (including the bulk of Pakistan’s truck tires) 
are sold to Pakistan via Dubai and other cut-out locations.

But as just mentioned, the smuggling industry is powerful. Its operations 
make large use of containers that move through third countries, mainly 
Dubai. Officials at ports in Dubai assign the goods a false country of ori-
gin, and they are then shipped to Pakistan. These transactions are reflected 
in the United Arab Emirates balance of trade rather than that between 
India and Pakistan. In some cases goods from India that are technically 
banned in Pakistan do not even travel all the way to Dubai. False papers are 
manufactured before they leave their ports in India, and they sail directly 
to Karachi.18

Goods also travel across the India-Pakistan border, mainly through 
remote unfenced areas. Trenches and tunnels are dug with the assistance 
of local villagers, and border officials are routinely bribed. Goods are also 
transferred via train passengers traveling between Amritsar and Lahore who 
are looking for ways to subsidize their journey.

There are obvious tradeoffs between sectors, in addition to the potential 
for cooperation where they produce the same or similar items. India is strong 
in information technology, while Pakistan’s agriculture is important, so the-
oretically, if the will were there, concessions could be swapped and thus the 
politically strongest sector on each side could be accommodated. In Pakistan 
this would include the many industries controlled by the military. Indian 
businessmen have suggested that this was an inducement on the Pakistani 
side to permit greater trade, arguing that the Pakistan military did not want 
to see the value of its real estate and manufacturing capabilities decline, and 
that this approach to normalization could have an impact on strategic rela-
tions between the two states.

Although hope for an expansion of India-Pakistan trade is now on the 
rise, hope is not a policy. Moreover, at least three obstacles stand in the way 
of enhancing trade and also have the potential to affect the overall relation-
ship between the two countries.

First, there are many supporters of the status quo, notably among police 
and government officials. A recent report demonstrates the extent to which 
they themselves benefit from the black market.19 Needless to say, they per-
petuate illegal trade.

Second, although recent evidence shows a decline in illegal trade between 
India and Pakistan over the years, smuggling continues apace with goods 
from China, now a major trading partner with both countries. Some there-
fore believe that gains from liberalizing trade between India and Pakistan 
may not be as high as they would have been in the past.20
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Third, ulterior motives may be lurking behind the new desire for a more 
liberal trade regime, especially on the Pakistani side. Pakistan is in deep eco-
nomic disorder, in a position of sovereign debt, and in danger of defaulting 
on its International Monetary Fund (IMF) loans when they come due in 
2013. In 2012 Pakistan admitted it was seeking the IMF’s help once again 
to clear its debts. It was expected to repay a total of $7.82 billion for previ-
ous loans in four installments from 2011–12 to 2014–15.21 Pointing to their 
country’s internal economic failures and relations with a hostile America, 
Pakistani strategists argue that the opening to India makes good political 
as well as economic sense; it is much easier to let Indian investments revive 
the Pakistani economy than to carry out the kinds of tough reforms that are 
linked to IMF and other loans. Since Pakistan is still undertaxed and the 
military still controls a huge portion of the economy—with mostly inef-
ficient industries—an injection of investment from India would be a quick 
fix, although it would not address the economy’s deeper dysfunctionality.

This raises an obvious question, now being debated in India: why should 
India link its economy to a failing Pakistan? Some in India believe that New 
Delhi would be better off going slow, isolating Pakistan physically, economi-
cally, and politically. Others would go further, arguing this is the time to let 
Pakistan “crash” as India could survive a Pakistani economic disaster, plus it 
might bring down the country’s regime and discredit the army, and thereby 
transform the India-Pakistan relationship.

Water

Water conflicts are endemic in South Asia, a region that is heavily dependent 
on monsoons and large-scale irrigation canals. Famine and flood are thus 
equal threats to hundreds of millions of Indians and Pakistanis (and Bangla-
deshis and Nepalis, who are part of regional hydrological systems).22

Under the British there were periodic water disputes between Sindh and 
undivided Punjab and between various South Indian provinces. These were 
mediated by the central government or by semijudicial commissions estab-
lished to adjudicate such quarrels. Partition transformed what had been a 
localized disagreement into an international conflict.23 Neither Pakistan nor 
India could agree on the division of the six main rivers of the Indus Basin—
the Indus, Ravi, Sutlej, Chenab, Jhelum, and Beas. Even when the matter 
was taken up at the Inter-Dominion Conference in New Delhi in May 1948, 
little was resolved, although Pakistan was given time to find alternative water 
sources. India, however, demanded financial reparation for any allowance 
given to Pakistan during that time. In response, Pakistan in 1950 launched a 
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formal complaint against India for the delimitation of its water supply and 
requested that the issue be submitted to the International Court of Arbitra-
tion, but India categorically rejected third-party intervention.24

Then in 1951 David Lilienthal, an expert on American water issues, wrote 
an article containing specific technical recommendations on developing 
the Indus Basin as a unit and suggesting that the World Bank be a financial 
contributor.25 The bank’s director at the time, Eugene Black, saw this as an 
opportunity to showcase the institution’s ability to deal with international 
conflicts. Indian concerns were addressed when he assured India that the 
bank “would not adjudicate the conflict, but instead work as a conduit for 
agreement.”26

After ten years of negotiations, proposals, and counterproposals, the 
Indus Waters Treaty was signed on September 19, 1960, backed by a com-
mitment of immense financial assistance, perhaps a billion dollars, most of 
it to go to Pakistan to independently develop its own water resources. Major 
contributions came from Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States, as well as the World Bank itself.27

As pointed out by John Briscoe, an expert on South Asia’s water issues 
and former World Bank adviser, the “Indus Waters Treaty is widely and 
correctly considered to be the most important water treaty in the world, and 
has endured despite 50 years of hostility between India and Pakistan.”28 The 
treaty is a highly technical document, drawn up by engineers and techni-
cians rather than diplomats and lawyers, and provides guidelines for devel-
oping water projects in India and Pakistan. The bank is also a signatory to 
the treaty, and in the words of two observers, it “did not have political power 
but its ability to bring several countries with the financial commitment was 
a kind of quasi-imperial third party inducement to the successful resolution 
of the dispute.”29 The treaty provides a rare example of economic incentives 
overriding political hostilities to make way for peaceful relations between the 
two states.

One important factor contributing to the Indus treaty’s success was 
the purposeful depoliticization of the issue. Specifically, the World Bank’s 
intervention was initially meant to follow Lilienthal’s recommendation to 
develop the Indus Basin as a whole and thus increase the productive capac-
ity of the region as a remedy to the situation, rather than simply allocating 
the water that was available at the time. Over the course of negotiations, this 
plan was abandoned in favor of dividing rights over the rivers, but the goal of 
aiding development on both sides of the border remained intact. The bank’s 
approach was therefore to provide practical economic advice rather than 
resolve a political dispute.
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Even though both sides started with mutually irreconcilable demands, 
Pakistan knew that negotiation was the only way it could sustain Punjab’s 
economy, long considered India’s breadbasket. India was similarly inclined 
to cooperate with the World Bank because Nehru desperately needed its 
financial support to sustain his second five-year plan.

In 1978 the two sides signed another water agreement, this time relating 
to the Salal Dam. Pakistan, which had objected to India building a water 
storage dam on the Chenab River in Jammu and Kashmir, sixty-four kilo-
meters from the Pakistan border, agreed to India lowering the height of the 
dam and then using it only for power generation. The agreement was hailed 
as a shining example of the two countries being able to work out their prob-
lems peaceably. Further cooperation was halted in 1992, however, when 
India shared information with Pakistan on several dams it planned to build 
in Jammu and Kashmir. Matters came to a head in 2005, with Pakistan—for 
the first time in its history—invoking the arbitration provisions of the Indus 
Waters Treaty before a World Bank–appointed neutral expert in response 
to India’s construction of the 450-megawatt Baglihar Dam on the Chenab 
River. The verdict on this particular dispute, announced in late 2011, was 
unfavorable to Pakistan.

In 2010 Pakistani militant organizations, traditionally focused on liberat-
ing Indian-held Kashmir, organized a march protesting India’s control over 
Pakistan’s water resources. Carrying signs and driving tractors, thousands 
of farmers protested India’s plans for “water terrorism.”30 Army strategists 
echoed the theme, and it became a topic of analysis in Pakistan’s Staff Col-
lege and National Defense University.31

In 2011 the countries again went head to head at the International Court 
of Arbitration over yet another water project, India’s 330-megawatt Kishan-
ganga Dam in Jammu and Kashmir. The court has ordered India to tempo-
rarily stop some construction on the dam while assessments are being made.

Extremists in Pakistan have used the water disputes to argue that Pak-
istanis should not trust India, and that the government and bureaucracy 
are not defending Pakistan’s best interests. In 2010 Hafiz Saeed, head of the 
Pakistani militant group Jamaat-u-Dawa, accused India of “water terror-
ism” using slogans such as “water flows or blood.”32 In denouncing India’s 
“water aggression,” Liaquat Baloch of the Jamaat-i-Islami charged that Paki-
stan’s former technocrats on the Indus Water Commission and officials at 
the Foreign Ministry and Water and Power Ministry were secretly support-
ing India.33 In a recent letter to the prime minister, energy expert Arshad H. 
Abbasi attacked the credibility of officials who appear to be paving the way 
for Indian projects while ignoring Pakistan’s interests.34
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The sense of victimhood is also present in India, where the Indus Waters 
Treaty and its provisions are considered detrimental to the country’s inter-
ests and “water security.” Similar sentiments are voiced in the state of Jammu 
and Kashmir, where the local government has contracted the services of a 
foreign consultant. As one Kashmiri official notes, “There is a feeling that 
the state is suffering on account of IWT [the Indus Waters Treaty]” and 
“a formula” needs to be worked out under which the state could “benefit 
by harnessing the water of its own rivers” without the constraints posed by 
Pakistan and the treaty.35

At India’s national level, India’s “soft stance” on the water disputes with 
Pakistan is blamed for delaying the country’s dam projects and is thus said to 
be hampering its developmental and strategic needs. Indian concessions are 
described as coming out of “a sense of fairness or as a nation bound by the 
rule of law” but costing the country dearly because “arbitration is expensive, 
and India has more to lose than Pakistan in the wait.”36

The repeated statements that “Pakistan gets more than the share it is enti-
tled to” suggest a magnanimous India but, as in Pakistan, also imply that the 
government is unable to defend the country’s best interests.37 Ultimately, 
Indian criticism is directed not so much at a Pakistan that uses “every dam 
as a strategic weapon . . . to delay if not deny progress that primarily benefits 
J&K [Jammu and Kashmir],” but more at the Indian government for being 
“too soft” and compromising. As one analyst suggests, India should consider 
using the same “weapon” and denounce the Pakistani dam project at Skardu, 
in the Pakistani region of Gilgit-Baltistan claimed by India. 38

Will the involvement of an international institution, the International 
Court of Arbitration, again lead to agreement? Although the Indus treaty 
has lasted without any major issues for half a century, it is sheer speculation 
to assess the likelihood of another agreement between the countries, but the 
stakes are as high today as they were fifty years ago. With the Pakistani pub-
lic’s dwindling interest in Kashmir, the apparent injustice of water policies 
has replaced Kashmir as a prime example of Indian duplicity, especially for 
the military and those close to it.

Analysts such as Briscoe have suggested that while Pakistan’s fears are not 
entirely unwarranted, the likelihood that India’s project will actually have 
an impact on Pakistan’s water supply is slim if not unfounded. Although 
India has the potential to obstruct the flow of water into Pakistan, whether it 
would actually pursue such a course of action, given its likely illegality and a 
sharp response from Pakistan, is doubtful—an Indian diversion of water is 
one of Islamabad’s nuclear red lines.
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The water problem has received little comprehensive attention from non-
governmental organizations in either state. Most are obsessed with a par-
ticular part of the puzzle: environmental issues in India and the exaggerated 
dangers of India shutting off the water in Pakistan. This is also true of the 
governments. Water in South Asia is linked to a myriad of issues, including 
energy, environment, and relations with China, but little attempt has been 
made to arrive at a comprehensive overview of how water problems can be 
addressed within a large framework.39 Water is still a “national” issue, per-
meated with intense nationalism and subnational sentiments. For example, 
according to South Asia’s leading energy NGO, TERI, fifteen Indian gov-
ernment departments have come up with fifteen different measurements of 
water flow, and South Asian states are reluctant to release data about water 
when it is regarded as a national security issue. In Pakistan the agencies that 
manage water, beginning with the Water and Power Development Author-
ity (WAPDA), are considered pro-Punjabi by other provinces, and Punjab 
believes they are ganging up against it; there are parallel institutional and fed-
eral problems in India, where the provinces remain at odds because of agree-
ments forged under the British; water tribunals come up with awards, but 
these are not acceptable to the states, and the aggrieved party goes to India’s 
Supreme Court, which directs the prime minister to deal with the problem. 
But New Delhi has only limited leverage, especially when a political coalition 
partner is involved, as in the disputes between Tamilnadu and Karnataka or 
Punjab and Haryana. If neither India nor Pakistan finds it easy to manage 
water disputes within each of its own borders, how can they do so together?

Pakistan’s fears stem from its marginal status as a water-short nation, 
its growing population, and its relatively inefficient agriculture, but also its 
failure to address the internal distribution of water between its provinces 
As for India, its booming economy is starved for power. Financial incen-
tives might be a motivator, but the political nature of the problem is much 
sharper now than in the 1950s. The fact that the Islamists have taken up the 
cause is a concern, and there are groups in both states that use “water” as an 
excuse to whip up feelings against the other state; they are not interested in 
allowing the issue to deflate into an agreement. Either way, the fact that it is 
under consideration in an international court is a sign that negotiations have 
already failed to some degree.

Balancing legitimate concerns over water (its quality, quantity, cost, and 
timeliness, especially during the monsoon season) is difficult enough, but 
it has acquired an intensely emotional content as well. The Indus Waters 
Treaty viewed water as a technical problem. This allowed engineers and 
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water experts to make the decisions, but the approach seems naive in the 
present highly charged, politicized context. Politicians and experts operate 
from quite different perspectives. The former are by and large uninfluenced 
by basic knowledge about water, dams, and power generation; along with 
NGOs, who are especially vulnerable to ideology and symbolism, they are 
suspicious of experts. As a result, expert voices are barely heard and foreign 
expertise is deeply discounted in the debate. Water issues in and between 
India and Pakistan are now literally the subject of a politicized science.

The Indus treaty once settled the water problem between India and Paki-
stan, but now it has a new dimension because of China’s fast-paced devel-
opment. If China should undertake engineering projects in the eastern part 
of Tibet, it would affect the Brahmaputra, while work of this nature in its 
western regions would impinge upon the Indus. India and Pakistan seem to 
have no mutual understanding of such developments, Pakistan being an ally 
of China and India using the same upper riparian arguments against Islam-
abad that China uses against it. Regional cooperation or a sense of a regional 
common interest in water matters is clearly wanting.

The new emotionalism embedded in water issues, especially in Pakistan, 
along with the fact that expertise is divorced from political decisionmaking 
and the international aspects of water are of little interest, makes the resolu-
tion of the India-Pakistan water problem difficult at best. Even if the Interna-
tional Court returns a verdict that is acceptable to all parties, in the long run 
the water issue will not go away, and there remains no regional institution 
capable of addressing it. In the short run, another technology fix may not be 
the optimum solution, but the good should not drive out the best.

Kashmir

As noted in chapter 1, those who oversaw the distribution of territories at 
partition failed to plan for the integration of Kashmir into the new two-
state order, leaving both India and Pakistan with the impression that a mas-
sive injustice had been committed. Kashmir then came to play a role in the 
domestic politics of both states. For Pakistani leaders, both civilian and mili-
tary, Kashmir was a helpful diversion from the daunting task of nation build-
ing. Also significant, powerful Kashmiri-dominated constituencies have a 
voice in major Pakistani cities. Even abroad, there have been strong Kashmir 
lobbies in some European states, especially in a few British cities with large 
numbers of Kashmiri or Mirpuri migrants. Because Pakistan’s citizenship 
laws permit voting in two countries, many British and American Pakistanis 
try to play a political role in Pakistan. By contrast, Indian law prohibits dual 
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citizenship. However, India has had a small but influential Kashmiri Hindu 
community, which early on was overrepresented in the higher reaches of the 
Indian government, not least in the presence of the Nehru family, a Kashmiri 
Pandit clan that had migrated to Uttar Pradesh from the Valley.

Over the years many solutions have been proposed for the Kashmir prob-
lem. These have included partition along the Line of Control, “soft bor-
ders” between the two parts of Kashmir (pending a solution to the entire 
problem), a region-by-region plebiscite of Kashmiris, a referendum, UN 
trusteeship, the “Trieste” and “Andorra” models (whereby the same terri-
tory is shared by two states, or a nominally sovereign territory that in fact 
is controlled jointly by two states), revolutionary warfare, depopulation of 
Muslim Kashmiris and repopulation by Hindus from India, patience, good 
government, a revival of “human values,” and doing nothing. The dispute 
has not been resolved because of at least three factors.

First, the cold war led both American and Soviet administrations to see 
this regional dispute not for what it was but as part of the systemic East-
West struggle. India and Pakistan were proxies, or treaty allies, and there 
was no incentive to look for regional solutions to regional problems, with 
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the exception of the now-disputed Indus Waters Treaty. These efforts all 
failed, including a Soviet attempt to normalize India-Pakistan relations in 
the mid-1960s.

Second, both states have been inflexible where Kashmir is concerned. 
India’s strategy has been to erode Kashmir’s special status under Article 
370 of the Constitution of India. India also pretends that the problem was 
“solved” by the Simla Agreement, and that it lies entirely with Pakistan, espe-
cially the Pakistan army. This dual strategy of no change within Kashmir and 
no discussion of it with Pakistan failed to prepare New Delhi for the events 
of the late 1980s. India rejected the political option, it rejected a strategy of 
accommodating Kashmiri demands, it excluded Pakistan from its Kashmir 
policy, and it has stubbornly opposed outside efforts to mediate the dis-
pute. Yet New Delhi lacks the resources and a coherent strategy (other than 
awaiting others) to deal unilaterally with the Kashmir problem. The tepid, if 
not hostile, reaction of a major 2012 study on Kashmiri public opinion was 
evidence of an absence of useful ideas; it received no government attention 
and stirred up little debate.40 Pakistan, on the other hand, has often resorted 
to force in attempting to wrest Kashmir from India—in 1947–48,1965, and 
1999—further alienating the Kashmiris themselves and providing the Indian 
government with the perfect excuse to avoid negotiations. It runs Azad (free) 
Kashmir with an iron fist.

Third, it must be said that the Kashmiris, while patently victims, have 
not been reluctant to exploit the situation. The so-called Kashmiri Action 
Committee, a major lobbying effort on behalf of the Kashmir “cause” in 
the United States—with links to several other countries—was shown to be 
largely paid for by Pakistan’s intelligence service, the ISI, and its American 
director was convicted and sentenced to prison.41 Still, the committee pur-
sues the goal of an independent Kashmir, oblivious to the wishes of most 
Kashmiris and certainly to the views of the Indian government. This remains 
a diaspora cause, and while the grievances in Kashmir that the committee 
highlights are real, it forwards no realistic strategy for resolution. Its counter-
parts in Europe are also reliably said to be funded by Pakistan’s intelligence 
agencies. One credible international project to devise a normalization strat-
egy for Kashmir—and therefore for India and Pakistan—the Kashmir Study 
Group, came up with many good ideas and important new ways of seeing 
the dispute, but its attempt at policy recommendations never caught hold in 
either India or Pakistan, let alone among Kashmiris.42

Opinions among Kashmiris are themselves varied, beginning with differ-
ent understandings of India’s original agreement to hold a referendum and 
Pakistan’s insistence that a referendum be held (see box 2-1).43 India has 
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Box 2-1. What Do Kashmiris Think?

After decades of insurgency (some initiated by Pakistan), several wars, and 
many crises, Kashmiris have become war-weary and disillusioned with both 
India and Pakistan. It was not until 2010, however, that a comprehensive sur-
vey of Kashmiri attitudes took place.a

The one point on which Kashmiris seemed to agree was that they were 
deeply dissatisfied with the status quo. When asked what they perceived to be 
the greatest problems in their daily lives, 81 percent pointed to the unemploy-
ment rate, 68 percent pointed to corruption, and 45 percent to poor economic 
development. Obviously, most people are more concerned with the day-to-day 
realities of their lives than with politics. However, 80 percent of respondents 
still claimed that the dispute was “very important” to them personally.b From 
these figures it seems that addressing the economic needs of Kashmiris is a 
necessary but not sufficient key to stopping violence, although a quarter of 
respondents (27 percent) said that war is the only solution.

What about the future? Of the combined population, 43 percent of 
respondents declared that they wanted Kashmir to be independent, and only 
14 percent wanted the Line of Control (LoC) to be made a permanent border 
between the two countries, the latter being the preferred solution of the inter-
national community.c On further questioning, however, respondents made it 
clear that the border was not the issue so much as insecurity and the fact that 
it prevented the movement of people and goods, inhibiting all kinds of eco-
nomic activity. When presented with the option of having no restrictions on 
the movement of people and goods, only 11 percent answered that they were 
not in favor of the LoC at all, and more than 85 percent were in favor of the 
LoC under freer circumstances.

Even if a referendum would have yielded a favorable result for Pakistan 
in 1949, the situation today is quite different. When the data for both Azad 
Jammu and Kashmir and Jammu and Kashmir districts were aggregated, the 
percentage of the population that opted for Pakistan was as low as 15 percent, 
and the percentage that opted to be part of India was only slightly higher, at 21 
percent.d These figures would be significant if these were to be the only choices 
presented to Kashmiris in a referendum today.e

a. Robert W. Bradnock, “Kashmir: Paths to Peace,” sponsored by Saif al Islam al Qad-
hafi, King’s College London, Chatham House, May 2010 (www.chathamhouse.org.uk/
publications/papers/view/-/id/881/).

b. Ibid., p. 4.
c. Arvin Bahl, From Jinnah to Jihad: Pakistan’s Kashmir Quest and the Limits of Realism 

(India: Atlantic, September 2007), p. 29.
d. Ibid., p. 19.
e. Ibid., p. 17.



48 / conflicts

always held that the conditions for a referendum, including the withdrawal 
of Pakistani forces, were never met, and in any case that several elections in 
the parts of Kashmir that it controls are testimony to the Kashmiri desire 
to stay within the Indian Union. It has been difficult to prove conclusively 
what exactly the people of Kashmir, on both sides, wanted in the 1940s, or 
want now. A significant number of Kashmiris have always sought indepen-
dence from India and Pakistan. The two states disagree as to which should 
control Kashmir and the mechanism for determining Kashmiri sentiment, 
but they are unified in their opposition to a truly independent state. Thus 
the seemingly well-intentioned proposal that Kashmiris be “consulted” or 
have a voice in determining their own fate is threatening to both Islamabad 
and Delhi.

Ironically, the prospect of an India-Pakistan normalization over trade 
and visas could be problematic for Kashmir, which itself is deeply divided. 
One Kashmiri consultant to the state government in Srinagar, Wajahat Qazi, 
has blogged that these are positive developments, but asks whether Kash-
miris should accept the “unfurling amity” or continue to resist the Indian 
state. Qazi asks what role Kashmiri separatists would have in a world where 
India and Pakistan were at peace. The consequences of better relations, he 
concludes, would be that “the dispute over Kashmir will gradually whittle 
away as the core sticking point between the two countries.44 This would be 
both a good and a bad development. Good because it potentially means the 
resolution of a complex issue and would allow both countries to focus on 
more pressing and urgent concerns. It would be bad because a core Kash-
miri grievance—exclusion from the political process—would remain unad-
dressed. This would ignore the psychological dimension of the dispute as far 
as Kashmiris are concerned, and the state would “remain on the boil and can 
potentially erupt again.” Thus for Kashmir normalization is good, but risky, 
and India and Pakistan—and outsiders—will have to take Kashmiri senti-
ments into account if the normalization process moves forward. One issue 
raised consistently by Kashmiris, especially in the Valley, has been unem-
ployment, and the government has encouraged private enterprise to play a 
role in providing employment for Kashmiri youth. The scheme (Udaan) has 
had mixed results, as have attempts by the Congress Party to mobilize sup-
port for it. Knowledgeable Kashmiris have criticized these as artificial efforts. 
In one instant, student participants were handpicked to exclude those who 
might ask inconvenient questions.45

Given the difficulty that both parts of Kashmir have had in self- 
governance, there are other reasons for skepticism about genuine inde-
pendence for Kashmir, whether united or divided. While it would be 



conflicts / 49

economically viable—given the area’s desirability as a tourist destination and 
rich water and other resources—as an independent state Kashmir would be 
vulnerable to extremist Islamic pressures from the outside. Along with Pal-
estine and Chechnya, it is already included on the list of jihadi targets. There 
are also deep divisions among Kashmiris, and thousands of Kashmiri Hindus 
have fled the Valley rather than stay on to be the target of extremist forces; 
the tiny Buddhist minority in Leh is also wary of dominance from Srinagar.

The Kashmir problem as a whole is so complicated that it is hard to say 
how a resolution might begin. Some still believe that Indira Gandhi failed to 
be tough enough on Pakistan at the Simla summit, others that India should 
have moved more quickly to a settlement instead of waiting—the delay gave 
the Pakistan army time to consolidate its power again and remove Bhutto. A 
completed Kashmir agreement might have been accepted then even by the 
Pakistan army—or perhaps it would not have. No one knows, but it is cer-
tain that after the 1971 defeat Pakistan’s army harbored a deeper anger and a 
desire for revenge—both shared by many civilians.

Like the Middle East peace process, Kashmir elicits degrees of conten-
tiousness. While the Valley Muslims feel aggrieved that they are dominated 
by India, other Kashmiri groups, especially the Pandits and the largely Bud-
dhist population of Ladakh, fear having the state dominated by Muslims. 
Thus a number of proposals have suggested separating the Valley from other 
regions (Azad Kashmir, Ladakh, Jammu) and allocating parts of Jammu and 
Kashmir to India and Pakistan, leaving to the end the intensely disputed 
Valley. After reviewing several important books on Kashmir, distinguished 
American journalist Steve Coll is of the opinion that to be workable, an 
agreement must be favorable enough to Kashmiris for Pakistan’s army to 
save face, but not so favorable as to provoke an unmanageable backlash from 
Hindu activists in India .46 This will be hard to do.

Politically, “Kashmir” is not a homogeneous issue in India and Pakistan. 
During the height of the 1990 Kashmir crisis, it was clear that the further 
the distance from Delhi and Islamabad, the less the passion. In Chennai, 
Kolkata, Hyderabad (Deccan), and Mumbai, Kashmir was and is consid-
ered New Delhi’s obsession; in Karachi, Quetta, Peshawar, and Hyderabad 
(Sindh), it is a secondary issue. In these provinces relations with Islamabad 
and the Punjab are more important than Kashmir. However, the enormous 
television coverage given to the Kargil episode in 1999 gave the Indian public 
a shared image of the Kashmir issue that was in direct contradiction to the 
one Pakistan’s government-controlled media presented to its public over 
many years. By creating a generation of incensed Indians, this coverage also 
made compromise on Kashmir less likely.
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Like proposals to resolve other complex disputes, such as those in the 
Middle East or China-Taiwan and the two Koreas, “solutions” to the Kash-
mir problem must operate at many levels. The examples of the Middle East, 
South Africa, and Ireland indicate that seemingly intractable disputes can be 
resolved, or ameliorated, by patience, outside encouragement, and, above 
all, a strategy that addresses their several dimensions. If such a strategy for 
Kashmir had been initiated in the early or mid-1980s, then some of the crises 
that arose later in that decade might have been averted, and it would not be 
seen as one of the world’s nuclear flash points.

Any comprehensive solution to the Kashmir problem would involve 
many concessions and changes in relations between India and Pakistan (and 
within each state). A recent government-sponsored study of public opinion 
in Kashmir is the latest in a succession of government and private efforts to 
arrive at suggestions on how to approach the problem. Like all of its prede-
cessors, it was quickly forgotten, and even some study contributors privately 
said that it was both premature and not comprehensive enough. As experts 
on the subject note:

The interlocutors carried out their work conscientiously. They inter-
viewed thousands of Kashmiris all over the Indian-controlled parts 
of the state, held public round-table discussions, and met with civil 
and military leaders. Although they were handicapped by the refusal 
of prominent separatists to meet formally with them, they did manage 
some informal contact. They could not, of course, sound out opin-
ion in Pakistan-held areas. These were off-limits to them. Nor did 
their mandate include any invitation to make recommendations on 
how to engage the Pakistan government in bringing about a Kashmir 
settlement.47

The report was buried by the Indian Home Ministry, which waited several 
months before releasing it, with the result that it came out at just about the 
same time a more important study—of India’s overall defense and security 
policy—was delivered to the prime minister. Those who were hopeful that 
relations with Pakistan and Kashmir might improve found little to be enthu-
siastic about just then, with a weak Indian government divided on Kashmir 
and struggling for its own survival.48

A settlement of Kashmir would require a number of measures: a change 
in India’s federal system, changes in Kashmir’s constituent parts, a reexami-
nation of the military balance between India and Pakistan, and provisions 
that would prevent the two states from again turning to arms in Kashmir. 
Above all, it would require major concessions on the part of Pakistan—and 
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India might have to accommodate some Pakistani concerns in Kashmir 
itself. There also would have to be incentives for Pakistan to cooperate in 
such ameliorative measures, since its basic strategy is to draw outsiders into 
the region and to pressure India. For its part, India would have to demon-
strate to Pakistan that it would be willing to make significant concessions, 
but also pledge that if Pakistan ceased its support for Kashmiri separatists, 
Delhi would not change its mind once the situation in the Valley had become 
more normal.

Doing nothing is the most likely option for Kashmir. At best, there might 
be an arrangement that would ensure that the state does not trigger a larger 
war between the two countries. However, it would do little to address Kash-
miri grievances or the rights violations in both the Indian and Pakistani- 
controlled parts of the state. As pointed out in the next section, a settlement 
of Kashmir also has to take into account the interests of China, which actu-
ally controls an important part of the state and whose views on normaliza-
tion between India and Pakistan are opaque at best.

One of the major obstacles to untangling Kashmir is the belief on all sides 
of the dispute that “time is on our side.” Since the Kashmir problem has been 
mismanaged by several generations of Indians and Pakistanis (and Kashmiris 
have contributed their own share of errors), no age group thinks the time 
has come for a solution. As the two sides briefly pass through an equilibrium 
point when the time may be right for talks, neither one wants to negotiate 
since both believe that the present situation works to their advantage, or 
that they are just about to, or will after some time, regain the advantage. 
Moreover, both sides seem to assume that the other will not compromise 
unless confronted by superior force. The greater Kashmir problem lies in 
persuading both sides—and now the Kashmiris themselves (whose percep-
tion of how time will bring about an acceptable solution is not at all clear)—
to examine their own deeper assumptions about how to bring the other to 
the bargaining table and reach an agreement.

The Kashmir issue inevitably comes back to the state of relations between 
India and Pakistan. The intellectually formidable retired admiral Verghese 
Koithara has argued that the context of the dispute is just as important as 
the specific Kashmir-related issues. The very process of reaching an agree-
ment on Kashmir has become so convoluted and distorted, he points out, 
that the hard-core interests of both states, as well as the Kashmiris, have been 
ignored, and he offers a seemingly plausible path to normalization. I have 
elsewhere referred to the process-problem as the pahelee aap (please, you go 
first) syndrome, in which each side urges—begs—the other to go first, and 
nothing happens.49
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It is not possible for one side to force the other into acceptance of a solution 
that the latter regards as detrimental to its interests and its sense of self-respect. 
Any outside attempt at mediation, or even arbitration, would be received with 
great suspicion in India—even though many Indians privately acknowledge 
that their relationship with Kashmir, and Pakistan, is pathological. But now 
even Pakistan has doubts about the wisdom of outside engagement, espe-
cially American—a fallout of the bitter relationship between the two that has 
arisen over Afghanistan. Much as India may feel convinced on legal and moral 
grounds that the Kashmir question is closed, it has still to tackle the supreme 
problem of living with Pakistan as a neighbor. Therefore the issue of Kashmir 
is likely to persist as long as Pakistan refuses to agree that it has been resolved. 
Likewise, Pakistan has to realize that it cannot successfully create situations 
that will force India to surrender its position in Kashmir.50

A Kashmir agreement must be 90 percent face-saving; it must find rea-
sons for both sides to accommodate the intensely held fears and feelings 
of the other, as well as those of Kashmiris themselves. This would be diffi-
cult but not impossible. One strategy would be to develop common criteria 
for a settlement, rather than resorting to stale and unresolvable arguments 
based on mutually exclusive interpretations of history. As democracies, both 
India and Pakistan theoretically place high value on human rights, not just 
principles of national self-determination. The latter narrow vision would be 
destructive to Pakistan as well as India and would be an unacceptably dan-
gerous basis for settling the future in a region where every state and province 
is vulnerable to the argument of self-determination. This means there must 
be concessions by Pakistan on one of the principles on which it was founded, 
but if these rights can be effectively protected in other ways, then Pakistani 
concerns can be met. India must then treat its own Kashmiri population as 
if it had the rights and freedoms of all Indians, not just as an exceptionally 
troublesome province. In turn, India needs assurances that a more “indepen-
dent” or “autonomous” Kashmir would not fall under the sway of Islamic 
extremists or separatists. In their two-day 2001 Agra summit, the countries 
made considerable headway on the terms of a Kashmir agreement, but on 
these basic concerns—minority rights on the Pakistani side and the preserva-
tion of the basic political order on the Indian side are minimum conditions 
for an agreement—the two sides are still far apart.

Siachen

Siachen would seem to be an easy dispute to resolve. Kanti Bajpai, the Indian 
scholar and analyst, has urged both sides to do so, as it “has already been 
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resolved once.”51 Drawing on comparisons with the Falklands, I once termed 
the dispute “two bald men fighting over a comb,” but conversations with 
Indian military officers and their strong public opposition to a settlement on 
present terms indicate that unlike the Falklands case, where symbolism was 
the primary interest on both sides, Siachen may have critically important 
strategic dimensions.

The Siachen dispute arose in 1984 when the Indian army seized the gla-
cier’s heights, fearing that recent Pakistani expeditions might lead to an 
expansion of the latter’s position. The general in charge of the operation in 
the world’s highest battlefield has since expressed public remorse over his 
actions, but the army remains firmly committed to holding the high ground, 
even though it has suffered enormous casualties there, mainly due to frost-
bite. However, the construction of a helipad near the glacier and other logis-
tic improvements have made the cost bearable for the Indian army.

In this case, India and Pakistan may have reached agreement during the 
prime ministership of Rajiv Gandhi—this is the view of many Indians and 
Pakistanis. Yet “almost” is not the same as “actually.” According to one Indian 
official involved with Pakistan affairs, the agreement was first postponed to 
the time Rajiv was reelected (he was assassinated, however), was deferred by 
Pakistan after Hindu mobs attacked a Muslim mosque in 1992, and then was 
put aside by Mani Dixit, a notoriously hard-line Indian foreign secretary.

In addition, alone among strategic issues, the Indian army has had second 
thoughts on the solution that was almost reached. Today it is the only dis-
pute that I know of where the Indian army has publicly opposed any change 
in the status quo, while the Pakistan army has publicly supported some kind 
of agreement.

India’s reluctance to agree to the earlier settlement is due to Siachen’s 
relationship to larger geopolitical issues. In the words of one senior retired 
Indian army general with extensive service in this region, the Saltoro Ridge 
and the Siachen Glacier are of no strategic significance in themselves.52 
Siachen has no practical connection to Chinese-controlled areas of the ter-
ritory that Pakistan ceded to China in 1963. Nor is there a link between 
Siachen/Saltoro and Chinese forces in Tibet—they are already in Gilgit (in 
Pakistan) in strength. However, India believes the Karakoram Pass is criti-
cal to its security—in a future scenario Pakistan and China might expand 
their presence in this area via the Karakorum, flanking those Indian forces 
that defend Jammu and Kashmir proper. As long as Kashmir is unsettled, 
and as long as India and China are strategic rivals (India threatens China’s 
position in Tibet, just as China, with Pakistan, can threaten India in Kash-
mir), India will remain obsessed with Pakistan-China collaboration in the 
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northern territories. Add to this the growing Chinese economic presence in 
other parts of Pakistan, and there are good military-related reasons for India 
to refuse to settle on the glacier question.

Does the nuclearization of South Asia change this calculation? Not in the 
minds of the respective armies (nor the Chinese), as their preparations for 
a conventional clash proceed. Both understand that a nuclear umbrella may 
not deter meddling should the Indian-dominated political order in Kashmir 
break down (or, for that matter, the Chinese-dominated political order in 
Tibet, or Pakistan’s control over rebellious Baluchistan).

How can both armies be persuaded that the risks of a settlement are mini-
mal and the gains tangible? A large problem, as Pakistani minister of defense 
Ahmed Mukhtar has observed, is that army egos are at stake on both sides of 
the line.53 Despite the possibility of reduced casualties and the cleanup of the 
world’s most polluted battlefield (some have called for the creation of a peace 
park in the Siachen region that could be devoted to research on high-altitude 
environmental and ecological concerns as well as transformed into a novel 
if stressful tourist destination), the soldiers are adamant and in India’s case 
have a veto over policy.

The lack of progress on the issue is a frustration to well-informed observ-
ers such as television and print journalist Jyoti Malhotra, who suggests the 
problem could be resolved if Manmohan Singh were to order the military 
and the bureaucracy to agree to a negotiated settlement. 54 Her conversations 
in Islamabad persuaded her that the Pakistanis are now ready for a solution 
of Siachen, but others remain deeply skeptical as to whether Pakistan would 
in fact agree to a settlement and might not be playing for time, or whether 
Manmohan Singh could overrule the dark suspicions of his own army.

Suggestions that Siachen be traded for less sensitive territory (such as Sir 
Creek, as discussed in the conclusion to this chapter) skirt the issue as far as 
India is concerned. The Chinese play no role in Sir Creek; they could play 
an important role in territory in the Siachen region. China’s concern about 
Indian support for Tibetans, which goes back to the 1950s, suggests a differ-
ent kind of trade-off. Some disputes may be easier to resolve, or compromise, 
if they are made bigger rather than smaller, as their roots may be located in 
higher geopolitics rather than the topography of a glacier or a dry creek. It 
is not enough, as the defense minister has said, to sit at the table and discuss 
the matter. From an Indian perspective, China—which the Pakistanis regard 
as their best friend—will be an invisible presence.

If this does not suggest a solution, it does offer a methodology, which 
is to expand, not shrink, the context. Merely asserting, as did the minister, 
that India is a big country, and Pakistan expects that it would demonstrate 
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magnanimity by making the first move, reiterates the classic Pakistani view, 
that as the bigger of two brothers, India has the obligation to make conces-
sions. This evades the role of China in India’s northern areas and suggests 
that the India-Pakistan conundrum must, in certain respects, draw in, rather 
than exclude, China.

New Developments

The India-Pakistan rivalry is indeed a textbook case of intractable conflict, 
one of the 5 percent that are highly destructive, never ending, and apparently 
impossible to solve.55 It seems to have a power of its own, driving people and 
groups to act in ways that go against their best interests and sometimes their 
judgment, on occasion sowing the seeds of their own ruin.

Two developments suggest it is time for a reappraisal of the prospect of 
India-Pakistan relations. Although optimism is not in order, a glimmer of 
hope may be warranted by changes at the strategic level. These could provide 
the kind of political shock that may be necessary for the termination of an 
enduring rivalry. On the other hand, they could also ensure that this conflict 
will continue after 2047, or even end calamitously for one or both states. 
Together, they make high-level organized war unacceptably costly to both 
countries, and they provide a good reason to move toward normalization.

One of these developments is the nuclearization of South Asia, formally 
achieved in 1998 but well under way before that. A few months after coming 
to power, the coalition government in New Delhi led by the Bharatiya Janata 
Party (BJP) conducted five nuclear tests and declared India to be a nuclear 
weapons state. Pakistan then conducted its own tests. Today India and Paki-
stan are exactly in the same position as the United States and the Soviet Union 
used to be. Mutual and assured destruction is alive and well in South Asia.

Second, 9/11 had immediate and long-term consequences for India and 
Pakistan, and for the policies of major outside powers.56 This event came at 
the flood tide of globalization in Pakistan (and to a lesser degree, India). It 
showed that Islamic solidarity had supplanted ethnicity and linguistic alle-
giances, replacing communism as a coherent rallying point for the discon-
tented of the Islamic world.57

Islamic extremism, which advocates a transformed global paradigm, is 
highly disruptive to both states. Around 20 percent of the world’s Muslims 
live in these two countries, and in each there are pockets of retrograde social 
and economic orders. For many Pakistanis and for some Indian Muslims, 
“justice” is a legitimate and effective rallying cry, and Pakistan in particu-
lar has been unable to generate the kind of economic growth and political 
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institutions that provide a realistic answer to radical Islamist rhetoric. This 
jihadist narrative explicitly targets Indian Muslims; it also demonizes pro-
fessedly Muslim states that do not meet hyper-radical expectations or that 
have ties to the West, notably Pakistan. India is threatened by the rise of 
Pakistani Islamic extremism; it might contaminate India’s own population, 
and elements in Pakistan might expand their attempt to destabilize India.

Although nuclearization and Islamic extremism make India and Pakistan 
more vulnerable, they also provide them, as states, with a shared interest in 
maintaining a common political front. It is hard to predict whether these 
new developments will transform the India-Pakistan relationship. It could 
go one of two ways: either a catastrophic nuclear exchange “proves” that 
proliferation will have terrible consequences, or Islamic extremism will over-
come Pakistan and further destabilize India.

What is the best case to be made for normalization? Since India and Paki-
stan share much in terms of history, climate, language, economies, and cul-
ture, it would seem that they should act upon these shared interests. They 
also share many strategic choke points. Rather than fight each other, they 
might want to cooperate, as other once-hostile pairs of states have done. 
The World Bank has sponsored numerous studies that describe the benefits 
accruing to both states if the obstacles to trade and economic cooperation 
were reduced. Others have suggested that they cooperate on water resources, 
or allow movement of their citizens between the countries, or “solve” the 
Kashmir issue—or at least put it aside.

Yet urging the two states to cooperate has become tiresome—only the 
World Bank doggedly pursues that goal. Most governments offer lip service 
to normalization but have long since given up on diplomatic initiatives that 
would see India and Pakistan working in the same direction. Indeed, the 
George W. Bush administration was praised for “dehyphenating” India and 
Pakistan, as if they were in different parts of the world.

Rich in Disputes, Poor in Solutions

Trade, water, Kashmir, and Siachen are just the four most important disputes 
between India and Pakistan. There are others. A small boundary dispute 
exists over the area around Sir Creek between Sindh and Rajasthan, which 
has some mineral deposits but is in no sense a strategic prize. It is related 
to another dispute, over the Rann of Kutch boundary between India and 
Pakistan, which was resolved by the three-member India–Pakistan Western 
Boundary Case Tribunal in Geneva in 1968 (see box 2-2). The tribunal’s 
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award also demarcated the boundary on Sir Creek, which later became a 
bone of contention between India and Pakistan.

Other grievances include the regular attacks on innocent populations and 
religious symbols in both countries, and the harsh treatment each side metes 
out to the other’s diplomats. These all refresh paranoia, which has become so 
deep and pervasive that it is now an independent factor.

Complicating matters, any agreement on river waters, Kashmir, and 
Siachen would have a Chinese dimension. The Chinese would now seem to 
be an unlikely facilitator of India-Pakistan normalization, but this cannot 
be ruled out in the future. Does Beijing want a normal Pakistan as much 
as it wants to exploit Pakistan and rely on it to balance India? This will be 
a test of China’s claim that it is a responsible rising power, but even if it is 
interested in such a role, will it be acceptable to India? These questions have 
no clear answers.

Box 2-2. Rann of Kutch, A Questionable Success

About the only territorial dispute that has been settled with outside help con-
cerns the Rann of Kutch, a desolate area on the Sindh-Rajasthan border that 
had an ambiguous status, like Kashmir or Junagadh.a After being routed by 
China in 1962, India wanted to demonstrate firmness along its border. Mean-
while, Pakistan’s president Ayub Khan was confident of his forces. The battle 
for control over the Rann was indecisive; neither army was very effective. The 
British high commissioner in Pakistan persuaded Ayub to agree to a cease-
fire, with the final result to be mediated by Britain and the United Nations. 
The two countries agreed to abide by the judgment of a three-man commis-
sion. One member was appointed by India (a Yugoslav, presumably favorable 
to New Delhi), another by Pakistan (an Iranian, likewise favorable to Islam-
abad), and for the chair, the UN secretary-general stepped in and nominated 
a Swede. The final judgment was mixed: India kept some territory, Pakistan 
got the rest, but the political consequences were such that both countries were 
affected by more than a small loss of territory. Ayub was roundly criticized by 
Pakistanis, notably Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, his foreign minister, for vacillating, 
while the Indians were determined to never again submit their borders to the 
judgment of outsiders. Thus the one “successful” example of outside media-
tion had completely unpredictable results in both countries.

a. For one narrative, see Lubna Abid Ali, “The Rann of Kutch and Its Aftermath,” South 
Asian Studies 24 (July–December 2009): 250–56.
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Leaving aside the China factor, what are the odds that India and Paki-
stan can tackle some or all of these disputes? The significance of Pakistan’s 
changed policy on trade and business cannot be exaggerated. Of the four 
central issues, it remains the one easiest to resolve, because both states would 
get tangible benefits. Trade is the most likely candidate for progress. It is 
in the interest of both countries, but it took economic desperation on the 
part of one side to break the logjam. The army turned to India only when 
it concluded that Pakistan’s economic situation was truly desperate and the 
United States was turning hostile. Yet many opportunities may still arise to 
frustrate progress: there will have to be a trade-off of tangibles, such as the 
benefits and costs of trade, as well as the intangibles, such as status and politi-
cal issues within each country. The process of expanding trade might create 
more opportunities for political obstruction, or a lobby that makes it easier 
to progressively expand trade, perhaps moving on to and influencing other 
issues, such as water and boundary settlement.

In the Indus water dispute, outsourcing proved an aid to problem solving. 
Success was achieved because the issue was treated positively as a techni-
cal question that did not necessitate politically problematic trade-offs. In 
the end both sides received assurances about a steady supply of water, even 
though it was not an optimal agreement. This has changed now, with the 
issue more politically charged in both countries, involving not only India-
Pakistan relations but also disputes between different Pakistani provinces 
and between several Indian states, not to mention the still-unclear role of 
China. Further, the United States—which brokered the deal in partnership 
with the World Bank—was then seen as a benign friend in both countries, 
as both were heavily dependent on American and World Bank aid for their 
economic development.

The Kashmir issue exists largely in the realm of intangible costs and even 
more intangible gains that are very hard to measure. Any effort at a solution 
will require both countries to reassess not only the nature of their zero-sum 
game, but also the “game” each government plays with domestic constituen-
cies, especially in Kashmir, as well as with Pakistanis and Indians of Kashmiri 
extraction and ethnicity. Some of these constituencies are also locked in a 
zero-sum competition.

Siachen, on its face the easiest issue to resolve, may be the most difficult if 
Indian and Pakistani strategic calculations (mostly by the respective armies) 
take into account China’s role in the region. Thus because of the three-way 
calculation, it may actually be harder to resolve Siachen than any other dis-
pute between India and Pakistan.
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As the next three chapters make clear, these four areas of disagreement 
have deep causes that reflect profound differences between the two countries, 
so that even if the disputes were resolvable, the differences might remain. In 
view of the many unsuccessful attempts to resolve each of the four issues, 
there may be only two realistic policy options for India and Pakistan. One 
is the equivalent of a medical policy of hope in the case of a chronically sick 
patient: avoid doing harm, but take no risk in trying to do good. The sec-
ond option is metaphoric bypass surgery: go around a problem—certainly 
Kashmir at the moment—strengthening other arteries, that is, focusing on 
the doable issues, not those that still are deeply embedded in the identities of 
both states. It would be naive to hope for a metaphoric heart transplant in 
each, wherein all attitudes and grievances of the past are removed, replaced 
by a new, functioning, and optimistic outlook toward each other.
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chapter three

India

Indian attitudes toward normalization with Pakistan have 
always been complex—sometimes a euphemism for confused. Few other 
issues have generated as deep a conflict between Indian adherence to cher-
ished ideals on the one hand, and hard military, economic, and political 
realities on the other.

Most Indian leaders opposed the creation of Pakistan on the grounds 
of principle—a Muslim, let alone an “Islamic,” country flew in the face of 
the ideal of a unified, secular state. Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, who 
steered India until his death in 1964, was the chief proponent of this view, 
and he was not shy about sharing his views publicly and with foreign leaders.

In a 1958 letter to President Dwight Eisenhower, he wrote that Kash-
mir, water issues, and other disputes between India and Pakistan were the 
result, and not the cause, of Pakistan’s hostility. Others, implying the West, 
had exacerbated the problem; their military aid and willingness to enter into 
pacts with Pakistan allowed it to “think in terms of coercing India.” This was 
unacceptable, and India was not only the aggrieved party, but Pakistan prof-
ited by its aggression. Unfortunately, observed Nehru, Pakistan was being 
encouraged by the UN Security Council and other powers to continue its 
policy of aggressive intransigence.

How anxious we have been ever since Independence to have normal and 
friendly relations with Pakistan. We had hoped that the old conflicts and 
the policy of hatred and violence, pursued by the old Muslim League, 
which indeed had led to the Partition, would cease. It was obviously to 
the advantage of both countries to live in peace and friendship with each 
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other and to devote themselves to their social and economic development 
which was so urgently needed to give a social content to our freedom and 
independence. Unfortunately for us and for Pakistan, our hopes were 
not realised and the Pakistan government continued to pursue that old 
policy of hatred and violence. Every government that comes to power in 
Pakistan bases itself on this policy of hatred against India.1

However, Pakistan was not on another continent; it was India’s neighbor. 
It shared a water system, a climate, and cultural and trade links. It feared 
India more than it disliked alliances that made it dependent on outsiders. 
To add to India’s consternation, Pakistan did not collapse as Nehru and 
others expected, and from an Indian perspective this was the worst possible 
outcome. The two states became mired in a strategic no-man’s-land, neither 
truly peaceful neighbors nor at war. While over the decades some Indian 
leaders and a few private groups have tried to fix things, nothing has worked.

As discussed in chapter 4, Pakistan’s internal cohesion is rapidly chang-
ing, with an increased likelihood of transformation or even collapse. How-
ever, the vivisection of Pakistan by India, as in 1971, has to be ruled out now 
that both countries have nuclear weapons.

Besides the advent of nuclear weapons and Pakistan’s political incoher-
ence, other new factors have arisen, notably the economic liberalization poli-
cies of the 1990s. These were spearheaded by Manmohan Singh, who became 
India’s prime minister in 2004 and happened to be born in a small village in 
what is now Pakistan. Singh has organized yet another cautious peace effort, 
this one backed by Indian business and commerce. Given widespread doubts 
about Singh’s normalization goals—which are shared by only a few Indian 
political leaders—it would be foolish to predict success. Yet the compulsions 
for normalization remain.

India’s newfound capabilities and Pakistan’s weaknesses add up to a para-
dox. As the Pakistani state weakens, normalization becomes all the more 
urgent, and the economic means to bring it about may be within India’s 
capabilities. Yet the arguments against pursuing normalization with a fad-
ing country are also powerful: why act, when the fruit will fall from the tree 
on its own accord? There are other obstacles to normalization, including 
the structure of the normalization process. Bilateral normalization requires 
willingness on both sides, the neutralization of those who hold a veto, and at 
least the tacit consent of major third parties. Finally, there are important dif-
ferences among and between Indians and Pakistanis in defining what “nor-
mal” might actually look like.
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Indian uncertainty is evident in the history of efforts to reach agreements. 
Indian officials argue that they have taken the initiative on many occasions, 
but the record is very mixed, regardless of which party was in power. Nehru 
offered Pakistan a “no war” agreement, and a year before his death his for-
eign minister suggested formalizing the cease-fire line in Kashmir as an inter-
national boundary.

Nehru’s successor, Lal Bahadur Shastri, met with President Ayub Khan 
at Tashkent, in a Soviet-brokered summit, formally ending the 1965 war. 
Nehru’s daughter, Indira Gandhi, met with Zulfikar Ali Bhutto in Simla in 
1972 to wrap up the 1971 war. She had moved decisively against Pakistan in 
1971 and brought about the partition of the country by midwifing the birth 
of Bangladesh. However, Indira shied away from either a continuation of the 
military conflict in the west or major concessions that would have accommo-
dated Pakistan’s core concerns. She agreed with Bhutto to abstain from the 
use of force or from fostering subversive elements in each other’s country; 
further disputes were to be settled bilaterally, not with the help of outsiders 
or at the United Nations. None of these pledges were kept. Although Indi-
ans assumed that the war was over and relations could return to normal, 
Pakistan was left with deep fear, which was exacerbated by the 1974 Indian 
nuclear test.

A new generation then had its opportunity. Indira’s son (Nehru’s grand-
son) Rajiv Gandhi reached several agreements with Benazir Bhutto (Zulfikar 
Ali Bhutto’s daughter). One, in 1988, was an agreement not to attack nuclear 
installations. Rajiv also reached, but did not formally conclude, an agree-
ment on the Siachen Glacier.

After two subsequent crises, a non-Congress government (all of the above 
were members of the Congress Party) reached an agreement in 1990 to set 
up hotlines, and one year later P. V. Narasimha Rao, who had been a foreign 
minister under Indira Gandhi, submitted six “non-papers” to Pakistan; these 
included a pledge not be the first to use nuclear weapons, which neither 
country had at the time.

Passionately interested in normalizing relations with Pakistan, India’s 
prime minister Inder Gujral reinstituted the hotlines, met with Pakistan 
prime minister Nawaz Sharif four times, and sought to remove Kashmir as 
the central subject of India-Pakistan dialogue. In keeping with his “Gujral 
Doctrine,” which advanced the principle that no South Asian country would 
allow its territory to be used against another, in 1997 he unilaterally shut 
down India’s covert active operations in Pakistan—this brought consider-
able criticism in India and no apparent reciprocity from Pakistan.



india / 63

The non-Congress streak continued with the coming to power of the 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) in a coalition; the new administration not only 
set off a nuclear weapon in 1998, but Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee 
traveled to Pakistan (by bus) for the Lahore Summit in 1999, and in a first 
for an Indian prime minister, he said that a stable and prosperous Pakistan 
was in India’s interest. He invited President Pervez Musharraf to India for a 
dialogue on nuclear issues, and his party colleague, L. K. Advani, suggested a 
confederation of South Asian states.

Congress returned to power in the form of Manmohan Singh, who in 
2004 continued the Composite Dialogue process begun by Vajpayee. A secret 
effort in 2007 reportedly fell just short of an agreement on Kashmir. Singh 
talked about “making borders irrelevant” in South Asia and revived the dia-
logue with Pakistan after it was interrupted by the 2009 attacks on Mumbai.2

Of these efforts, the central concerns here are the attitudes and policies 
toward normalization with Pakistan and the factors that have shaped them 
(some other efforts are examined in chapter 5). It is certain that any normal-
ization process will have to surmount at least three obstacles: (1) the lingering 
impact of the past, including Pakistan’s impingement on India’s own identity 
and domestic politics; (2) competing Indian “theories” of the nature of the 
Pakistani state; and (3) geomilitary and geopolitical calculations, such as Paki-
stan’s military power and its relations with allies and others. At the same time, 
normalization might benefit from the fear of a nuclear war and the potential 
role of new economic and environmental developments. Together, these fac-
tors will shape (or defeat) any Indian effort at normalization with Pakistan, 
but they will not necessarily create conditions in Pakistan to reciprocate.

India’s Pakistan Problems

Not surprisingly, given the complexity of domestic politics and the history of 
sixty plus years, much of India’s Pakistan policy begins at home. While the 
relationship has a geomilitary element, the fact remains that partition still 
matters, as does the presence of a large Indian Muslim community.

Indian scholar-lawyer A. G. Noorani has termed the partition of the sub-
continent one of the ten modern catastrophes.3 While most Indians regard 
the division as unfortunate, few would want to now undo it. The events of 
1947 are embedded in popular culture and mythology.

Some in India are busy rewriting history so as to instill in new generations 
a warped view of the past.4 Past Muslim rulers are routinely portrayed as 
bigots, and this is often linked to Pakistan’s current government. Emperor 



64 / india

Akbar’s unique enlightened status is explained in terms of positive Hindu 
influences. While it happens more often in Pakistan, events that took place 
during India’s pre-British years are given a communal twist, with some 
Indian texts portraying Pakistan as a medieval, antimodern state. These 
images are held across the political spectrum, from left to right, and are 
evenly distributed north and south. Yet the picture is not one of unalloyed 
hatred. Most national institutions in India are committed to teaching a secu-
lar view of history, even if the pressures to adopt a more communalist inter-
pretation are strong, especially in Uttar Pradesh, Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh, 
and Maharashtra, where the Hindu nationalist movement is influential.

In an ironically positive way, partition is also important because it 
impinges on India’s own identity and domestic politics. While Pakistan’s 
experiment in a religiously inspired state is widely seen as a failure, it has 
reinforced India’s secular identity—Indian secularists can point to Pakistan 
as an outcome of theocratic political leanings. Also, Pakistan’s military-
dominated politics strengthened the hand of Indian civilian politicians, who, 
after Pakistan’s first military coup in 1958, tightened control over the Indian 
armed forces. Seeing Pakistan’s recent mismanagement of its economy, 
Indian leaders are more confident that their own form of economic liberal-
ization is the better one, and most Indians feel that “well, we are not yet up 
to China’s economy, or Europe’s levels of democracy, but we are certainly 
not like Pakistan.”

Indians, like many others, remain confused over Pakistan’s contemporary 
identity, both as a failed military and a struggling liberal democracy, all the 
while trying to give meaning to its Islamic identity. On all three counts, it is 
at variance with India. When told that Pakistan is a state where Muslims can 
live as a secure majority in their own homeland, most Indians respond that 
they would not change their own secular identity to accommodate a retro-
grade and “medieval” view of politics. This is not just a theoretical point: 
for all of its shortcomings, Indian secularism effectively accommodates very 
diverse religious and ethnic groups. Further, Indians resent the way in which 
Pakistan has mobilized international “Muslim” opinion against them on 
such issues as Kashmir, which they widely regard as a domestic issue.

In its raw form, this is what Samuel Huntington would have called a clash 
of civilizations, with a conflict between the cultural organizing principles of 
both states. In practice, Huntington’s characterization of the India-Pakistan 
frontier as a border between civilizations is flat wrong. India’s secularism 
makes concessions to religion, and Pakistan’s Islamic state has many ele-
ments of their shared secular British Indian legacy. The two have much in 
common, and in many instances there is a degree of convergence because 
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both states must respond as South Asian countries to similar global trends—
notably new concerns about social equity, the environment, and climate 
change—not merely as an Islamist or a secular state. Indeed, the post-9/11 
world gives them a new common enemy, one lacking in the past: namely, ris-
ing militant Islamists who would attack both the moderate Islam of Pakistan 
and India’s secularism.

American support for Pakistan after 1950 and its subsequent entry into 
several Western-sponsored alliances used to be a major issue for Indians, 
who for forty years explained away their usually cool relations with Wash-
ington and scoffed at Pakistan’s dependent relationship with it. Now that 
U.S.-Indian relations are closer than U.S.-Pakistan relations, “pactomania” 
is no longer an issue, although Pakistan’s ties to China, discussed later, 
remain a factor.

At the same time, Pakistan’s political order, with an establishment that 
draws from the armed services, large landowners, and an intellectual class 
that has accommodated itself to a militarized state, is regarded as a threat. 
As Shekhar Gupta, one of India’s leading journalists, points out, after the 
cold war India remained Pakistan’s permanent hostage: “The Pakistani 
establishment knows only one trick works—in fact, it always works. It is a 
provocation, and an escalation of tensions with India.” The incoherence and 
irresponsibility of Pakistan’s military-civil establishment worries Gupta, as it 
worries many others.5

India as a “Muslim Country”

Formally a secular country, India is also a state with one of the world’s largest 
number of adherents to Islam. The latest available Indian census data (from 
2001) put the number of Indians practicing the religion in the country at 
138.2 million, or 13.4 percent of the total population.6 A 2010 study by the 
Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life estimates India to be the homeland 
to 177.3 million Muslims, just a few hundred thousand less than the num-
ber of Muslims in Pakistan (178.1 million). This means that there are more 
Muslims in India than in Iran, Morocco, Afghanistan, and Saudi Arabia com-
bined. Given the impressive growth rate of Islam in India (76 percent since 
1990), India now may be home to the world’s second largest Muslim com-
munity (it was fourth in 1990, behind Bangladesh).7

What is euphemistically called the communal factor grows out of the still-
ambivalent position of India’s by now nearly 200 million Muslims. Their 
presence, no less than Pakistan’s survival as a declared Islamic state, is a 
reminder that India was once conquered and ruled by Muslims, and that 
there were mass conversions from Hinduism to Islam. Indian Muslims are 
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otherwise intertwined with Pakistan. An unknown number of families have 
relatives on both sides of the border who travel back and forth for family 
occasions, for tourism, and for religious festivals.

Of the Muslims who stayed behind, some supported Pakistan, others did 
not, but almost all were considered suspect for years, if not decades, after 
partition. A few families subsequently migrated out of personal grievances, 
family ties, or economic disadvantage (one notable emigrant, Abdul Qadeer 
Khan, later became central to the Pakistani nuclear program).

Indian domestic politics are also linked to Pakistan because of regional 
variations in the status of Muslims. There is much less discrimination against 
Muslims and communal violence in the south, whereas in the northern and 
western states anti-Muslim riots have occurred regularly. These communal 
riots have a long and complicated history, but in almost every case they stem 
from the desire to raise the “Green threat” in order to rally Hindu votes. 
Indian Muslims often cannot retaliate effectively, especially if the police are 
controlled by unsympathetic state governments, and demagogues try to link 
them to Pakistan.8 (How these communal riots figured in shaping Pakistani 
views toward India is taken up in chapter 4.)

Kashmir is another factor for Indian Muslims. Pan-Indian communal 
conflict is more closely linked to Jammu and Kashmir than most people 
imagine. On a visit to New Delhi, Sheikh Abdullah—a close friend of Nehru 
and the state’s most prominent politician at the time of independence—
noted that “there isn’t a single Muslim in Kapurthala, Alwar, or Bharat Pur 
[three former princely states that went to India]. Some of these had been 
Muslim majority states. Try to . . . understand the Kashmir Muslims. They 
are afraid that the same fate lies ahead of them as well.”9

Since the early 1990s the grievances of Muslims in India have shifted 
markedly, and their theoretical connection with a struggling Pakistan is 
less important to them than their self-awareness as one of India’s poorest 
groups.10 The travails of the Indian Muslim community that migrated to 
Pakistan (the Mohajirs), concentrated in Karachi and Hyderabad, are evi-
dence that not leaving India may have been the better choice—although for 
millions of poor Indian Muslims, especially those located away from the 
borders, migration was not a practical option.

Some sections of India’s Muslim community flaunt identification with 
Pakistan to assert their distinctiveness and provoke Hindu nationalists. Some 
even express resentment toward India openly by supporting Pakistani cricket 
and hockey teams, which prompts some Indians to question their loyalty. 
These and other symbolic gestures are used to increase their visibility and 
their claim to state-controlled resources. A few have resorted to terrorism to 
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make their political points even clearer. As noted by Pakistani educator F. S. 
Aijazuddin, however, over the past sixty years the attitude of Indian Muslims 
toward Pakistan “has shifted perceptibly down-scale, from being a dream 
immediately after 1947, to disappointment after 1965, then disillusionment 
after 1971, and now derision after the Mumbai attack of 26/11. The grass 
may have been greener over the septic tank once, but to them Pakistan is 
now no better than simply a septic tank, infested by vermin-like terrorists.”11

With their large presence, Muslims and their vote are a fact of Indian 
politics. Although they constitute a majority only in Jammu and Kashmir—a 
very special case—and Lakshadweep, they have sizable populations in Assam 
(31 percent), West Bengal (25 percent), Uttar Pradesh (18 percent), and 
Bihar (17 percent). Of the 403 (electoral) assembly positions in India’s largest 
state, Uttar Pradesh, Muslims make up 25 percent of the electorate in at least 
170 constituencies as of 2007. Of the 593 districts in India, 240 districts have 
a significant Muslim population of at least 10 percent or more and are home 
to nearly 82 percent of India’s Muslim population, that is, nearly 113 million 
people.12 Except in a few states, however, Muslims tend to be underrepre-
sented in the Indian parliament. Paradoxically, Indian Muslims are both 
marginalized and courted. Their marginalization is well documented and 
was the subject of the 2005–06 Sachar Committee, which examined almost 
all aspects of Indian Muslim life.13

Muslims are courted because they often account for the swing vote that 
determines which coalition governs in a state, and even the nation. Indeed, 
the position of Muslims in the central government is a visible sign of their 
political importance: three Muslims have been president, one an acting 
president, and three have been vice president (including Hamid Ansari, the 
current incumbent). There are also usually five to ten Muslims on the Coun-
cil of Ministers. Some states with vast Muslim populations, such as Uttar 
Pradesh, have large numbers of Muslim ministers. Members of their com-
munity behave very much the way other rising castes and linguistic groups 
function: they indirectly shape Indian foreign policy relating to a number of 
countries, especially in the Middle East, which is home to about 5 million 
overseas Indians, many of them Muslims. Policy toward Israel and Palestine 
clearly stems from a desire not to alienate Indian Muslim sentiments, as do 
policies toward Iran (India has the second largest Shia population in the 
world after Iran). In each case, however, there were and are also realpolitik 
reasons for the relationship: in the case of Israel, India studiously ignored 
that state until it discovered that Israel could be a good supplier of military 
technology (it is now India’s second largest supplier by value), and in the 
Iranian case, besides having the Shia tie, it supplies India with more than 
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10 percent of its crude oil supplies, while India is the largest exporter to Iran 
of refined oil products. Ironically, the leadership of Indian Muslims is in 
many ways more conservative than their Pakistani counterparts. Indian law 
caters to Muslim sensitivities in ways than Pakistan’s does not. The outright 
pandering to the Muslim vote plus anti-India cheers by a few Muslims at 
sporting events have led to discussions about the degree to which Indian for-
eign policy should be steered by an ethnic or religious minority. Opponents 
of this approach have accused several Indian governments of being craven in 
the face of “minority” opinion, or of being “Pak lovers” or anti-Hindu. This 
complaint commonly arises during debates over special quotas or treatment 
for Muslims, even though they are underrepresented and segregated by caste, 
socioeconomic status, ideology, and regional distribution.

The actions of groups, quite apart from those Kashmiris who openly 
advocate independence, tend to cast even greater suspicion on India’s Mus-
lims. These include extremist groups with ties to Pakistan’s intelligence 
services, notably the Students Islamic Movement of India (SIMI), founded 
in the 1970s, and the Indian Mujahiddin (IM), possibly a spinoff. Muslim 
extremism in India is clearly linked to the rise of Hindu extremism and tends 
to draw its followers from the lower middle classes.14 Both groups are com-
prised of Indian Muslims, and the rhetoric of both supports the global jihad 
proclaimed by al Qaeda, although their actions are so far limited to India.

As far as public reputation goes, an important countervailing factor is 
the prominent role that Muslims play in Indian popular culture. Much of 
this culture is rooted in the courts of the Mughals and the nizam of Hyder-
abad. It is hard to state an exact number, but many of the top-tier film actors 
(Yusuf Khan/Dilip Kumar, Shah Rukh Khan, Aamir Khan, Salman Khan, 
Saif Ali Khan) are Muslim. Several front-line directors (Mehboob Khan, 
K. A. Abbas, Kamal Amrohi, K. Asif) are also Muslims, and several Pakistani 
stars have worked in India, where they have achieved great fame, notably 
the glamorous Veena Malik, who denies she posed nude with a mock tattoo 
labeled “ISI” [Inter-Services Intelligence] on her shoulder.

Echoes of the Raj

Much of India’s policy toward Pakistan flows from geopolitical and strategic 
considerations, often derived from the Raj’s geopolitics, although now two 
states contest the choke points that the Raj fought to protect. Partition estab-
lished a geographically unnatural boundary between them. The new western 
border ran through the populous Punjab, and several major Pakistani rivers 
rise in India; in the east, partition severed an economically integrated Bengal 
along religious lines.
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The British expected that Pakistan would continue to serve as India’s 
northwest bulwark. Its location was considered important to the goal of 
containing Soviet ambitions, a strategy reinforced by Pakistan’s membership 
in several cold war pacts. India rejected this idea. Led by Nehru, New Delhi 
was guided by a vision of India—and only India—as the great South Asian 
power, one of the globe’s five cultural-strategic regions, and in coopera-
tion with the others would manage world order. The view mirrored that of 
several American presidents (from Theodore Roosevelt to Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt, including Woodrow Wilson), the idea being that a coalition of 
the world’s powerful states would ensure global order and prosperity. In 
response, Pakistan not only disputed India’s status as South Asia’s leader, 
but it brought the cold war into the region through its alliances, challenging 
India’s self-perception as the legitimate—and sole—inheritor of the Raj’s 
strategic legacy.

The end of the cold war and the disappearance of the Soviet Union in 1991 
radically altered strategic assumptions about Pakistan’s importance in the 
West’s containment strategy and weakened outside support for Islamabad. 
This led to a regional paradox. Pakistan—ostensibly on the winning side and 
a formal U.S. ally—was placed under U.S. sanctions resulting from its nuclear 
weapons program. India—seemingly the cold war loser—gave up its experi-
ment in socialism and began to liberalize its economy, reaping rich dividends.

Yet after September 11, 2001, the old view of the northwestern quadrant 
of the subcontinent as a bulwark against Islamic extremism reemerged; India 
found itself uncomfortably on the same side as Pakistan in the badly named 
“global war on terror.” Both became quasi allies of the United States and 
as such were invited to cooperate with America, although not directly with 
each other. With U.S. pressure on Pakistan to cooperate in Afghanistan, the 
threat to India began to shift from one of Kashmiri separatism to Islamist 
terrorism. After 9/11 Pakistan’s role changed, and it was now part of the 
solution since its cooperation was necessary to dampen down and contain 
terror attacks.

The focus on Kashmir was replaced by two contradictory developments. 
On the one hand, more Indians came to see Pakistan as a barrier to large-
scale Islamic militancy that might flood India, in exactly the same way that 
the British saw Afghanistan and the Frontier Provinces of undivided India. 
Second, Pakistan’s preoccupation with its western border led to a change in 
its overall security calculus, to be examined in the next chapter.

After becoming surrogate partners, the two states held meetings on ter-
ror threats and issued a promise of cooperation between their intelligence 
agencies. This process was interrupted when, in late November 2008, a terror 
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attack on Mumbai was launched from Pakistan itself, with evidence of ISI 
tolerance if not collaboration. Later the two navies participated in Persian 
Gulf antipiracy operations (but not with each other). India did not give up 
its counterbalancing strategy regarding Pakistan and put pressure on it via 
Afghanistan, but the chosen instrument was aid and police and military 
training. Because these were supportive of the goal of normalizing Afghani-
stan, they were half-heartedly accepted by Washington. The missed oppor-
tunity, a chance to strengthen the larger normalization process by addressing 
mutual Indian and Pakistani interests in Afghanistan, is discussed in chapter 
6, and the dysfunctional structure of the United States government for devel-
oping a strategic policy toward South Asia is discussed in chapter 7.

Three recent developments have the potential to transform India- Pakistan 
relations. One, alluded to earlier, is the qualitatively different nature of the 
“Islamic” threat facing India. It is not only Indian Muslims that are a political 
factor, but also their relationship to a Pakistan under challenge from violent 
Islamic ideologues. The other two new factors are the post-1998 nucleariza-
tion of the subcontinent and the prospect of rapid economic growth for 
India, and perhaps for the entire subcontinent.

Nuclearization put India and Pakistan on the same side of a foreign policy 
dilemma, as did 9/11. When the Raj faced threats from the communist Soviet 
Union, Nazi Germany, and Imperial Japan, its British managers decided to 
accommodate the Soviet bloc in the face of greater threats from Germany 
and Japan. Since 1962 the dual threats of Pakistan and China have presented 
India with a similar sequencing problem. Should it normalize with Pakistan 
or with China, with neither, or with both? Indian opinion has differed radi-
cally on these choices, but technology has intervened, practically ruling out 
some options for India, for better or for worse.

For decades, Pakistan was a constant running sore, a distraction from 
the task of economic growth and a burden that retarded India’s march to 
regional and global greatness. The default option for India for years was 
“masterly inactivity,” which led Indian officials to routinely claim that India 
was the one seeking normalization, while a recalcitrant Pakistan, supported 
by allies, meant no good to its neighbor. Between them, Pakistan, China, 
and the United States, each for its own reasons, wanted to contain India, the 
new, independent, and rising power. This was the dominant Indian strategic 
outlook in the decades of the 1970s and 1980s, up to the end of the cold war.

India was able to pursue a policy of inaction for several reasons.15 First, 
it was the preferred policy most of the time—the default policy, and the 
guiding philosophy of one of India’s least-heralded prime ministers, P. V. 
Narasimha Rao. He used to tell associates that in time most problems would 
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take care of themselves. Rao demonstrated this by forwarding no signifi-
cant initiatives toward Islamabad during his tenures as foreign minister and 
prime minister. At the same time, India has often been unable to act because 
of deadlock among its bureaucracies and the lack of national consensus on 
Pakistan-related issues.

Second, after 1998 India apparently ruled out the use of nuclear weap-
ons other than in retaliation against a nuclear attack. This “forceful option” 
has been “organized out” of the process because the use of such weapons is 
widely believed to be unthinkable or impossible. This was the view of India’s 
most eminent strategist, Krishnaswamy Subrahmanyam, who saw these 
devices as political and symbolic, not practical military weapons:

Deterrence can be exercised with very modest arsenals. The survivabil-
ity of the retaliatory force can be ensured by making it mobile on land 
or under water. Once the idea of war fighting is given up as infeasible 
then the command and control over a modest retaliatory arsenal will 
not be as costly as those meant for war fighting. The mutual deter-
rence generated by possession of nuclear weapons is now-a-days called 
existentialist deterrence. It is hard to imagine today disputes in which 
nations will have such high stakes as to risk the use of a nuclear weapon 
which will invite certain retaliation.16

As India seems to have ruled out large-scale war with Pakistan, certainly 
the use of nuclear weapons, it also seems to have ruled out the idea of full 
normalization with Pakistan. How was the nuclear option ruled out?

Before simple nuclear devices were introduced into the arsenals of both 
countries some time after 1992, India deterred Pakistan by a substantial 
defense; if that failed it could always launch a calibrated, retaliatory strike to 
redress the problem and deter future attacks. This was how the wars of 1948 
and 1965 were fought (and the war with China in 1962 was lost). When India 
decided to produce nuclear weapons, it had to reconcile discrepancies in its 
position. For one thing, almost all Indians had been opposed in principle 
to nuclear weapons; only a few sought a nuclear program, and even they 
were uncertain about what kind of nuclear state India should become. For 
another, the existing defensive military doctrine was developed entirely in 
the context of conventional weapons that included a component of deter-
rence, both by denial and by punishment. The nuclear weapon was a deter-
rent weapon par excellence, but it could not be used for defensive purposes, 
except in a first strike, which Indians rejected.

After 1998 Indian military strategy with respect to Pakistan was thus 
turned on its head. India would prepare for a nuclear war, but it would not 
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fight one. Moral qualms made India the first Gandhian nuclear weapons state: 
having them would make it unnecessary to use them. Although this was the 
wise thing to do, it did not lead to normalization. What followed instead was 
subconventional war by intelligence services, competition in third countries, 
heightened state-sponsored propaganda, and a great deal of wishful thinking.

The early Indian hope that nuclear weapons would make war impossible 
turned out to be false, exemplified by Kargil, the first limited war between 
the two countries fought under the nuclear umbrella. It was a spectacular 
failure of Indian intelligence and strategy and set off a scramble to deal with 
Pakistan’s subnuclear threat. Kargil was also an ironic war: India claimed 
victory although it suffered serious casualties, while Pakistan claimed victory 
because of India’s losses. It may be that both sides tacitly understood that this 
was the way in which their wars would now end.

After Kargil Indians came to the conclusion that they had an ineffective 
low-level response and a high-level response that was not credible. Defense 
by punishment did not work—because India could not attack Pakistani 
high-value targets without risking a Pakistani nuclear response that might 
amount to a total, nuclear war. India is now moving to a version of limited 
war doctrine, trying to retain a façade of victory in a situation where compro-
mise and blurred results are inherent. The politicians and nuclear absolutists, 
who argued that nuclear weapons would ensure India’s security, do not want 
to give the military more of a role in decisionmaking, as this would move 
India closer to the actual use of nuclear weapons, as would Pakistan’s first-
use doctrine. Thus the possible use of large-scale force against Pakistan (and 
China) has been relegated to India’s security process—and India is attempt-
ing to perfect military doctrines to cover this. Limited war is the direction in 
which the region is moving, although that has obvious risks. One is that one 
or both sides will not understand that limited wars between nuclear weapons 
states do not resolve deep conflicts; the other is, of course, that a limited war 
can get out of hand and become a total war. The likely default, for India as 
well as Pakistan, is the expanded use of intelligence services and unofficial 
surrogates in the face of extreme provocations.

With the growing difficulty of managing a conventional war with Paki-
stan, and with nuclear war ruled out for moral and political reasons, Indians 
are now turning to economics and business, where they have a real advan-
tage over Pakistan. This could become the most important factor in shaping 
India’s policy toward Pakistan, and it could have two dimensions—a socio-
economic one and an environmental/energy one.

As for India’s supposed economic superiority, it is not entirely accurate 
to assume that economically the country is in another league than Pakistan. 
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Although the Indian economy ranks 136th in terms of GDP per capita 
(2010) and 73rd on the Economist’s Quality of Life Index while Pakistan’s 
ranks 147th and 93rd, some data show that poverty is more widespread in 
India than in Pakistan, and there are regional disparities in India, with over 
half of the world’s poorest living there. Indeed, the overall socioeconomic 
profile is similar, with only a surprisingly small advantage for India in some 
of the indexes.

Yet by all of the gross measures (except the production of nuclear weap-
ons), India is outperforming Pakistan by large margins, an especially impor-
tant change from the past four decades. Economically, India came from 
behind and is now edging into the lead. This economic growth has led Indi-
ans to some contradictory conclusions. On the one hand, many believe that 
because India has gone so far and so fast, relations with Pakistan are no lon-
ger very important. This obviously supports the “do-nothing” school regard-
ing Pakistan. On the other hand, some see the possibility of transforming 
Pakistan by economic means, replacing the long-standing military competi-
tion with economic integration. Somewhere in between are the economic 
opportunists, who are eager to do business with Pakistan but who do not 
regard this as strategically significant, just good business strategy.

As for energy and environmental issues, they have the potential to play 
a major role in shaping bilateral relations. Disputes over water are already 
having a detrimental effect on the relationship. Opportunities for better (or 
worse) relations could also arise out of shared natural gas pipelines as both 
countries’ energy requirements mount. I return to these specific concerns in 
chapter 6.

Alternatives

What are India’s options, and who advocates them? Theoretically, many 
policy alternatives are open to India, but they will be constrained by the pull 
of domestic politics, by Pakistan’s ambiguous role in India’s own identity, 
and by the existence of a Pakistani nuclear arsenal. Abstract calculations of 
strategy and realpolitik are necessarily compromised by these factors.

There are at least five major schools of thought regarding Pakistan. 
Although their ideas overlap to a certain extent, and range from the most 
accommodating to the most hard-line, all contain a mixture of the pragmatic 
and the idealistic, and each raises a special implementation problem. What, 
then, are their core assumptions regarding relations with Pakistan, what kind 
of engagement with Pakistan do they favor, what are the bases for coopera-
tion, and what role should outsiders have in India-Pakistan relations?
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Accommodate Pakistan

A small group of Indian politicians, scholars, and journalists would try to 
accommodate Pakistan. For years they have advocated or have tried to launch 
serious initiatives. This is not an organized group—its members differ as to 
background, generation, and political party. The most prominent individu-
als include Inder Gujral, who was prime minister (1997–98) in the left-center 
coalition government headed by the Bharatiya Janata Party, and who had 
served earlier as foreign minister. (Gujral passed away in November 2012.) 
A Congress politician, Mani Shankar Aiyar—a long-standing Nehruvian, 
a foreign service officer for many years, and India’s first consul-general in 
Karachi in 1978—is a leading advocate of normalization.17 So is the legendary 
Kuldip Nayar, an eminent journalist, former Indian high commissioner to 
Great Britain (1990) in the government of V. P. Singh, and nominated to the 
Rajya Sabha in 1997 by President K. R. Narayanan.18 Members of this group 
included many on the left, along with members of India’s small peace groups. 
They are, in some ways, a precursor to the next group, which focuses on spe-
cific issues that India and Pakistan have in common. One former Indian offi-
cial with extensive UN experience, Shashi Tharoor, also sees an opportunity 
for serious India-Pakistan normalization, especially on Kashmir.19

The uniting feature of this group is a strong belief in the possibility of 
India-Pakistan cooperation. Its members do not challenge the legitimacy 
of the Pakistani state and see great opportunities for the two countries if 
they were to work more closely together on a range of issues, including eco-
nomics (the dominant theme of the new pragmatists), cultural and water 
projects, trade, and even terrorism. Some (Nayar and Gujral) were Punjabi 
Hindus with deep cultural ties to Pakistan. In a meeting with senior Paki-
stanis, Gujral once made the case that Indians and Pakistanis are brothers, 
and that their differences could be readily managed if there was an effort 
on both sides to bridge the gap. (The nervous reaction of the Pakistanis 
who were present is described in chapter 4.) Gujral pursued some of these 
policies as foreign minister and prime minister, including the termination 
of covert Indian operations in Pakistan. He also promulgated the first ver-
sion of India’s “look East” policy, as a way of tempering Indian obsessions 
with Pakistan. In Inder Gujral’s view, it was India’s responsibility to ease 
Pakistani concerns. He did not quite appreciate the need for Pakistanis and 
Indians to grow apart and achieve their own identities before they could 
come together in peace.

As an indefatigable lecturer and writer, as well as parliamentarian, Aiyar 
has argued that India and Pakistan should work together in combating 
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terrorism. Whether the problem comes from India or Pakistan, it has com-
mon roots, and it is in India’s interests to help Pakistan address its social and 
political dysfunctionality so that it does not face the terror threat itself or 
export it to India.

Nayar, Gujral, and Aiyar have all recognized the problems of dealing with 
a Pakistani establishment dominated by the military. All have been scornful 
of India’s hawks, concentrated in the intelligence services and the Ministry 
of External Affairs (MEA). Aiyar has spoken derisively of his “former col-
leagues” in the MEA, and Nayar has singled out hawks in India’s intelligence 
services for blocking normalization with Pakistan, specifying M. K. Naray-
anan, who became national security adviser (NSA) upon the death of For-
eign Secretary J. N. Dixit.20 He also doubts that Narayanan’s NSA successor, 
Shiv Shankar Menon, is a real friend of normalization, as he “may come to 
the conclusion one day, as some fanatics in Pakistan are realizing now, that 
there is no alternative to Peace.” Nayar praises former Pakistani president 
Musharraf, who started with a policy of fire and brimstone, but whose plan 
for normalization may still be somewhere in Pakistan’s foreign office, “accu-
mulating dust.”

Mani Shankar Aiyar has argued that with the departure of most Hindus 
from Pakistan, Pakistanis are no longer as anti-Hindu as were other states, 
such as Poland, which had “lost” their minorities but still demonize them. In 
Pakistan’s case, anti-Hinduism may not resonate, but anti-Indianism does, 
and this has come to include Indian Muslims, who are regarded as traitorous 
to the Muslim cause, or somehow oppressed, and are evidence of Hindus’ 
antipathy toward Muslims. Aiyar has also argued that Pakistan’s antipathy 
toward Hindus has been redirected against other Muslims, Shia and Sunni, 
and above all the Ahmadis, who were declared non-Muslims during the 
oppressive regime of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto in 1974, hardly a promising devel-
opment for relations with the still-secular India.

As for the role of outside powers, everyone in this group held the United 
States partly responsible for past bad India-Pakistan relations. They are, col-
lectively, in favor of nonalignment for both India and Pakistan and believe 
in cooperative relations between the two, not formal alliances. They are 
strong supporters of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 
(SAARC). Indians who advocate accommodation with Pakistan and helping 
it become a liberal democratic state are difficult to find now. Nevertheless, 
this perspective will return; the press coverage given to “Track II” diplomacy 
during the entire Kargil crisis and afterward indicates a continuing Indian 
interest in establishing ties with the people of Pakistan, even as the Pakistan 
army is demonized.
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One other viewpoint might fall into the accommodationist category, but 
it comes from a realist perspective. When looking at the military realities of 
a nuclear stalemate between India and Pakistan, as well as the difficulty of 
governing Kashmir, one retired Indian army chief, Krishnaswamy Sundarji, 
publicly argued for a change in Kashmir’s status and the acceptance of the 
fact that India and Pakistan could never have a serious war with each other. 
Sundarji was in every way a remarkable soldier—he was one of the mas-
terminds of Exercise Brasstacks, which was probably intended to provoke 
a definitive war between India and Pakistan before the latter went nuclear. 
After he retired, however, Sundarji was very clear that the introduction of 
nuclear weapons into South Asia had introduced fundamental changes.21 He 
publicly suggested a new autonomous status for Kashmir, as part of a South 
Asian confederation.22

Business and Trade Can Transform Pakistan

In the wake of the 1990 reforms, a new generation of Indian leaders, notably 
from the business community, have built a new argument in favor of nor-
malization, singling out economics. There has always been some support 
for step-by-step cooperation in other areas, notably water issues and envi-
ronmental concerns, and even nuclear security, but they have lacked politi-
cal heft. The new approach, which seems to have the backing of the Indian 
government, takes the position that carrots, not just sticks, can facilitate the 
moderation of Pakistan, and the biggest carrot would be economic trade and 
investment, and nothing else would have a greater impact on Pakistan.

The core idea of this position is that India should cooperate with Pakistan 
when it is in India’s interests, regardless of the kind of regime that governs in 
Pakistan and regardless of outside strategic alliances. The lead in pragmatic 
cooperation is being taken by Indian business organizations, and recent 
efforts have been strongly supported by Prime Minister Manmohan Singh 
and the Congress-led coalition.

This view is held by a range of Indians, from retired officials and business-
men to scholars and even the realist thinker Nitin Pai.23 This approach is laid 
out in “Nonalignment 2.0, A Foreign and Strategic Policy for India in the 
21st Century,” signed and issued by eight individuals, with indirect govern-
ment support.24

“Nonalignment 2.0” singles out China as India’s major strategic chal-
lenge, noting that the world will soon be characterized by two “superpow-
ers,” the United States and China, but that Pakistan will be India’s greatest 
regional problem. Therefore India needs to maintain a number of “negative 
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levers,” a deterrent and defense capability that will keep Pakistan from future 
provocations. But the document’s real emphasis is on positive measures: 
besides economic ties, they urge movement in other areas of common inter-
est, such as energy and water.

Like the first group, this one assumes that India’s culture and society, and 
now its expanding economy, will have a positive impact on those Pakistanis 
who are exposed to it. They want to create a constituency in Pakistan that 
has a stake in peaceful and friendly relations with India, an argument that 
parallel’s Nitin Pai’s point that “far more than civil society, trade—more 
than culture—will benefit Pakistan’s elite society. To the extent that it does, 
and further, to the extent that this creates vested interests among Pakistan’s 
rich and powerful to prefer stable bilateral relations, better trading relations 
will be good for India.” Pai would eventually like to see Pakistan’s military-
jihadi complex destroyed, but since this cannot be done directly, it would be 
strategically sensible to enlist the Pakistani civilian elite in this project. The 
failure of a trade initiative with Pakistan would not, in any case, hurt the 
Indian economy.25

Many in the business community support this strategy. With economic 
liberalization and rapid growth, they now operate from the center of the 
Indian establishment, not on its fringe.26 Rajiv Kumar, one of the signatories 
of “Nonalignment 2.0” and the author of two books on the subject, was 
until 2012 director of the Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce and 
Industry (FICCI) and, with the support of the Ministry of External Affairs, 
assembled a plan for India’s strategic future that breaks with many clichés of 
the past, except in its title.27

A case has also been made for economic cooperation with Pakistan along 
subregional lines. The “PHD” grouping—the chambers of commerce of 
Indian Punjab, Haryana, and Delhi—has tried to establish ties with coun-
terparts in Pakistan, and one scholar at an Indian think tank has highlighted 
the importance of subregional cooperation between India and Pakistan, 
bypassing the cumbersome national bureaucracies. Tridivesh Singh Maini, 
of the business-funded Observer Research Foundation, has urged Prime 
Minister Singh to visit Pakistan—no Indian prime minister has gone there 
since Vajpayee’s visit in 1999—and to take with him the chief ministers of 
Haryana, Punjab, and Delhi. They could deal with common problems, such 
as water and agricultural issues, not merely the improvement of bus and 
rail travel. “Including the state governments in the dialogue with Pakistan,” 
says Maini, “may also help establish common ground over such contentious 
issues as water, as both Punjabs face similar problems. Such dialogues might 
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also help undermine the propaganda that plagues both sides.”28 As noted in 
chapter 6, India’s Ministry of External Affairs went on public record in 2012 
as opposing such a visit.

By and large, the economic pragmatists are not focused on Pakistan’s 
form of government. They tend to overlook or dismiss Pakistan’s covert 
actions, arguing that the benefits of trade will encourage it to cease or reduce 
such operations. While they find their strongest allies in Pakistan’s business 
community, their core assumption is that trade and economic normalization 
will gradually broaden the government, and that the military can be included 
in the process, especially since there is a large Pakistani military-led indus-
trial and production complex.

Alliances are not a central issue for this group, as long as these alliances 
do not obstruct Pakistan’s normalizing with India and its integration into 
the South Asian community. Unlike Indian liberals such as Aiyar and Gujral, 
the economic pragmatists are not anti-American; indeed, many of them are 
the leading advocates of economic and strategic cooperation with the United 
States, but none would want it deeply involved in any India-Pakistan nor-
malization process.

How should this pragmatic normalization proceed? Cautiously, but 
steadily is the pragmatists’ advice. This perspective will grow in importance 
as the Indian economy becomes more market-driven, and as business inter-
ests play a greater role in influencing politics and foreign policy decisions. 
The pragmatists believe that the Indian strategic debate has for too long been 
obsessed with Pakistan, and that a balanced assessment would reorder the 
Pakistan threat, especially since China is a growing rival to India along many 
dimensions—military, economic, and strategic—throughout Asia.

Deter Pakistan until It Changes

The dominant position in India’s strategic community is that India- Pakistan 
cooperation is a good thing, and economics and trade might ultimately lead 
to normalization, but that in the short and medium term India must be 
prepared to meet Pakistan’s threatening actions at all levels until Pakistan 
changes its overall thrust. This view is widely held in the intelligence commu-
nity, the armed forces, and by many in the nationalist-conservative Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP). The view is analogous to that held of the Soviet Union 
by many Americans, who patiently waited for the evolution of Stalin’s Soviet 
Union into something less threatening. B. R. Raman, one of India’s leading 
Pakistan specialists and a former official in the foreign intelligence organi-
zation, the Research and Analysis Wing (RAW), thinks it is very unlikely 
that Pakistan and India will enjoy good, neighborly relations in the short 
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and medium term. Although normalization may be opposed by Pakistan’s 
army, “this doesn’t mean the two countries should not try for a more benign, 
friendlier approach to each other. There is a need for a common vision. The 
leaders of both countries need to meet more frequently to get to know each 
other, and like each other, and work painstakingly without undue expecta-
tions toward a common goal of peace.”29 There is room, Raman adds, for 
case-by-case cooperation not just in business, but also in sports, entertain-
ment, science, agriculture, and operations to counter smuggling.

Raman even praised Pakistan army chief Ashfaq Kiyani for his prompt 
release of the personnel of an Indian military helicopter that had strayed into 
Pakistani air space. He felt India should not hesitate to “highlight and hail 
the positive traits and reflexes of the Pakistani military leadership,” adding, 
however, that negative traits and reflexes in matters relating to India did 
warrant criticism. Raman also hoped that this could be the starting point 
for more substantial relations between the armies of the two countries as a 
distrust-reducing measure and even suggested that India consider inviting 
General Kayani for a visit.

At the same time, members of this group favor a security capability that will 
deter Pakistan. It was the BJP that brought the nuclear program to its public 
culmination through a series of nuclear tests in 1998, and that stands for as 
large and as powerful a military as possible. It also supports an Indian capac-
ity for covert operations against Pakistan. In the view of the BJP leadership, 
diplomacy alone will not be enough with Pakistan—or China, for that mat-
ter. India needs a covert coercive capability like Israel’s; only a demonstrated 
ability to retaliate in kind will deter Pakistan from its own covert operations.

The political heavyweights that subscribe to this view of Pakistan do not 
regard it as hopelessly mired in its history: both L. K. Advani and Jaswant 
Singh, distinguished members of the BJP and former cabinet members, have 
written favorably of “Jinnah’s Pakistan,” in the hope that Pakistan might 
once again evolve toward the views of the relatively moderate Jinnah. Also, 
it was from the ranks of the BJP that some of the most forward-looking pro-
posals have come on the Indian side. Atal Bihari Vajpayee, Jaswant Singh, 
and to some degree L. K. Advani have all been ahead of the rest of the party, 
notably its Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) elements, in their desire to 
normalize with Pakistan.

Perhaps the best expression of its skeptical but not rejectionist view was 
that offered by a former finance minister, Yashwant Sinha, who has also 
served as foreign minister after a career in the Indian Administrative Service. 
At a Brookings Institution talk in May 2012, he commented on Prime Min-
ister Manmohan Singh’s use of the phrase “trust and verify,” suggesting that 
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the BJP would prefer to say “verify and then trust.”30 Although Sinha did not 
oppose the normalization process measures being attempted in mid-2012, he 
was skeptical of the government’s approach. The difference between the two 
positions of course is not very wide—the BJP having taken the lead toward 
normalization with Pakistan under Atal Bihari Vajpayee.

Finally, many in this group believe that while Pakistan is threatening, it 
is China that is the greater long-term problem. In this skeptical view, Paki-
stan ranks low on India’s threat hierarchy as its hostility to India is really 
due to domestic weakness that cannot be remedied much by India. Because 
great states require great enemies, many of those once obsessed with Pakistan 
are turning their gaze to China as the real threat to India. This group has a 
newfound respect for the United States and the belief that both America 
and India have a common interest in containing an expansionist and dan-
gerous China. The journalist Bharat Karnad and others place China at the 
top of their threat hierarchy. Like many Indian strategists, Karnad is more 
concerned about China as a threat than Pakistan, which he rather pities.31 
Pakistan has missed the opportunity to become another India—a diverse 
and tolerant state, well suited to South Asia’s religious, ethnic, and linguistic 
complexities. Instead, it has rejected a cosmopolitan model, unraveling a 
handful of threads at a time, destroying the rich fabric of its society, and los-
ing its social and democratic ballast.

Balance a Dangerous Pakistan

A fourth Indian position, held by many in the military and the ranks of 
retired diplomats, sees Pakistan as it was, not as it might be, and regards it 
as an essentially threatening phenomenon. Its proponents see no basis for 
cooperation with Pakistan, which remains a dangerous state, and outsid-
ers are part of the problem—the West for having pumped up and tolerated 
Pakistan to begin with, China for its continuing support for Pakistan.

What distinguishes this group is the conviction that there is something 
intrinsic about Pakistan that makes it a mortal threat. A large number of 
senior retired Indian government officials hold this view, notably those who 
served in Islamabad (such as Gopalaswami Parthasarathy) or who had a bad 
personal experience with Pakistan’s security services. They are scornful of 
attempts to normalize or befriend Pakistan. One retired official, Kanwal 
Sibal, exasperatingly writes: “How should India deal with a Pakistan in tur-
moil? The romantics in India never lose faith in the possibility of friendship 
with Pakistan. To that end they will advocate the proposition of an uninter-
rupted and uninterruptible dialogue with Pakistan, one that removes any 
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pretence of a link between dialogue and terrorism and therefore suits Paki-
stan.” Moreover, “what diplomatic purpose is served by praising the prime 
minister of a country most hostile to us as a man of peace, particularly as he 
is in no position to deliver peace to us?”32

For many Indians, especially former officials, the very nature of the Pak-
istani state threatens India. In a 1982–83 survey of India’s security prob-
lems, U. S. Bajpai, an eminent retired diplomat, treated the “Pakistan factor” 
almost as an indictment of Pakistan’s many shortcomings.33 Pakistan’s lim-
ited cultural and civilizational inheritance, its military dictatorship, theo-
cratic identity, unworkable unitary system of government (as opposed to 
India’s flexible federalism), imposition of Urdu on an unwilling population, 
alienation of its rulers from their people, support of “reactionary” regimes 
in West Asia (India identified its interests with the “progressive” segments of 
Arab nationalism, such as Saddam’s Iraq), dependency on foreign aid, and 
failure to develop a strong economic base were Pakistan’s embarrassment. 
This perspective has enjoyed a renaissance in the ten years since Pakistan 
began open support for the separatist and terrorist movements that emerged 
in Indian-administered Kashmir.34 The recent steps toward normal trade led 
one former director of Indian intelligence, Vikram Sood, to derisively write, 
“Hope is a policy.”35

Why should India fear such a state? Pakistan is a threat because it still 
maintains that partition was imperfectly carried out, because some Pakistanis 
harbor revanchist notions toward India’s Muslim population, and because 
it falsely accuses India of wanting to undo Pakistan itself. Thus Pakistan 
still makes a claim on Kashmir and has deeper designs against the unity of 
India.36 In adhering to the theory that brought it into existence—the notion 
that the subcontinent was divided between two nations, one Hindu, one 
Muslim—and in purporting to speak on behalf of Indian Muslims, Pakistan 
in its very identity is “a threat to India’s integrity.”37 More recently, Pakistan 
has served as the base for Islamic “jihadists” who not only seek the liberation 
of Kashmir but also the liberation of all of India’s Muslims.

Pakistan’s DNA, says Lalit Mansingh, is such that it cannot and will not 
normalize with India. Pakistan has been a threat to India since indepen-
dence: it was a conventional military threat, then an unconventional one 
through its support for Kashmiri separatists and Islamic terrorists, and now 
it is a nuclear threat. India must avoid a confrontation with Pakistan. How-
ever, it needs at least fifteen years of steady growth before it can proclaim 
itself to be a great power, and diplomacy must shield it during that period, 
especially diplomacy of the kind that worked on Pakistan’s allies, notably the 
United States. The diplomatic strategy of some in this group is to sever the 
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Pakistan-America tie, using India’s new economic power to do so, and not 
succumb to American attempts to normalize with a still-dangerous Pakistan.

K. Natwar Singh, a former close associate of Indira Gandhi and foreign 
secretary, has written that the nature of the relationship—complex and 
accident- prone because Pakistan is too changeable, too unpredictable—
makes normalcy impossible.38 Pakistan’s fate is of no concern to proponents 
of this view, who say that even its collapse would not affect India, which is 
far more stable and could withstand the shock. India cannot expect a peace-
ful transformation of Pakistan from within, so must focus on containment, 
maintaining a robust military capacity to defend against Pakistani incursions 
and relying on active diplomacy to counter Pakistan in the outside world.

Indian diplomacy should take the form of balancing Pakistani in third 
countries, notably Afghanistan, and provide limited support for Paki-
stani dissidents in dissident provinces such as Balochistan, or Gilgit-
Baltistan, since Pakistan has been doing this to India for some time. In 
case of a serious provocation, many Indians still talk about a limited 
war against Pakistan in Rajasthan and Punjab.39

In Singh’s opinion, Pakistan is motivated by pique, is weak internally, and 
is rooted in the past, notably in the Kashmir dispute. He dismisses attempts 
to deal with Pakistan, especially by Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, who 
“should by now know that genuine and sustained cordiality between the two 
countries is a pipe dream,” and who is too weak politically. The do-nothing 
philosophy degenerates into a series of clichés: “At this moment we have lim-
ited options. Wait and watch. Maintain status quo. Practice masterly inactiv-
ity. Bottom line: do not lower our guard, and keep your powder dry!”40

Break Up Pakistan

Many on the Hindu right and its supporters would go further: they would 
seek to break up or transform Pakistan, through force if necessary. This view 
is particularly popular among the more extremist wings of the Hindu nation-
alists, many of whom are part of the RSS and Hindu-centered organiza-
tion Vishva Hindu Parishad (VHP), and often appears in The Organiser, the 
official newspaper of the RSS. It also circulates in military circles, especially 
among former generals, but has little effect on policy. Although rarely stated 
in public, such views are widespread on the Internet.41

This would seem to be a risky approach in the nuclear era, yet its pro-
ponents see absolutely no basis for cooperation with Pakistan. Instead, 
they would urge India to use military force in conjunction with support for 
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separatists to bring about the transformation of Pakistan and believe some 
outside powers might even join in this endeavor.

Calls for such a transformation are even louder in the U.S. Congress—
but then Americans do not have a border with Pakistan. A few hard-liner 
elements in the BJP and the military routinely argue that Pakistan remains 
an artificial country, that a newly partitioned Pakistan would leave behind a 
viable Sindh and Punjab, the Mohajirs could create a “Jinnahstan” in Kara-
chi, and Baluchistan could become a weak state or revert to Iran. Some in 
the Indian military even talk about bringing Pakistan to its knees, defeating 
it militarily, disgracing the Pakistan army once and for all. Others would 
use covert means to exploit ethnic, linguistic, and sectarian differences in 
Pakistan, creating wedges between the dominant Punjabis and the rest of 
the country.

Yet few in India today would seriously advocate a fight to the finish against 
Pakistan. Most who do so belong to the generation of strategists who were 
turned into hawks by the 1962 war with China and were strong supporters 
of the 1971 war with Pakistan, or those who see Pakistan as an obstacle to 
India’s emergence as a major power. Some were also strong advocates of 
nuclear weapons, although the introduction of nuclear weapons into South 
Asia now makes this position untenable.

The uber-hawk tactics fall into three categories: lure Pakistan into a mili-
tary confrontation, leading to a final triumph over the Pakistan army (the 
aborted 1987 Brasstacks model); merely give Pakistan a push in the form of 
increased support for separatist forces in Sindh, North-West Frontier Prov-
ince, and Baluchistan, which would lead to a civil war and the breakup of 
Pakistan (the 1971 model); or let India’s greater economic potential natu-
rally dominate Pakistan and persuade its outside supporters that it is a failed 
state (the Soviet model). These positions derive from two common assump-
tions: that Pakistan is a fundamental threat to India and that it is inherently 
vulnerable. They differ only in their estimate of the risk and cost of an overt 
military initiative.

This proactive position has not displaced the flexible realism of the BJP’s 
recent policies toward Pakistan. The party’s combined pragmatism and opti-
mism eventually led India back to the negotiating table. While the Bajpai-
Jaswant team publicly abandoned this position—insisting upon evidence 
of good behavior from Pakistan before resuming negotiations—the policy 
was followed by its successor, Manmohan Singh, who absorbed the attack 
on Mumbai and after much patience restored the Composite Dialogue with 
Pakistan on a wide range of issues.
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Ambiguity: Modi, Sonia, and Rahul

Finally, several important political figures in India appear ambivalent in 
their position on Pakistan. Three of these are Narendra Modi, Sonia Gandhi, 
and her son and heir-apparent to the prime ministership, Rahul Gandhi. All 
three are pursuing a cautious approach and a balancing of interests.

Narendra Modi, the chief minister of Gujarat and a rising star in the 
BJP, epitomizes a certain ambivalence toward Pakistan. Ideologically hawk-
ish, but economically opportunistic, Modi was associated with several com-
munal atrocities, yet he is one of the most effective of India’s politicians, 
at least in his home state, which borders Pakistan. On the one hand, he 
regularly excoriates it for supporting terrorism and has been vehement 
regarding other states, notably America, for the lack of clarity on their stand 
on Pakistan- based terrorism. His strong views here may reflect America’s 
refusal to give him a visa, but his attacks on Pakistan please the RSS com-
ponent of the BJP establishment.42 During a trip to China—seeking Chinese 
investment—Modi took an appropriately hard line on the role of Chinese 
troops in “Pakistan- occupied Kashmir.”43 But undoubtedly the Chinese told 
Modi that they favored good India-Pakistan relations, and Gujarat, border-
ing Pakistan, would benefit enormously from trade with that country. His 
requests for Chinese investment balance out his concern for Pakistani-based 
extremism, so he has not come out directly or strongly on the India- Pakistan 
normalization process, except to criticize the Congress and Manmohan 
Singh for softness.

The views of Sonia Gandhi are conspicuous for their blandness. While 
publicly supporting the initiatives of Prime Minister Singh, she does not 
seem to hold very strong views on Pakistan one way or another. Sonia speaks 
publicly of giving a “fitting reply” to any Pakistani aggression, but that is 
conventional Indian obfuscation.

Meanwhile, Rahul seems to hold standard Indian liberal views toward 
Pakistan. In August 2012 he publicly accepted an invitation to visit Paki-
stan from Bilawal Bhutto, the Pakistani president’s son and co-leader of 
the Pakistan People’s Party. Both Rahul and Sonia are largely focused on 
domestic Indian politics, and for them, as for Modi, calculations of the 
impact of normalization on India’s Muslim community may be decisive, 
especially in Uttar Pradesh, which has long been the bastion of Congress 
politics and where Rahul is most likely to again seek a parliamentary 
constituency.
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The Sixty-Five-Year Short-Term Problem

Pakistan was the first significant Asian power that India had to deal with. 
India’s strategic puzzle is to cope with a smaller state that has challenged it 
for sixty-five years by merely existing and that maintains a significant mili-
tary capability. Much of the latter derives from its borrowing power: Paki-
stani resources are limited, but outside states have been eager to help it.

India cannot apply Raj geopolitics to Pakistan as it can to other, weaker, 
smaller (and nonnuclear) South Asian states. Pakistan is neither a princely 
state to be tolerated or absorbed nor a major power to be accommodated, 
and for some Indians its relationship to domestic politics in India amounts 
to “interference.” Its very existence is thus a problem.

As should be evident by now, Indians see Pakistan in many ways: as a retro-
grade Muslim state, an irredentist state, a militarily dominated state, a mem-
ber of hostile alliances, a state that strays from a workable past identity, and 
a potential South Asian partner. There is no consensus either on Pakistan’s 
identity or on the best Indian policy toward this troubled and troublesome 
neighbor. These divergent perspectives have yielded a pattern of intermittent 
conflict and uncertain reconciliation. In the current atmosphere of rancid 
views, a new kind of skepticism, bureaucratic inertia, political division, and 
the rise of China—there are many reasons to do nothing, or to oppose nor-
malization, or to set the barrier so high that nothing will ever be done. Recent 
Indian polls confirm this skepticism: in a 2012 Hindustan Times poll of urban 
Indians, younger respondents were generally more hawkish toward Pakistan 
than were older generations.44 They also had a dramatically more positive view 
of the United States and more negative views of both Pakistan and China.

One of India’s great problems has been that Pakistan is more than a 
regional rival—it is tied forever to India’s persona. Thus until recently New 
Delhi has felt the need to accommodate or balance Pakistan, primarily by 
judicious use of intelligence services, great cultural power, and a competitive 
diplomacy. India’s practical challenge was to deal with those states (America, 
China, the Arab powers) that had built up Pakistan as a serious rival. Now 
that this competition is practically over and that some outside states, nota-
bly America, seem to have chosen India over Pakistan (symbolized by the 
civilian nuclear energy agreement), will India pursue a policy of strategic 
accommodation with a failing Pakistan, or will it try to give it a final push? 
It takes two hands to clap: Pakistan must be a willing partner in the first 
case, but a defiant Pakistan that pursues hard-line policies in Afghanistan 
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might provoke the latter response. The Indian debate has not yet reached the 
point at which these alternatives are clearly thought out. India still does not 
know what it wants to do, and its policy will likely remain one of drift, unless 
events compel a decision.

Policy is complicated by an operational reality: the level of distrust 
between the two countries is always so high that serious negotiations can 
only be conducted at the most senior political level, and if that happens, 
then both sides run the risk of opposition from unconsulted actors. As one 
senior Indian diplomat has noted, no secret talks are under way, and Track 
II dialogues are not taken seriously by the core political leadership. Indian 
leaders are wary of arrangements with a Pakistani leadership that seems to be 
double-dealing or unable to sell an agreement at home. Some Indians recall 
Pakistan’s transparently insincere response to Morarji Desai’s attempts to 
control regional nuclear proliferation and his highly publicized (and quite 
convincing) unilateral renunciation of nuclear weapons. These statements 
(and Morarji) were greeted warmly in Islamabad. Only later did India and 
the rest of the world come to know of the scope of the Pakistani nuclear 
program, and of Pakistani intentions to move toward a weapon regardless of 
what India did. Similarly, Gujral’s disclosure of Indian covert operations in 
Pakistan reaped no rewards. An even stronger sense of betrayal arose in the 
aftermath of the Kargil crisis of 1999. In that case the civilian government 
headed by Nawaz Sharif appeared to be both deceptive and weak.

Looking only at the Indian side of the equation, one finds room for cau-
tious optimism. Many see that for the first time India is not a primary factor 
in Pakistani domestic politics. Many also realize that normalizing relations 
with Pakistan will speed up India’s ascent to major power status. While no 
Indian wants a strong Pakistan, most (excepting some hawks) do not want 
to see it fail either. India could do more than any other state to stabilize 
Pakistan and help it pass through its current political, economic, societal, 
and identity crises. If the worst should happen and Pakistan should truly fail, 
India would also be central to any damage-control effort.

Many Indians would like to see Pakistan become their Canada, but instead 
it is becoming their nuclear Cuba. How such a state might be transformed 
into a friendly neighbor is India’s greatest strategic challenge, greater than 
choosing a strategy to contain, balance, or accommodate a rising China. 
Indeed, India-China relations are held to be better than relations with Paki-
stan—at least India and China have entered into full-scale trade with each 
other. As C. Raja Mohan has written, the national leadership of India’s two 
major political parties, the Congress and the BJP, are not in the lead when it 
comes to normalization with Pakistan. As he also points out, neither party 
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has picked up the ideas once forwarded by Atal Bihari Vajpayee and Manmo-
han Singh regarding normalization. Their place has been taken by the new 
“ambassadors” to Pakistan, regional Indian leaders such as Chief Ministers 
Nitish Kumar (Bihar) and Sukhbir Singh Badal (Punjab), while such Con-
gress stalwarts as Defense Minister A. K. Antony allegedly blocked Manmo-
han Singh’s initiatives regarding visiting Pakistan in 2012.45

From an Indian vantage point, relations with Pakistan are not necessar-
ily written in stone. The present may not be the future. India has been able 
to transform its policies in several domestic and foreign spheres, and there 
is nothing inevitable about India-Pakistan hostility. While generation after 
generation of Indian leaders have tried to normalize relations with Pakistan, 
only to be stymied by what many see as Pakistani recalcitrance, its structure, 
or its political and cultural “DNA,” this is not a satisfactory explanation of 
past events or a predictor of future ones. The future is never path dependent, 
and humans are capable of inventing new ideas and propounding new theo-
ries that lead to real changes in perception and policy.

The test of a normalization process will be whether it can withstand delib-
erate attempts to sabotage it, by individuals and groups on either side. That 
is to say, while it may be in India’s strategic interest to normalize relations 
with Pakistan, and while India may now have the economic heft to make the 
process work, is Pakistan also in a position to move forward in this regard?
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chapter four

Pakistan

The question of whether Pakistan will ever be willing 
to forge closer ties with its neighbor revolves in large part around its views 
about regional conflict. Pakistani thinking in this regard differs from Indian 
attitudes in three important ways. First, Pakistan takes a more “ideological” 
approach, in the sense that it justifies its existence and policies on the grounds 
of the need for an Islamic state and a homeland for an oppressed minority—
Indian Muslims.1 Many minorities seek rights and independence without 
the umbrella of an ideology but base their actions on the Wilsonian principle 
of self-determination. Furthermore, many states promulgate ideologies but 
never act seriously on them or cease doing so when they become dysfunc-
tional, as was the case with most communist parties. Since its founding, when 
some Indian Muslims pressed for minority rights, Pakistan has toyed with the 
idea of self-determination for other oppressed Muslims. Yet it has been wary 
of these claims by its own citizens, particularly after the catastrophic separa-
tion of East Pakistan from the state.

Second, Pakistan is socially more skewed than India. Although both 
are examples of South Asia’s astonishing diversity, Pakistan’s social struc-
ture has always been more hierarchical than that of India and its ethnic 
and linguistic diversity less complex, especially after the loss of almost the 
entire Bengali population. Today, Punjab (at 56 percent) constitutes more 
than half of the population, Sindh makes up 23 percent, with much smaller 
numbers for the other provinces: 6 percent for the Khyber-Pakhtunwa and 
5 percent for Baluchistan, with only 2 percent for the Federally Adminis-
tered Tribal Areas (FATA), although they are geographically the largest. 
Plans to carve up the populous Punjab by creating a separate province out 
of the Saraiki-speaking areas of South Punjab will alleviate some of the 
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anti-Punjabi feeling; this is politically important since most of the army 
is also recruited from the Punjab. In India the largest Indian states do not 
provide the bulk of military manpower, and India’s Punjab, which provides 
the greatest proportionate military share of recruits, ranks only fifteenth of 
thirty-five states in overall population.2

Third, the ideology of Pakistan has come under official state sponsor-
ship—it is a project directed at defining the Pakistani state and nation and 
specifying what good Pakistanis should believe in. This takes two forms: it 
contrasts Pakistan with India (always portraying the negative features of the 
latter), and it contrasts a unified, purposeful Islamic Pakistan with the nega-
tive tendencies of regionalism and separatism. This project, encapsulated in 
the constructed discipline of Pakistan studies, at its best inculcates patrio-
tism, at its worst promotes stereotypical images of an evil and corrupt Indian 
state, a permanent threat to the purer “Islamic” Pakistan. The ideological 
component of Pakistan studies also denigrates regional and subnational 
loyalties. Often it links the two, blaming all separatist movements and dis-
sents on Indian manipulation. That this did actually occur in part is another 
example of how a paranoid state can actually have real enemies.

All states foster this kind of we/them outlook to one degree or another, 
but in Pakistan’s case conservative elements of society early on gained control 
over the development and promulgation of ideology.3 India forms a major 
component of the ideology of Pakistan, of what Pakistanis are taught about 
themselves and about threats to Pakistan. As Ayaz Amir, a popular columnist 
and former army officer, has written, “In our journey towards nationhood 
we eschewed the rational and chose instead to play with the semantics of 
religion. What Pakistan has become today, a fortress not so much of Islam as 
of bigotry and intolerance, is fruit of these sustained endeavors.”4 Pakistan 
plays an important but much smaller role in India’s national identity.

Pakistan’s India Problem

When in an optimistic frame of mind, the Pakistani establishment feels even 
more threatened than its Indian counterparts but is better able to withstand 
the challenge than the much larger and more powerful India. Its leaders have 
a profound distrust of New Delhi, and the latter’s reassurances that India 
“accepts” Pakistan’s existence are not taken seriously. In the past few years 
this anxiety over India has been joined by pessimism about Pakistan itself. 
Mohammed Zia ul-Haq’s colleague and army commander, General K. M. 
Arif, has written scathingly of India, but Pakistan, he says, “is a wounded 
nation, hurt by both friends and foes. Her national body is riddled with 



90 / pakistan

injuries of insult, neglect and arrogance inflicted by dictators and demo-
crats; judges and generals, the bureaucrats and media. None of them are 
blame-free.”5

The long-standing Pakistani explanation of regional conflict is that from 
the first day of independence India has made a concerted attempt to crush 
the Pakistan state. The original trauma was refreshed and deepened by the 
loss of East Pakistan in 1971, an impact that was never fully appreciated by 
Indians. Many Pakistanis still think their state is threatened by an increas-
ingly extremist India, motivated by a desire for Hindu religious revenge and 
a missionary-like zeal to extend Indian influence to the furthest reaches of 
South Asia and beyond. Thus anti-Indian passions are often united with 
classical geopolitics, as both India and Pakistan compete in the same spaces 
for influence.

Like Israel, Pakistan was founded by a people who felt a sense of persecu-
tion when living as a minority, and even though they now possess their own 
states based on a religious identity, both remain under threat from powerful 
enemies. In both cases, an original partition demonstrated the hostility of 
neighbors, and subsequent wars showed that this remains the case. Paki-
stan and Israel have also followed parallel strategic policies. Both sought an 
entangling alliance with various outside powers (at various times, Britain, 
France, China, and the United States); both ultimately concluded that out-
siders could not be trusted in a moment of extreme crisis, leading them to 
develop nuclear weapons; and both see themselves as defenders of minority 
grievances, even grievances that belong to another era.

Pakistani hostility to India has sources other than the tortured relation-
ship between the two countries. According to Indians, Pakistan needs the 
India threat to maintain its own unity. There is an element of truth in this—
distrust of India and the Kashmir conflict do serve as a national rallying cry 
for Pakistanis, and thus as a way to smooth over differences between Punjab 
and the less populous provinces. India-as-an-enemy is also useful to distract 
the Pakistani public from other concerns, such as social inequality, sectarian 
(Sunni-Shia) conflict, and the distinct absence of social progress in many 
sectors of Pakistani society. These factors do explain Pakistan’s fear of India 
in part—but there remain real conflicts between the two states, led but not 
confined to Kashmir.

In the dominant Pakistani narrative, the state, along with Muslims in 
India, is the victim of Hindu domination. This has led to the grandest of 
all trust deficits, but it is a deficit that cannot be eliminated because it stems 
from the very identity of Indians as dominating, insincere, and untrust-
worthy neighbors; Pakistan can do nothing to change this essential threat. In 
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some eyes, the state is still advancing a separatist movement as far as India 
and its “captive” minorities are concerned. A typical statement, by a distin-
guished Pakistani economist, Parvez Hasan, summarizes the issue clearly:

I feel strongly that my generation and I owe a deep debt to the creation 
of Pakistan. I do want to tell the younger audience—that is almost 
everybody here—that you cannot imagine the opportunities that the 
creation of Pakistan—and the large transfer of populations across the 
borders—opened up for Muslims especially persons like me that were 
just beginning their college education at partition. 6

While there are negatives in the Pakistani enterprise, Hasan notes that the 
Pakistani elite and diaspora have very high living standards, which would not 
have been possible “without the efforts of millions upon millions of honest, 
hardworking, resourceful, and committed Pakistanis.”7

All new nations devote considerable attention to creating a viable nar-
rative of their origins and their rationale for existence. Pakistan is no dif-
ferent, but it has made a more concerted and usually successful attempt to 
create a narrative that roughly follows Hasan’s portrayal and to introduce it 
to successive generations of Pakistanis. Thus propping up the “ideology of 
Pakistan” has been a central preoccupation of the state, a policy disseminated 
through the educational curriculum.8

What is taught in Pakistan’s schools, notably those controlled by the state, 
is not tempered by objective historiography.9 Partition is portrayed as a vic-
tory in spite of the Hindu mission to keep Muslims in a subordinate posi-
tion. Indian Muslims are widely thought to be persecuted. This is what is 
taught and commonly believed in Pakistan. As noted in chapter 2, this is 
not accurate. Admittedly, some Indian Muslim communities, for example, 
the Dawoodi Bohras, are routinely attacked by Hindu mobs during com-
munal riots because they are instantly identifiable as Muslims, but this qui-
escent Shia sect prefers India to either Pakistan or Bangladesh, where they 
are persecuted more violently and with less state protection than in India. 
This Pakistani view eerily mirrors the Hindu communalist interpretation of 
history, as it also treats history as a struggle between Muslims and Hindus 
(and Christians).

If Pakistanis have defined themselves as a separatist movement, they have 
in theory extended this claim to all Indian Muslims, particularly to those 
who live in Jammu and Kashmir. The Kashmiri “dispute,” which I discuss in 
chapter 5, resonates with most Pakistanis because it correlates with their own 
narrative of an unjust persecution of a minority. Needless to say, New Delhi 
provides enough evidence of persecution to make it easy for the Pakistani 
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media, not just state-controlled organs, to replay the threatened minority 
motif over and over.

The Army

Unlike India, Pakistan has made the army a central force in politics and stra-
tegic policy.10 Those who have dealt with both armies point out that Paki-
stanis take a more ideological approach to the function of the military than 
their Indian counterparts.11 The Pakistan army is also trying to turn Pakistan 
into a state that would be worthy of its own high standards, but it finds it dif-
ficult to find—or groom—politicians that meet such standards. Conversely, 
those civilians who have taken the reins find that they need the army to gov-
ern; those who thought of challenging the army (Nawaz Sharif and Bena-
zir Bhutto) found themselves exiled or (like Zulfikar Ali Bhutto) swinging 
from a noose. Even generals who came to power were not immune: General 
Iskander Mirza was sent packing by Ayub Khan, and both Ayub and Pervez 
Musharraf were sidelined or exiled by their successors. Pakistan is one part 
military autocracy and one part aspiring civilian government; outsiders can-
not always tell which Pakistan they are dealing with.

From the very beginning, the army held strong views on normalization 
with India. Received wisdom in the army is that India made a concerted 
attempt to cripple Pakistan. Army messes still overflow with third- generation 
memories of the partition, how the Indians stole the library, or the silver, 
and then how India stabbed Pakistan in the back economically and militar-
ily, and broke its promises on Kashmir. As one retired senior officer has 
written in his own study of India-Pakistan relations, Jinnah was perceptive 
in that he “saw through the Machiavellian machinations of Hindu extrem-
ists. They planned to enslave Muslims after the end of the British empire.”12 
No other Pakistani institution has institutionalized distrust of India to such 
an extent; it forms part of the curriculum at every training level. As a result, 
Pakistani officers have few opportunities to test the stereotypes of their 
Indian counterparts. One of their beliefs is that “close to the time of their 
retirement from military service many senior Indian army officers create 
situations that raise regional tensions.” General Arif gives five implausible 
examples.13 But these negative views of India are joined by increasing con-
tempt for their own politicians and officials. Although parallel images are 
found in the Indian military, it has only a tiny fraction of the influence of 
the Pakistan army. Well-intentioned recommendations that peace might be 
advanced by military-to-military dialogues miss the point: Pakistan’s army 
shapes policy and the destiny of the entire country; India’s army does not. A 
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recent joint article by a former Pakistan army chief (Jehangir Karamat) and 
a retired Indian air force chief (Shashi Tyagi) is cited by American colum-
nist David Ignatius as a “welcome bit of good news” from South Asia. It is 
certainly welcome, but somewhat inaccurate. The air force in both countries 
is politically unimportant, while the army is politically unimportant in India 
but central in Pakistan.14 Within the Pakistan army, the Inter-Service Intel-
ligence Agency plays an especially important role. It does more than gather 
intelligence—it spreads “official” views throughout Pakistani society, main-
taining close ties to many in the press and shaping Pakistani opinion both in 
the army and civilian society.15

The army has dominated India-Pakistan relations since the mid-1950s, 
after Ayub Khan carried out the first of a series of army coups. Yet the army 
is not a monolith. While armies are bureaucracies, and thus slow to change, 
the good ones are also learning machines that respond to powerful events; 
the role of the officer corps, the “brains” of an army, has been critical in this 
regard. In their response to major events over time, “generations” of officers 
form an age and attitudinal cadre. Elsewhere, I have described the British 
and American generations of officers whose worldviews and approach to 
war were shaped by extensive contact with these two countries; in Pakistan, 
there was a “Zia” generation, men who came into the army after the 1971 
East Pakistan–India war and who served under the Islamicizing Zia, who was 
both more intelligent and more fanatic than anyone suspected.

A liberalizing trend set in after the 1991 departure of Aslam Beg, Zia’s 
successor as army chief. Beg had energetically battled the Americans and 
supported Islamic extremists in Kashmir and elsewhere—in retirement 
he remains a well-funded uber-hawk. This trend (under army chiefs Asif 
Nawaz, Abdul Waheed, and Jehangir Karamat) was set back by the American 
decision in 1990 to sanction Pakistan because it violated its nuclear commit-
ments. Senior officers begged American officials not to cut off training in 
U.S. institutions, training that was only restored in the first administration 
of President George W. Bush. By then anti-Americanism had grown in the 
army, strengthened by the American invasion and occupation of Iraq and 
Afghanistan and giving rise to the belief that the United States intended its 
next target to be Pakistan. This view was also strengthened in the army and 
among civilians by the second Bush administration’s move to enter a nuclear 
agreement with India. This seemed to be proof of a new U.S.-Indian-Israel 
alignment directed against Islamabad.

By 2004, however, the Pakistan army, through no fault of the Ameri-
cans, found itself under attack from the Pakistan Taliban (Tehrik-i-Taliban, 
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TTP), the soul mates of the Afghan Taliban supported by Pakistan. Pakistani 
forces took heavy casualties in fighting against their own countrymen who 
had seized parts of the North-West Frontier Province and Swat. This has 
led to a major shift in army opinion: while India remains the main enemy, 
and the United States is not a friend, the attacks by the TTP, al Qaeda, and 
other groups became, by 2010, the immediate problem. Although they are 
being carried out by Pakistanis, conspiratists claim that India, Israel, and the 
United States are behind them.

Let there be no doubt that external manipulation exploiting and aggra-
vating skillfully internal dissensions has pushed Pakistan to the brink. 
The debacle of East Pakistan is a classical example of external orches-
tration of the inner political unrest. A similar situation is taking place 
again, particularly in Balochistan. . . . Ever since the US/ISAF [Inter-
national Security Assistance Force] forces ousted the pro-Pakistan 
Taliban government from Afghanistan, and the pro-Indian Northern 
Alliance dominated the government, India’s notorious intelligence 
agency, the RAW, has become fully entrenched in the war-torn coun-
try. Backed by the Afghan Intelligence Agency and allegedly supported 
by the Mossad, CIA and others, it is aiding and abetting insurgency 
in Balochistan, FATA [Federally Administered Tribal Areas] and our 
urban centers. Their common goal seems to be to internally destabilize 
Pakistan to its ultimate disintegration. Already, various U.S. think-
tanks are discussing the post-disintegration scenario. Lately, a joint 
U.S.-India study has been initiated for that very purpose.16

This view of the matter is considered inaccurate by most army officers, 
especially those who were in savage combat with the homegrown militants 
after 2010. The Pakistan Taliban pose a direct threat to the very kind of Paki-
stan that an officer would favor, as is abundantly clear from direct contact 
with members of the officer corps, their writings, and also their middle-class 
nature. Army Chief Ashfaq Kiyani, for example, is the son of a noncommis-
sioned officer and like other officers abides by middle-class values. These 
men do not condone revolution in their own country, although their sup-
port for Islamic revolutionaries in Afghanistan and India is another matter. 
The army is more flexible than many civilians when it comes to the nature of 
Pakistan’s Islamic identity. It does not discriminate between Sunni and Shia, 
and even takes in the occasional non-Muslim. These generalizations must 
be tempered by the observation that Pakistan’s middle classes are becoming 
increasingly intolerant. The Constitution of Pakistan sanctions discrimina-
tion against some Muslim sects (the Ahmadis are defined as non- Muslims), 
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and increasingly Pakistan’s middle class is defined by sympathy to extremist 
Islam and anti-Americanism.17

The Pakistan army remains central to relations with India. It is distracted 
by the need to cope with the Pakistan Taliban and by cross-border conflict 
with American forces in Afghanistan. Its own credibility was badly damaged 
by the American attack in Abbotabad in May 2011, which killed Osama bin 
Laden. The incident left most Pakistanis wondering whether their revered 
military was incompetent or negligent. Although the extended tenure of 
General Kiyani as army chief stabilized the role of the army, it is strapped to 
an improbable civilian government headed by President Asif Ali Zardari. The 
army does not want to govern, but it is unhappy with the way Zardari and 
the Pakistani judiciary have asserted their authority. On one critical issue, 
India, the army seems to have sided with the Zardari view that India can be 
managed, and that normal relations are possible—this is epitomized by the 
offer of most-favored-nation status to India, agreed to by the army and thus 
implying a major shift in army policies, if not in its judgment about India.

Geostrategy

Pakistan’s long-standing identity crisis is also linked to its geostrategic posi-
tion. From the beginning Pakistan’s leaders felt its sought-after Islamic 
identity stemmed in part from the geopolitical compulsions instilled by the 
British Raj. In the view of Jinnah and other Pakistani leaders, West Pakistan 
had inherited the tasks of British India’s northwest as the guardian of the 
world’s strategic frontier, standing in the pathway of an aggressive commu-
nist Soviet Union. Jinnah and other pro-Pakistani Indians had supported 
the allies in the war against Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan, whereas the 
Indian National Congress Party made its first great statement of nonalign-
ment by sitting out the war.

Pakistan thus made a plausible case that it was the more reliable ally for the 
West than the untrustworthy Congress Party, that Muslims were “naturally” 
more allied to the West than Hindus by the organic connection between 
the two monotheisms, Islam and Christianity. Margaret Bourke-White 
recounted a conversation with Mohammed Ali Jinnah, where in response 
to a question about Pakistan’s development Jinnah replied: “America needs 
Pakistan more than Pakistan needs America,” adding that Pakistan is the 
pivot of the world.18 If America had awakened to the Soviet threat, bolstering 
Greece and Turkey, “she should be much more interested in pouring money 
and arms into Pakistan.” If Russia were to walk in, he said, “the whole world 
is menaced.” Only a deeply religious and monotheistic people—namely, 
Islamic Pakistanis—could resist an existential communist or Soviet threat, 
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as the Indians were untrustworthy and sympathetic to both the Soviet Union 
and communism. Bourke-White recalls this argument being repeated by 
government officials throughout Pakistan. “Surely America will build up 
our army,” they would say to her. “Surely America will give us loans to keep 
Russia from walking in.” Presciently, she noted that “this hope of tapping 
the U. S. Treasury was voiced so persistently that one wondered whether the 
purpose was to bolster the world against Bolshevism or to bolster Pakistan’s 
own uncertain position as a new political entity.”19

Pakistanis presented themselves to America as a Muslim Israel: loyal to 
Western values, committed to the same God as Christians and Jews (although 
their position was vehemently anti-Israeli in the context of the Palestinian 
conflict).20 Pakistan was also portrayed as the Muslim David facing a Hindu 
Goliath—perhaps a smaller state, but one that was much tougher. Pakistani 
leaders used this argument with considerable success until the fall of the 
Soviet Union.

All states tend to have bipolar views of the world, dividing it into friends 
and enemies, but from its very beginning Pakistan took this to extremes. As 
one Pakistani professor has written, “Since its inception, the state has incul-
cated highly polarized and totalizing conceptions of ‘friends’ and ‘enemies’ 
in the Pakistani mind. These conceptions of the ‘other’ have parallels in the 
conceptions of ‘patriots’ and ‘traitors’ within our own borders.”21 One can 
hardly blame Pakistanis for this creative fiction—it was widely accepted in 
the West, especially in the United States, but the price is now being paid for it.

Thus Pakistan’s position in the Western alliance system was bolstered by 
its bipolar worldview and geostrategic location as much as its religious iden-
tity. With the fall of the Soviet Union, one-third of the argument vanished. 
With the 9/11 attacks and the rise of Islamic militancy in Pakistan—some of 
it supported and encouraged by the government of Pakistan itself—another 
third disappeared. What remains is state-sponsored paranoia. Pakistan is 
a paranoid state with real enemies—but the frame of mind is detrimental 
to figuring out Pakistan’s interests as well as its threats in a transformed 
world. As one Pakistani journalist observed in 2012, “An ordinary Pakistani 
is still unlikely to be exposed to informed public debate about ‘friends’ and 
‘enemies’ of the state”:

These simplistic notions have provided a fillip to xenophobic politics 
and to conflicted understandings of the world more generally. So until 
two decades ago, Americans were “ahl-i-kitaab” and great friends in 
the fight against godless communism. Now the same Americans are the 
biggest kafirs of them all, and principled resistance to their hegemonic 
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designs is now incumbent upon all of us. Needless to say, a distinction 
between Americans as people and the American state as an imperialist 
power is glossed over.22

This is not just history. Pakistan sustained itself for sixty years by a con-
junction of its Islamic identity and geographical location; when the geopoli-
tics were transformed and the Islamic identity began to backfire, it seriously 
lost its way. This would not have been critical had its leadership fostered the 
kinds of domestic political and economic reforms that were characteristic of 
other American allies (notably Taiwan, South Korea, and Japan), but Paki-
stan retained a pseudofeudal society and evolved a ruling elite—the so-called 
establishment, really an oligarchy—that has resisted reform and change up 
to the present day. This establishment was and remains composed of senior 
military leaders, civilian bureaucrats, and coopted political and business 
leaders, along with large landholders. Pakistan never developed a left politi-
cal movement, or more specifically, the left was hounded out of relevance 
by the state, with the approval of the United States and other Western allies. 
By the 1970s the middle class and even peasant resentments were channeled 
through the Islamic parties and regional separatists.

Pakistan’s ninth prime minister (and fourth president), Zulfikar Ali 
Bhutto, embraced the idea of an Islamic state after he took power from the 
generals following the loss of East Pakistan. This was as insincere as it was 
portentous. He was deposed in 1977 by General Zia ul-Haq, who took con-
servative Islam more seriously, perhaps irreversibly putting Pakistan on the 
path of religious extremism.

New Challenges and New Opportunities

While the foregoing are the perceptions of many Pakistanis, especially the 
security and foreign policy apparatus, some important recent developments 
raise new prospects and opportunities, as well as new or unaccustomed dan-
gers. Following are some of the concerns:

—Pakistan is a nuclear weapons state with a very bad record of 
proliferation.

—It has, as a matter of state policy, actively supported jihadists and mili-
tants in its neighbors and has either turned a blind eye or professes incapacity 
when it comes to opposing militants abroad.

—Pakistan’s economy is stagnating, complicated by the massive damage 
due to recent earthquakes (2005) and floods (August 2011). Long gone are 
the days when Pakistan was knocking on the door of middle-income status.
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—Demographic indicators are not improving: the population is unof-
ficially estimated to be closing on 200 million in 2012; social tensions are 
exacerbated by the weak economy.

—Separatist forces remain active in several provinces, as do truly revo-
lutionary forces that want not merely to secede from Pakistan—the historic 
threat—but to transform it into a genuinely revolutionary Islamic state.

The integrity of the Pakistani state and the growing incoherence of Paki-
stani society will negatively affect the India-Pakistan relationship. Some 
recent assessments of their possible impact on Pakistan’s future find that 
Pakistan actually has greater internal coherence than outsiders give it credit 
for, and that the country will muddle through. Indeed, most serious writings 
on Pakistan argue that the country will survive, more or less in its present 
form.23 Books by Maleeha Lodhi and Anatol Lieven make this case, Lodhi in 
particular being optimistic that once the present crisis is surmounted, Paki-
stan’s early promise as a secular, economically prosperous but Islamic state 
can be fulfilled.24 Lieven emphasizes the durability of Pakistan’s patron-client 
relationships, a web of obligations and commitments that provide the state 
with its social backbone.

There is also a more pessimistic view of Pakistan, call it muddling-through 
minus, which points to a single factor, the rise of Islamic extremism, and 
makes a persuasive case that Pakistan may come to a dangerous end, over-
taken by radical Muslim groups. Books by Ahmed Rashid, John Schmidt, 
and Pamela Constable fall into this category.25 All are worried, if not deeply 
pessimistic, about Pakistan’s survival as a normal state.

There are too many variables to make a firm judgment about Pakistan’s 
stability beyond a few years, let alone the next thirty: everything is important 
and everything is uncertain. The other factors that will shape Pakistan fall 
into four clusters. One such cluster includes its youth bulge and demogra-
phy, high rate of urbanization, stagnant economy, and abysmal educational 
system. These are all closely related and are very hard to modify. The excep-
tion might be the economy, which is theoretically subject to new policies 
and outside assistance. A second cluster consists of the collective identity of 
Pakistan’s people, as they identify with and act on the basis of their national, 
regional, and ethnic identities. A third cluster of factors includes the ability 
of Pakistanis to work with each other—to cooperate in governance at the 
national, provincial, and district levels. All of these are shaped by the new, 
expanding role of Pakistan’s media, with their 100 plus national and regional 
television stations and half-dozen mobile phone networks. A fourth cluster 
includes the policies and attitudes of important foreign states and the pro-
cesses of globalization, which penetrate Pakistan in many ways: globalization 
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has heightened Islamic extremism, but it has also brought Pakistanis in 
touch with developments around the world. Flooding into Pakistan on a 
media wave of high and medium technology, globalization has influenced 
the ambitions and identities of Pakistanis, which in turn have both aided and 
undercut the workings of the state. As General Kiyani told me in 2011, “We 
can’t just order things to happen; people have a voice and we have to listen 
to it now.”

It is not difficult to see that Pakistan’s future will depend not only on its 
relations with India and other powers but also on forces at work within itself, 
forces that cannot easily be influenced by outsiders. India’s influence could 
be considerable, however, not only because of its growing economic power 
and its geographical and environmental ties with Pakistan, but also because 
it figures so powerfully in Pakistan’s national identity.

Pakistan’s Uncertain Future

A heavy angst has settled over Pakistan like a grey fog. Pervez Musharraf gave 
false hope of a restoration of values and a functional policy, leading many 
Pakistanis and foreigners to believe that good intentions, plus the backing of 
the army, were enough. The trouble was, the intentions sprang from a desire 
to remain on both sides of every issue, and the backing of the military was 
illusory. Moreover, Musharraf was not held in high respect by his former 
colleagues, who removed him when he overreached at home and contrived 
an invasion across the Line of Control into Indian-held territory, triggering 
a major crisis.

His civilian successors are trying to undo the damage, but the ennui 
remains, as reflected in Hamza Usman’s lament, “At Home Nowhere.” A 
Mohajir, Usman was part of the community that migrated from India after 
Pakistan was established and that was very much responsible both for the 
breakup of the old India and for the failure of the new Pakistan.

An inevitable question Pakistanis always ask me is, “what are you?” 
Often, I’ve wondered the same question. Besides “Pakistani,” I don’t 
know what else to say. I’m not Balochi or Sindhi. I can’t speak Pun-
jabi. In my house, besides English, Urdu is the only other language 
spoken. When people ask me what language my parents speak, that’s 
what I tell them. Unlike many of my acquaintances, I don’t come from 
a town or village in interior Pakistan. Like millions in Pakistan, my 
family migrated from India . . . believing Jinnah’s ideal, searching for 
a homeland that was ours, for all Muslims, with freedom, tolerance 
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and dignity. . . . I struggled with the bitter taste of irony, that I, privi-
leged, educated, capable of helping this country through the miasma 
of failure, extremism, violence and stagnation, was powerless because 
I couldn’t speak the language properly. . . . Today, my Urdu is mish-
mashed with English incorporating more colloquial slang than literal 
Urdu. Like my Urdu, I find myself a mix of different peoples and per-
sonalities, Pakistani at heart, but at home nowhere.26

One development during four years of more or less democratic govern-
ment has been a series of exposés revealing the excesses of the past, and at 
times, the present. It comes as no surprise that the state itself was used as a 
personal bank by whoever was in power. Many of these scandals—such as 
Mehrangate, named after the Mehran bank that provided funding for bribes 
of politicians—featured collusion between the military and civilians. Paki-
stan’s chaotic political order and unsettled social and economic structures 
will affect relations with India in many ways, not least because the ensu-
ing unpredictability makes it difficult to engage in and stick to the kinds of 
agreements that the two countries must have to avoid future conflicts.27

Although much of Pakistan’s turmoil is blamed on the military, or on the 
dysfunctional civil-military relationship, at least one of the deeper causes 
of this pathology is Pakistan’s historic willingness to challenge India. This 
has, since the 1950s, placed India policy at the top of the state’s agenda and 
thereby planted the army at the core of those who formulate Pakistan’s 
overall policies. That is why time and time again military leaders have been 
able to resist—or in some cases remove—those civilians who seem to be too 
soft on India. Ironically, this has made some civilians even more hawkish 
on India than the military—a prime example being Benazir Bhutto. Many 
Pakistani civilian leaders are rhetorically more aggressive toward India than 
army leaders—even if they don’t take the India threat that seriously, they feel 
that they must take a hard line to placate the supposed (but sometimes real) 
ultras in the army leadership. This, of course, persuades many Indians that 
all Pakistanis are hawkish and anti-Indian.

Recent Developments

Given Pakistan’s troubled history, and a twenty-year spell of continuous 
political and social chaos, the record of the current government is credible, 
and one hopes that its successor will be even better. President Asif Ali Zard-
ari, in power since 2008 and with two separate prime ministers, is on paper 
the most reform-minded leader in Pakistan’s history. His agenda has been 
the same as that of Benazir Bhutto, with a systematic attempt to undue past 
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distortions. Democracy, of sorts, is working, and one of its most remarkable 
aspects is that India is not demonized, as it was during parts of the “decade 
of democracy” when Benazir Bhutto and Nawaz Sharif vied for power and 
competed in vilifying India. Zardari’s government has completed the first-
ever full term in office by a civilian leader, and a new national election is due 
in mid-2013.

The Zardari presidency, plus the revived Supreme Court of Pakistan, with 
the tacit cooperation of the military, came up with a string of reforms that 
provide the framework for the positive transformation of Pakistan. There 
remains the question of whether Pakistan’s long list of liabilities will out-
weigh the weak impulse to reform, but they deserve to be listed, so historic is 
the break with the past.

The centerpiece is the Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution of Pak-
istan passed in April 2010 and then signed by Zardari. It was the first time a 
president had reduced the powers of the office. The amendment renamed the 
North-West Frontier Province, restored a provision that allowed the presi-
dent to dissolve parliament, and prohibited judges from endorsing the sus-
pension of the constitution (the so-called Doctrine of Necessity, which was 
used by all military dictators from Ayub Khan onward to justify their coups). 
Finally, it prohibited the president from unilaterally declaring emergency 
rule in any province and took away the power to appoint the election com-
mission, which is now nonpartisan and modeled after the Indian election 
commission. The president has in effect become a ceremonial head of state, 
although in practice he remains an active politician.

The newly emboldened courts have also confirmed that the Doctrine of 
Necessity was illegal, held the army and the intelligence services accountable 
for human rights violations, and pushed the prime minister to accountability 
in a case involving bribes to a Swiss company. The government is slowly, very 
slowly, working with India to examine what happened in Mumbai when ter-
rorists attacked several Indian hotels and facilities, and it conducted a serious 
examination into Mehrangate charges of bribery and corruption involving 
the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI) Directorate, and charges that the ambas-
sador to the United States had somehow conspired with an American citizen 
to circumvent an army coup, which of course would be banned by law in any 
case. The courts are trying to align Pakistan’s judicial system to some kind of 
international democratic norm.

In 2012 the Pakistani parliament, once an object of derision, undertook a 
serious examination of Pakistan’s foreign and security policy and followed up 
with a report in March of that year that called for comprehensive reforms in 
relations with America. This was a far more responsible effort than that of the 
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U.S. Congress in hearings of February 2012, when several members of Con-
gress and witnesses supported the breakup of Pakistan. Pakistani politicians 
are beginning to cooperate at the national and provincial levels—in fact, all 
governments in the provinces and the center are coalition governments—and 
as in India, they are learning to work together under these circumstances.

None of this would have happened had the army itself not shifted its atti-
tude toward civilians. Although the army is currently doing its best to keep 
out of politics, it will not stand aside indefinitely if it feels that civilians are 
seriously mismanaging governance. This applies above all to foreign rela-
tions—the armed forces believe that they are the only true professionals in 
dealing with India, as their entire lives and careers have been spent studying 
Indian aggressiveness—but they are also concerned about the decay of the 
Pakistani state. Their interventions have backfired. Pakistanis did not appre-
ciate army officers sitting in tax offices, airports, and media studios—nor 
did the army itself, realizing that this only opened up huge areas for tempta-
tion and corruption of the services. The army’s dilemma, noted above, is 
that it cannot run Pakistan, but it won’t let others do it either. Nor will it be 
easy to return to power as in the past, when the army could control crowds 
and streets through a display of force, could readily seize TV stations and 
important bridges, and announce that a particular event was blessed by a 
contrived legal document. Now there are too many sensitive points to block, 
and even if the Internet comes down, there are too many TV channels and 
radio stations plus the phone system to stand in the way. Seizing all of these is 
difficult, if not impossible, and there would be resistance from the Pakistani 
population, as well as foreign governments.

Since the time of Aristotle, political scientists have spoken of “mixed con-
stitutions” that pull the state in several directions at once. Pakistan is a good 
example: it is part military autocracy, part aspiring democracy, while also a 
self-proclaimed Islamic state. In Pakistan’s hybrid politics the armed forces 
use democracy to legitimate their rule, and civilians depend upon the mili-
tary to stay in power. Add the Islamic element—and Pakistan’s identity and 
future become even more complicated. As Reeta Chowdary Tremblay and 
Julian Schofield also point out, this situation makes it hard to normalize 
with India.28 

In the hierarchy of elite concerns, Kashmir has slipped; the economy, 
sectarian violence, and outright insurrection by radical Islamists all take pre-
cedence. An astute observer of Pakistani society, Khaled Ahmed, fears that 
in becoming less obsessed with Kashmir, Pakistanis will also become less 
capable of formulating a coherent domestic policy, let alone reformulating 
relations with India.
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Crises and the Nuclear Factor

Wherever nuclear weapons are involved, war in the form of an organized 
battle between industrialized states employing the latest and most destruc-
tive weapons is hardly imaginable. Incorporating these weapons into a state’s 
strategy so their advantages are achieved but their disadvantages are mini-
mized is always a challenge, particularly so for Pakistan with its history of 
paranoia and bad strategic decisions.

Pakistan was born in crisis, and it has remained embroiled in crises since 
1947. This pattern did not change after Pakistan became a nuclear weapons 
state. Furthermore, the way it became a nuclear state led to a series of crises with 
India, earning the region the title of the most dangerous place in the world.29

Theoretically, Pakistan’s possession of nuclear weapons should have 
advanced the possibility of normalization with India, strengthening Pakistan 
so that India could not militarily overcome it, no matter how big its con-
ventional forces were. The two could have engaged in a leisurely but stable 
arms race. As early as 1981, however, Pakistani officers suggested to me that 
once they got a nuclear weapon they could again open up the Kashmir issue, 
as well as protect themselves against India’s larger conventional force. Thus 
nuclear weapons were not merely another way of countering Indian power; 
they could also give Pakistan a decisive strategic advantage in the struggle 
over Kashmir. This emboldened Pakistan to probe across the border, dem-
onstrating to India that it is indeed a threatening and dangerous state and 
contributing to a string of crises, some the result of calculation, others the 
result of misjudgment, but all involving a series of intelligence failures of one 
sort or another.

Although nuclear weapons have not brought about a genuine peace, their 
destructive consequences ensure that no rational leader will ever employ 
them. As a result, they have in effect ended classic, large-scale industrialized 
war in South Asia. There still remain four threats: (1) a conflict between 
India and Pakistan might escalate to nuclear use, (2) nuclear weapons might 
be used accidentally or in an irrational moment by either side, (3) inside 
theft could occur (with the possible transfer to some terror group), and (4) 
nuclear technology, or even complete weapons, could be transferred outside 
for political reasons or sheer greed.

Nuclear weapons are as valuable to Pakistan as they are to North Korea—
they constitute survival insurance for both. As Samar Mubarakmand, one 
of the leaders of the Pakistani weapons design team, reminded the world 
recently, Pakistan, like North Korea, is too nuclear to fail. He noted, prob-
ably correctly, that if it were not for Pakistan’s nuclear deterrent, “Pakistan 
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would have not survived after Kargil, Indian parliament and Mumbai inci-
dent episodes.”30 One might ask, of course, if Pakistan had not possessed 
nuclear weapons, would it have pursued the provocative strategies that led 
India to contemplate a military response?

It is hard to predict future military and nuclear behavior, but this much is 
known. Pakistan has been remorseless in using its military forces and intel-
ligence assists to take advantage of Indian weakness. It sent armed raiders 
across the border between Pakistan and Kashmir in 1947, precipitated a war 
with India in 1965 by fabricating an uprising in the Kashmir Valley, sup-
ported Sikh separatists in the 1980s, and worked with the United States in 
Afghanistan in backing the Mujahiddin against the Soviet invaders in the 
1980s. Afterward it supported Afghan Taliban against the warlords and con-
tinued to back them after a new pro-Western government was established 
in Kabul—also supporting them against Americans based in Afghanistan. 
It supported Kashmiri separatists in India in the 1990s and trained radical 
groups for operations in India afterward; when these groups attacked the 
Indian parliament and a series of hotels and other targets in Mumbai in 
2008, each time precipitating a crisis, it never disbanded them.

Further, Pakistan has looked the other way in many instances, often 
complaining that it lacks the resources to monitor violent groups that use its 
territory—pleading for mercy like the orphan who has just killed his mother 
and father.31 It is hard to predict how Pakistan will behave in another cri-
sis, whether or not it initiates the event, which is a paradoxical strength 
of Pakistani diplomacy. For example, in 1999 it implemented the classic 
“under-the-threshold” strategy when it pushed light infantry across the Line 
of Control in Indian-controlled Kashmir, calling them Kashmiri freedom 
fighters. This led to a serious but limited war with India, not to mention 
great humiliation when the fiction was uncovered, but Islamabad cautiously 
avoided a wider confrontation.

Is a more normal relationship with India a necessary condition for Paki-
stan to avoid further deterioration? Although India does not want to see an 
assertive Pakistan, a failing Pakistan has the capacity to do India considerable 
damage. The nuclearization of their sixty-year conflict makes the stakes even 
higher. Further crises, deliberate or inadvertent, will distract Pakistan from 
the rebuilding task. Pakistani opinion on normalization with India suggests 
a variety of answers to these questions.

Pakistan was the state trying to change the status quo in Kashmir after 
India’s initial support for a plebiscite evaporated. Pakistan concluded that 
there was no harm, and a lot of public relations advantage, in making one 
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offer after another. This also led Pakistan to support the use of force, a strat-
egy that has consistently failed to produce a change in Kashmir. Pakistan 
also plays to an international audience, trying to appear reasonable, willing, 
and even eager to involve others in disputes with India, and thus make New 
Delhi look stubborn when it refuses to allow a third-party role. This also 
strengthens the case that it is India, not Pakistan, that makes the region the 
most dangerous place on earth.

The record of Pakistani proposals is richer than India’s, but also highly 
repetitive. I once described it to General Zia ul-Haq as resembling two play-
mates chasing each other around a tree, when suddenly they turn and run 
after each other in the opposite direction. India and Pakistan have occasion-
ally offered the other side exactly what they had earlier rejected. This mixture 
of force and diplomacy can backfire, allowing India to portray Pakistan as 
the military aggressor, as in the 1999 Kargil adventure.

Pakistan’s pursuit of normalization with India has almost always involved 
wringing concessions on Kashmir that India has been unwilling or unable 
to make. But the range of disputes has grown, and with it the frequency of 
Pakistani proposals, most of them rejected by New Delhi. However, the two 
sides have reached agreement on a few issues where their common interest 
is clear. The details are taken up in chapter 5, while the following paragraphs 
examine the process from a Pakistani perspective.

Pakistan’s normalization offers began with Mohammed Ali Jinnah, the 
man who single-handedly created Pakistan and became the country’s first 
governor-general. Although Jinnah did not trust the British, he retained 
more British generals for a longer period of time than India did, partly 
because Pakistan needed their expertise and partly because many of them 
supported his vision of Pakistan becoming a military partner of the West. 
Jinnah did not believe that India and Pakistan would enter into open con-
flict. Rather, he assumed that he would be able to keep his house in Bombay 
after the partition; similarly, other Pakistanis (and some Indian Muslims) 
thought that they would be able to move freely between the two new Com-
monwealth states.

In 1947 Jinnah proposed that all disputes be brought before the interna-
tional community and settled in the United Nations, and that it administer 
the Indian-occupied princely state of Junagadh. This proposal went nowhere. 
Jinnah’s successor, Prime Minister Liaquat Ali Khan, met with Nehru for 
talks in Delhi and Karachi (then still Pakistan’s capital) and proposed that 
the Commonwealth issue a collective guarantee of territorial integrity of 
Pakistan and India and oversee a plebiscite in Kashmir.
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Khawaja Nazimuddin, Pakistan’s next prime minister, reiterated the offer 
to settle disputes through conciliation, mediation, and arbitration. In 1954 
Pakistan’s last civilian leaders before the first coup explored the possibility 
of formalizing the cease-fire line in Jammu and Kashmir as an international 
boundary. Nehru rejected the proposal.

In 1960 General Ayub Khan proposed a joint defense agreement, focus-
ing especially on Ladakh, which was vulnerable to a Chinese incursion, and 
offering to send Pakistani troops. Nehru dismissed this with the phrase, 
“Defense against who?” One retired Pakistani ambassador has written that 
when India rejected Ayub’s offer, this ensured that never again would such 
an offer be contemplated, let alone made.32 Ayub also offered a no-war pact 
to India, just before the 1965 war; and immediately afterward proposed to 
Indian prime minister Lal Bahadur Shastri a plan for a proportionate reduc-
tion of defense spending. On the eve of the 1970 secessionist uprising in East 
Pakistan, Ayub’s successor, General Yahya Khan, proposed the demilitariza-
tion of Kashmir.

With Yahya’s disgrace and departure in 1971, civilian rule returned to 
Pakistan. In 1972 President Zulfikar Ali Bhutto stated that Pakistan would 
leave the Central Treaty Organization (CENTO) and South East Asia Treaty 
Organization (SEATO) if India renounced its defense agreement with the 
Soviet Union. He also firmed up Pakistan’s relations with China and initi-
ated work on a nuclear weapon. Both the China connection and the bomb 
program flourished; the offer to jointly leave the cold war pacts was rejected 
by an India that had grown dependent on the Soviet Union for military tech-
nology and equipment.

Zulfikar Ali Bhutto was deposed by General Zia ul-Haq, and the country 
returned to military rule. Zia, educated partly at Delhi’s elite St. Stephens 
College, brought with him a busy agenda regarding India. In 1981 he pro-
posed a no-war pact, a cap on the armed forces of both sides, and a schedule 
for resolving remaining disputes. He first supported and then ended assis-
tance to Indian Sikh separatists and in 1985 proposed the mutual inspection 
of Indian and Pakistani nuclear facilities. As for the latter, Zia was respond-
ing to American pressures on his own program, and he also proposed 
simultaneous India-Pakistan entry into the Nonproliferation Treaty regime 
with mutual inspection, a South Asia nuclear-free zone, and a declaration 
renouncing the acquisition of nuclear weapons. At the same time, Pakistan 
secretly indicated to America that it would cease its own nuclear weapons 
program in exchange for a U.S. security guarantee against an Indian attack. 
The United States declined, and the nuclear program continued unabated 
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while the arms control proposals were revived during and after the period 
when India and Pakistan went nuclear.

In 1986 Zia proposed a joint monitoring mechanism to investigate India’s 
claims of Pakistani cross-border terrorism, and in the following year, after an 
India-initiated crisis (Exercise Brasstacks), Zia visited Jaipur and proposed 
informal, backstage consultations (“Cricket diplomacy”), as well as talks on 
the disposition of the frozen wastelands of Siachen, where India had preemp-
tively seized the glacier’s heights.

Civilian rule returned with Zia’s mysterious death, and Prime Minister 
Benazir Bhutto and Rajiv Gandhi had several rounds of talks on arms con-
trol, a reduction in defense expenditure, and joint actions to prevent nuclear 
proliferation on a nondiscriminatory basis. Benazir also proposed third-party 
mediation to defuse border tensions and, while in opposition (1991), called 
for the convening of a Camp David summit between India and Pakistan to 
work out regional security arrangements, leading to arms-reduction talks.

Benazir’s successor, Nawaz Sharif, proposed a five-nation conference (for 
the United States, Soviet Union, China, India, and Pakistan) to discuss South 
Asian nuclear proliferation. In Benazir’s second term as prime minister she 
had asked President Farooq Leghari to support trade between the Indian 
and Pakistani private sectors, saying this would be in Pakistan’s national 
interests. Then during Sharif’s second tenure as prime minister, the idea of a 
nonaggression pact was resurrected in his address to the UN General Assem-
bly. In 1999 Sharif (who was a businessman and a believer in closer relations 
with India) invited Indian prime minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee to come to 
Pakistan. Vajpayee accepted, traveling by bus, and the two signed the Lahore 
Declaration. When it was later revealed that Pakistan was planning an attack 
across the Line of Control in Kargil during that visit, Vajpayee and the Indian 
leadership were furious.

Pakistan’s decade of democracy ended when Nawaz was deposed by 
 General Pervez Musharraf, the man behind the Kargil adventure. In 2000 
Musharraf offered several times to meet anyone, anytime, and anywhere 
for a full dialogue that would bring about normal India-Pakistan relations; 
he also proposed a no-war pact and a mutual reduction in forces. His most 
significant move came in 2004 when he stated that Kashmir was not a central 
issue and that a referendum there was not then feasible. Several new propos-
als followed: India and Pakistan could accept a softened Line of Control as 
a permanent border, there could also be a phased withdrawal of troops and 
implementation of self-governance for Kashmiris, and a joint supervision 
mechanism would supervise the process.
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While Musharraf had talked about these ideas with me and others just 
after he seized power, they were now public statements and gestures. They 
led to the Composite Dialogue, which was broken off after the 2008 terror 
attacks in Mumbai but partly restored under a new name in 2011.

The incoming Zardari government was interested in promoting dialogue 
and normalization with India, but the Mumbai attacks occurred shortly after 
it came to power, forcing India to break off talks for several years. Despite 
no direct evidence of an ulterior motive, the attacks may well have been 
designed to break up the normalization process, a lesson for those now in 
charge of the process.

Another step toward normalization came in 2008 when, in New Delhi, 
Zardari indicated that Pakistan would not use nuclear weapons first (he was 
forced to recant this suggestion), and he offered to have an ISI official travel to 
India to assist in the investigations into the Mumbai attacks (he was forced to 
withdraw this proposal as well). His most startling act came in 2011 when the 
cabinet announced that it would grant most-favored-nation trading status to 
India, reciprocating a similar move from New Delhi in 1996. Zardari says nor-
malization must be achieved through business and commerce (see chapter 6).

Alternatives

As one might expect, Pakistani thinking about normalizing with India is 
splayed across the spectrum, ranging from eager suitor to bitter opponent, 
with the curve tending toward the latter but potentially moving toward the 
center. A few Pakistani politicians like cricketer Imran Khan remain ambiva-
lent, which points up the importance of normalization if the two are ever to 
reconcile on critical issues. Imran went to college with and befriended several 
Indians who are today important figures in India. As a world-class cricketer 
he both lost to and defeated Indians teams. And as a politician he declined to 
go to an event in India where Salman Rushdie was to be honored. He is also 
critical of the army, and his political agenda says little about India but a great 
deal about removing corruption from Pakistani politics. On Kashmir, he has 
confined himself to general remarks about restoring Kashmiri freedoms and 
has criticized the Indian occupation.33 His policy views were further defined 
in a talk outside Pakistan, where he argued for good relations with India and 
the United States, and went somewhat beyond the establishment’s consensus 
when he stated he was willing to rule out “military means of militancy,” to 
ease Indian concerns about Pakistani support for cross-border terrorism.34

On balance, Pakistan has been far more proactive than India in making 
offers to normalize relations, and there is a wide range of elite and public 
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opinion. At the same time, actual changes in policy have been few and very 
limited, often brought about because of tactical necessity.

Yield to India

Few Pakistanis have publicly and openly stated that their country should 
yield to India on important issues, such as Kashmir, trade, the distribution 
of water, and boundary conflicts in Siachen and elsewhere. To do so would 
skirt treason’s boundaries. Yet many Pakistanis privately acknowledge that 
the partition of India was a mistake, that Muslims did not need a separate 
homeland to protect their rights. A number of Pakistani families, especially 
those that had positions in the Congress Party in undivided India or were not 
Muslim League members and involved in various regional coalition govern-
ments at that time, have no deep love for the state they now live in. Yet even 
many in this group now regard India as a threat and think that partition 
has so embittered both sides that undoing it legally or politically would be 
impossible. As Pakistanis, they are also critical of their own government for 
supporting terrorist attacks, and of the army’s dominance at home. They 
look with envy at India’s more normal democracy, although they have little 
interest in migrating to India.

They are now Pakistanis and want to make the best of it, which means 
normalizing with India. This view can be heard among some of Pakistan’s 
minority religious sects: notably the Ahmadis, who since a constitutional 
amendment in 1984 are technically no longer Muslims; Pakistani Christians, 
also the systematic victims of Muslim bigots; and some in Pakistan’s Hindu 
community.35 The latter is sheltered by the state. Although largely apolitical, 
the Hindus, along with other minorities in a state created to protect them, 
often vote with their feet, leaving Pakistan for foreign lands.

Accommodate

In a major shift of elite and public opinion, more and more Pakistanis now 
talk openly of accommodating India on a range of issues as long as Pakistan’s 
interests are safeguarded. There are new proposals, official and unofficial, 
for discussions on trade, the disposition of such hoary disputes as Kash-
mir and Siachen, and more regional cooperation, notably in areas such as 
visa policies and people-to-people exchanges as well as education. The locus 
classicus for this viewpoint can be found in a short book published in 2000 
by a wise and influential retired Pakistani general, Mahmud Ali Durrani, 
whose study reflects the views of a then-unique Track II India-Pakistan 
group called Balusa.36 General Durrani, who was briefly Pakistan’s national 
security adviser and ambassador to the United States, sets forth a strong case 
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for normalization, with each side making adjustments in their long-standing 
positions on Kashmir, trade, Siachen, and other issues. The costs of conflict 
are burdensome to both states, he argues, besides which the two states have 
many shared cultural and other interests. While his own professional train-
ing in the Pakistan army taught that “the only good Indian is a dead Indian” 
and in several wars he tried to create more “good” Indians, he recalls his first 
encounters with Indians (at an American military school) with a mixture of 
nostalgia and remembered anxiety. Durrani notes that many of his country-
men (and many Indians) regard such contacts as misguided if not threaten-
ing, but several believe these meetings between soldiers are important for 
both sides.

This kind of thinking was rare until the early 2000s, when Pervez Mushar-
raf launched several peace offenses toward India. These had not come out of 
the blue; as already mentioned, he had talked to me about normalizing rela-
tions with India over Kashmir right after his coup, although at that meeting 
he was quickly brought back to the “official” Pakistani position by an aide 
and reverted to the then standard policy of “plebiscite and accession” for 
the Kashmiris.

Musharraf’s proposals divided elite opinion, sparking vicious attacks 
from Pakistan’s Islamists who saw a potential for surrender when he went 
to India to negotiate at Agra. Many in the army greeted his ideas with skep-
ticism. One senior general told me that Musharraf could make all the pro-
posals he wanted, but Indians were not likely to yield on big issues such as 
Kashmir and could not be trusted in any case. Still, it was worth the effort: 
Musharraf’s gambit was acceptable as long as it did not raise false expecta-
tions in Pakistan. Subsequent conversations indicate that Musharraf’s own 
standing in the army was shaky after his coup, and that an officer with a dif-
ferent background (he was a non-Punjabi born in India and raised partly in 
Turkey) might have had more support among his colleagues. 

The desire for a normal relationship with India has also spread to younger 
Pakistanis. They admire India’s economic progress and its (relative) political 
freedoms, while often being appalled at Pakistan’s increasing violence and 
instability. Many college-age Pakistanis are looking elsewhere for careers, 
although such opportunities are rare. An informed view of this generation 
comes from perceptive scholar Moeed Yusuf, who, like many of his peers, 
favors normalization not because it will be doing India a favor, but because 
it will improve the lot of Pakistanis.37 He finds Zardari’s expectations of 
a settlement of Kashmir and other disputes more realistic than the heady 
optimism of the government in 2007. Yusuf accepts that Pakistan will have 
to meet India more than halfway given the fact that no military solution is 
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available and India is satisfied with the status quo. In this instance, as in oth-
ers in the past, “the weaker, revisionist power has to concede more to break 
the logjam,” and Pakistan does not have the luxury of waiting to start the 
process of normalization. 

The difference between the accomadationists just mentioned (including, 
at times, Pervez Musharraf) and other Pakistanis is that they believe India 
can be moderated by Pakistani actions, whether by accommodation or nego-
tiation, and that a deal must be done sooner rather than later. However, the 
center of the Pakistani establishment does not now believe this is possible.

Defend and Wait

Some Pakistani elites might, like Generals Durrani and Talat Masood, sup-
port negotiations with India but do not expect them to yield results. Instead, 
senior military and civilian officials tend to favor two strategies that have 
been part of Pakistan’s approach for decades. The first is to seek the help of 
outsiders in putting pressure on New Delhi; the second is to get outsiders 
to help build up Pakistan. Many would now also push for domestic reform 
so that Pakistan will be stronger in the future. Those who hold this position 
often reiterate the empty cliché “Pakistan must negotiate from a position of 
strength” to ensure that it is not at a disadvantage in working through critical 
issues. The group’s general pessimism about the possible outcome of nego-
tiations stems from the notion that India is basically unwilling to negotiate 
seriously with Pakistan, and that in any case its inherent weaknesses will 
make a Pakistan buildup pay off—in which case negotiations might prove 
to be fruitful. However, neither this group nor the accomdationists have 
studied Indian negotiating behavior very carefully or looked closely at past 
instances of India-Pakistan negotiations. Such studies are rare or nonexis-
tent, especially in the Pakistan military.

None of these are new arguments; they merely restate the ideology that 
propelled the original Pakistan movement. There are many examples of the 
view that Pakistan needs to bring in outsiders to balance India and also needs 
to reform itself. An eminent retired diplomat, Ambassador Munir Akram, 
writes that the United States—working together with China, Europe, and Rus-
sia—is in a position to create a security and political paradigm in South Asia 
that can promote sustainable peace and improve the prospects for prosperity. 
Skeptical about the possibility of reducing hostility, Akram believes India-
Pakistan relations can be “managed” in directions that are “constructive and 
stabilizing.” Such measures would include a conventional military balance; 
joint restraints on “certain destabilizing weapons systems, e.g., anti-ballistic 
missiles”; and formal acknowledgement of India’s and Pakistan’s nuclear 
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weapons status and application of a nondiscriminatory nuclear regime to 
both, plus an agreement to “restrain the expansion of their nuclear and stra-
tegic capabilities.” A “genuine” dialogue on Kashmir is essential, as well as 
on issues such as the water dispute, a South Asia free trade zone, and tran-
sit agreements, all expressly supported and encouraged by the international 
community through the United Nations or some other collective forum. All 
of this would be a new South Asian paradigm that “could transform South 
Asia from an area of instability and danger into the latest Asian miracle.”38

In contrast to earlier years, writes Akram, “India’s objective is no longer to 
undo Partition and absorb the territories of Pakistan. The cost would far out-
weigh the benefit.” He takes a dig at those Pakistanis who would subscribe 
to a South Asian confederation led by India and reiterates a theme that has 
been a constant for Pakistanis for sixty or more years: that India’s ambition, 
propelled by its self-perception and Western encouragement, is to weaken 
Pakistan and emerge as the supreme regional power and eventually a global 
power to rival China.

Pakistan stands in the way of this ambition. It resists Indian presump-
tion of South Asian dominion. It blocks India’s geopolitical access to 
Central and West Asia. It reminds the world of Indian oppression of 
Muslim-majority Kashmir and exposes the fallacy of Indian secular-
ism. It neutralizes a large part of India’s military power. It gnaws at 
India’s Achilles heel—Kashmir. It diminishes India’s nuclear weapons 
status by demanding nuclear parity.39

It is hard to imagine this kind of India as a negotiating partner except to 
impose its own terms on a weak and prostrate Pakistan. Akram’s agenda is 
so vast that no outside power has assumed, or is likely to assume, it. Past 
international efforts at mediation or at putting India and Pakistan in the 
same context have for the most part failed. This position is difficult to take 
seriously—its view of India is so negative that any Pakistani who thought 
that an agreement with India was actually possible would, in this perception, 
be on a fool’s errand. Would trade be an exception? This and other specific 
issues, such as Kashmir and water, are explored in chapter 5.

Balance India

Some would remove the “defer” element of the above position and focus just 
on balancing and countering India in a never-ending struggle between two 
deeply antagonistic states. Many in both the military and civilian population 
approve of this course of action, despite Pakistan’s weaknesses. Indeed, it is 
a growing sentiment, as reflected in Jinnah’s displacement by Mohammed 
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Iqbal as the guiding star of political thought. As one Pakistani scholar has 
observed, “Despite his centrality to nationalist discourse and in ‘Pakistan 
Studies’ curriculum in schools, for many Pakistanis Jinnah has receded into 
the mists of history, belonging to a time that is irrelevant to the realities of 
modern Pakistan. Iqbal, on the other hand, as a religious and nationalist poet 
as well as an ardent advocate of pan-Islamism, is as relevant today as ever.”40

The strongest advocates of a balancing policy are to be found in the mili-
tary. The core assumptions of many in the military—what they are taught 
from an early age, after all—is that India is an implacable enemy, and while 
it may have international support now, this is temporary. It is also handi-
capped by structural weaknesses stemming largely from its multiethnic and 
predominantly Hindu identity. Meanwhile, Pakistan is the sturdier of the 
two states, even if it is smaller, because of its religious unity and strong inter-
national friends. Thus over the long term India will be the first to crack.

These assumptions justify discrete pressure by Pakistan in order to keep 
India off balance and persuade New Delhi to make concessions to Paki-
stan, respect Pakistan’s integrity, and take more seriously the rights of the 
oppressed people “held” by India. The oppressed, in this view, include not 
only Kashmiris but all Indian Muslims. Pressuring India will also help Indian 
Muslims preserve their perilous position against an aggressive Hindu major-
ity, as well as force India to negotiate more seriously or even to make conces-
sions. This position contains a logical fallacy, comparable to that found in 
the Indian position that demonizes Pakistan. If India really is the assertive 
Hindu state, as it is often portrayed, why should it ever negotiate? Adherents 
to the position would answer: it would do so because it is fundamentally 
weak. Hence over the long run Pakistan’s position is bound to be strength-
ened because of its ideological purity and unity.

Some hard-liners would go so far as to argue that India’s weaknesses are 
typical of a multiethnic and chaotic democracy, that India’s resulting loose 
federalism is not a viable system. India can be intimidated by force, which 
means that Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal not only allows low-level probes but 
will also awe India by its sheer size.

Hard-liners would also see important policy lessons here indicating that 
compromise is truly misguided, even traitorous. They would say the same 
is true of looser provinces, or provincial autonomy, which would only lead 
them to break away, abetted by outside powers as in 1970. Of the outside 
powers, they point out, the United States has actually faded from consider-
ation because of its ties to India and its strategy of building India up to bal-
ance China, which is Pakistan’s only real and substantial ally. Further, those 
who adhere to this view believe that China will soon match the United States 
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in military power and surpass it economically. Hence Pakistan, not India or 
the United States, is on the side of the future.

Go on the Attack

A fifth Pakistani position on normalization is even more hard-line. It is not 
quite the counterpart of Indian views about breaking up Pakistan. While it 
also regards the other state as unnatural (a conglomeration of soft Hindus 
and Sikhs, without any core principles), it differs in one respect. Indians who 
would destroy Pakistan do not want to incorporate it in a larger India—they 
would not want to add 200 million Muslims to an Indian political order, 
which already houses as many Muslims as are in all of Pakistan. This might 
change the already precarious Hindu-Muslim political balance and would 
complicate the already exasperating process of coalition-building in such 
states as Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and West Bengal. Rather, Pakistanis who 
would see India broken up want to restore a larger Muslim political order, 
by force if necessary, along the lines of the Mughal Empire. India was grand 
then; it could again be grand if martial Muslims assumed their rightful place 
in the vanguard of an Indian revolution that would unite all Muslims of the 
subcontinent. Indians—Hindus—are naturally subservient and will consent 
to living in a Muslim-dominated political order that provided good govern-
ment, protection for minorities (including Hindus and Sikhs), and adhered 
to the high moral principles of Islam.

For those who hold this view, Pakistan is analogous to Trotsky’s Soviet 
Union: the base of a large revolution that would spread throughout Asia 
and wherever large Muslim populations dwell. The view is not dissimilar to 
that of al Qaeda and is identical to the view of the founder of the Jamaat-i-
Islami, Maulana Maudoodi, who opposed the creation of Pakistan on the 
grounds that the Muslim revolution should target all South Asian Muslims, 
not just a few.

The Future of Pakistan

My first excursion into Pakistani futurology was in 1984.41 At that time the 
country had India on one side and an expanding Soviet Union—in Afghani-
stan—on the other. It was unclear where its future lay. One possibility, envi-
sioned by many in the army, was that Pakistan would emerge as an Asian 
Prussia, backed by the United States and China, with Saudi and Gulf support, 
strong enough to challenge India, and able to dominate its region as a mini-
power. Alternatively, I wrote, it could become a latter-day nineteenth- century 
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Poland, partitioned out of existence by its powerful neighbors. Or it could 
become a modern Finland, a state that subordinated itself to an India allied 
to Moscow, independent but not challenging the regional hegemon or its 
superpower patron. It is inconceivable now that Pakistan will ever become 
a modern Prussia, although it could disappear, Poland-like, or subordinate 
itself to a thriving India.

Three other countries should now be added to my 1980s list. Brazil and 
Indonesia are two former military dictatorships that have turned themselves 
around; the former is one of the BRIC countries (Brazil, Russia, India, and 
China) and Latin America’s most important power. Indonesia, like Pakistan, 
is predominantly Muslim. In both states the army found better things to 
do than to rule incompetently. The third country on my new list is more 
cautionary: Yugoslavia. Established just three years before Pakistan, it was 
composed of six nominally independent republics, plus two autonomous 
provinces (analogous to Pakistan’s FATA). The structure disintegrated after 
the death of its charismatic leader, Josip Broz Tito, just as Pakistan weakened 
after Jinnah’s death. In both ethnoreligious tensions and economic dispari-
ties surfaced, and in both a single province (Punjab and Serbia) was militarily 
and economically dominant. In each the army asserted the principle that the 
interests of its home province could be conflated with that of the federa-
tion. In both states a victim psychology arose after the loss of key provinces 
(East Pakistan in one case, and Slovenia, Croatia, and Kosovo in the other). 
In both air strikes deepened a sense of victimhood (these were carried out 
by NATO in Yugoslavia and in Pakistan by U.S. and NATO forces based 
in Afghanistan). For many Pakistanis, China is what Russia is to the Serbs, 
the ultimate guarantor of military and diplomatic support for a historically 
important but declining state that survives in a hostile region and that refuses 
to cope with its decreasing global regional importance. Pakistan did get one 
thing right. Unlike Tito, it went for a nuclear weapon. As one of the found-
ers of that program once told me, the provocation came from India and the 
Soviet Union, direct assistance came from China, and the Reagan adminis-
tration saw but did not try to stop the program.

The ironies are abundant: Poland is back, the Soviet Union is gone, and 
Pakistan may or may not follow the promising paths blazed by Brazil and 
Indonesia. India is in the position of being a neighbor that can influence 
Pakistan more than any other state, but it seems paralyzed as to whether it 
wants to see Pakistan struggle, give it a final push, or attempt normalization. 
With the existence of a nuclear arsenal that is probably bigger than its own, 
the second option is not very attractive, but there was little public support for 
normalization after the 2008 televised horrors of Mumbai.
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Guns, Brothers, and States

For years I have heard variations of the following theme from many Pakistani 
officers and civilians: Indians and Pakistanis are brothers, but when my brother 
has a gun, and I do not, I will feel a bit uneasy. As the bigger of the two countries 
shouldn’t India be more generous and make concessions?42

The views of many Pakistanis reflect the original theories that powered 
the Muslim League’s opposition to a united India. They resemble strongly 
the recalcitrance of Iqbal rather than the compromising attitude of Jin-
nah, who in the end settled for what he could get, not for what he may have 
wanted—ironically, some say, he got more (an independent Pakistan) than 
he really expected.

The Pakistani establishment, especially the army, is desperately afraid that 
any concessions to the larger India would put it on a slippery slope, heading 
toward surrender, from which there would be no return. It is the fear, the 
anxiety, and the prospect of something unacceptable that drives much of 
Pakistani thinking.43 The hard-core Islamists give a cultural and civilizational 
twist to this view. They fear the loss of what is special about Pakistan, its 
Islamic identity, as the first state to be formed as a homeland for Muslims. 
They also fear losing what they have fought so hard and so long for, and 
even moderate Pakistanis cannot imagine “giving up” the struggle for Kash-
mir. This and other issues are at the heart of Pakistani anxiety and permeate 
policy not just in relations with India, but also with the rest of the world. 
Pakistan is fundamentally trying to keep or regain something that rightfully 
belongs to it. Much social science research demonstrates that people and 
states fight harder to possess something of their own than to seize something 
that belongs to someone else. In this regard, the Indian and Pakistani claims 
are similar, as is their stubbornness to hang on.

Yet Pakistan clings to this anxiety at a time of increasing concern about 
the state’s very existence. While the government still tries to indoctrinate its 
citizenry, the process is being challenged by globalization. The government 
has lost control over the public space in Pakistan, but the deeply middle-class 
and conservative army is reluctant to resort to totalitarian methods, prefer-
ring to leave “politics” to a civilian government that can be monitored from 
the outside.

Note, too, that although opinion toward relations with India remains 
distributed across the spectrum, more dovish views are being articulated 
now than at any time in Pakistan’s history. One reason is that the positive 
aspects of globalization are diminishing the insularity of the Pakistani elites. 
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However, its hard-line Islamists have also hooked into their own global net-
works as Pakistan has become a stop on the international jihadist tourist 
trail.44 Age and generation seem to make a big difference in civilian society, 
which is less so but still evident in the military; younger people, including 
officers and jawans, are exposed to far more information—good and bad—
than previous generations.45

Despite its obvious failings, the relative success of the Zardari presidency 
must also be acknowledged. It is the best government that Pakistan has ever 
had, but it also faces problems greater than any of its predecessors. Future 
governments could strengthen and expand its reform efforts or just as easily 
revert to a risky India policy.

Finally, despite the growth of parliament and the parties, the military 
remains the core institution in Pakistan, yet it is not monolithic. While tend-
ing to hold conservative views on all issues, it is still open to some social and 
ideological diversity; in this it resembles Pakistan’s civil society as a whole. 
Neither is dominated by the jihadists, and both army and society seek a defi-
nition of Pakistan that is compatible with the tenets of Islam and the reali-
ties of Pakistan’s neighborhood. Normalization with India will be greatly 
affected by the outcome of this dialectic.
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chapter five

Explanations

As may be clear by now, the complexities of attitudes on 
the subcontinent make it very difficult to pinpoint the causes of the India-
Pakistan rivalry. From the huge literature on Kashmir, it seems a prime 
source, but that line of thinking is like arguing that the Israeli-Palestinian 
dispute is primarily a struggle over Jerusalem—it is, but it is not. Also, factors 
that may have contributed to the origins of the rivalry can be muted, trans-
formed, or displaced, and subsequently different explanations may fit better. 
For example, the vivid memories of partition that affected two generations 
of Indians and Pakistanis are fading, and other factors, notably the subconti-
nent’s nuclearization, have grown in importance.

Numerous studies have also examined the historical and cultural roots of 
the dispute, the regional wars and crises, possible solutions, or ways to pro-
mote normal relations through diplomacy or Track II activities.1 One large 
conclusion such analyses point to, as noted in a recent comprehensive over-
view, is that the rivalry is both enduring and asymmetric. Pakistan is clearly 
the smaller and theoretically weaker state, but it has been able to compensate 
by a number of military, strategic, and diplomatic means.2 Why and how 
Pakistan has managed this, and the impact of its resistance on India, is one 
axis of their complex relationship.

Today the relationship is influenced by important “Westphalian” issues: 
concerns of both states that the other is violating Westphalian norms by 
their behavior, notably the use of terrorism, subversion, and propaganda 
and the reluctance to negotiate. The overlap between the two makes it hard 
for them to treat each other as unitary entities, or like political billiard balls. 
The overlap also makes it easier to meddle. It is these issues that have come 
to dominate recent dialogues.
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Six Accounts of the India-Pakistan Rivalry

The India-Pakistan rivalry has been explained in at least six ways: as a civi-
lizational clash, a competition of state types, a group of specific territorial 
disputes, a power politics rivalry, enmity based on the psychological abnor-
malities of the other side, and antagonism abetted by the nefarious role of 
outside powers. Some of these explanations overlap. A few can be falsified, 
and all are affected by important recent events, notably the nuclearization 
of the subcontinent, the rise of Islamic extremism, and U.S. intervention 
in Afghanistan, as well as America’s search for a friendly, good, or strategic 
relationship with both India and Pakistan.

Culture and Civilization

When Samuel P. Huntington wrote Clash of Civilizations, he contributed to 
the world’s stock of misinformation about India and Pakistan. For Hunting-
ton, the critical boundary in South Asia was that between Muslim and Hindu 
civilizations, the India-Pakistan border.3 This is not a new argument. It goes 
back at least a thousand or more years and still carries weight in both coun-
tries, especially in Islamic and Hindu nationalist narratives.4 These narratives 
were central to the Pakistan movement and also influential among those who 
saw Hinduism as a proper organizing principle for the new India, including 
many Indians who were secular.

Civilizational differences—which can be defined as culturally distinct 
ways of organizing the state and viewing the world—are of course real, but 
the argument is easily refuted by examples drawn from subcontinental his-
tory. There have been important cases in which Muslim rulers presided 
peacefully over largely Hindu populations (Hyderabad state), or in which 
Muslim populations lived peacefully under Hindu rulers (Kashmir and some 
other princely states). Both Islam and Hinduism encompass accommoda-
tive, conciliatory traditions. Sikhism, which was a Punjabi movement, incor-
porates elements of both, and all three religions have shrines and historic 
monuments on both sides of the border.

Brought to the region by conquerors and missionaries, Islam spread 
throughout South Asia both violently and peacefully. To be this successful—
it reached what is now Bangladesh and Northeast India—it had to absorb 
much of Hinduism’s accommodativeness. The Islamic Sufi tradition was 
especially attractive to South Asian Hindus, and many Hindus and Muslims 
traditionally prayed in each other’s mosques and temples.

Huntington did not appreciate the commonalities that often transcend 
what he called “civilizations.” These qualities include deep and widespread 
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patterns of political organization and social intercourse that appear in both 
countries, although not distributed equally in either—Pakistan shares much 
with North India, but less with the latter’s southern states. The common 
culture is particularly strong in Sindh and Punjab, and among Pakistani 
migrants from India. In some instances commonality generates conflict: 
notably the rivalry over Kashmir, regarded as a sacred space in both countries 
and among migrants who were forcibly evicted from their ancestral homes. 
Another common factor is cuisine, different but related and expressed per-
fectly in the popular television reality show “Foodistan,” in which Indian and 
Pakistani chefs compete.5 The show’s motto is “Make food, not war,” and to 
alleviate religious sensibilities each show is preceded by a notice that neither 
beef nor pork products were used in its production. Cuisine is also a barrier, 
as a group of university students discovered when they tried to organize a 
beef and pork festival designed to challenge limits on the right of individuals 
to eat their food of choice.6

Other regional traditions are Western-derived, sometimes hundreds of 
years ago, notably in sports (especially cricket), upper-class dress, and the 
modern professions. British-style uniforms, organizational patterns, and 
modes of thought are prevalent in the Indian and Pakistani civil services, 
armies, and police forces. More recently, pop culture and film and TV unite 
specific generations in India and Pakistan. New music bands like Indian 
Ocean have a strong following among both Indian and Pakistani urban 
 middle- and upper-class youth and regularly perform on both sides of the 
border. Their style is known as South Asian fusion, a popular mix of tra-
ditional subcontinental music with Western pop. A Pakistani equivalent is 
showcased by the live musical television show Coke Studio, which includes 
Pakistani classical, folk, qawwalis, bhangra, Sufi, and contemporary hip-
hop, rock, and pop music styles. Bollywood movies and Indian television 
shows are widely popular in Pakistan, so much so that even at the height 
of the Kargil War in 1999, and even when Islamabad canceled licenses and 
banned Indian TV channels, their audience ratings in Pakistan were unaf-
fected.7  Lollywood, as the Lahore-based Pakistani movie industry is known, 
is also making inroads into Indian audiences, especially with popular actors 
Waheed Murad and Shabnam. Indian and Pakistani literary intelligentsia 
also meet regularly for various festivals, including major events in Jaipur and 
Karachi. The sharing may be less important than the differences common 
within each state. For example, Islamist groups in Pakistan—and to some 
degree orthodox Hindus in India—are hostile to Bollywood culture. While 
popular in Pakistan, its films are publicly condemned by orthodox Islamists 
in both countries and the more prudish elements of India’s Hindu right.
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Some Hindu and Islamic traditions suggest ways of reducing differences 
and ameliorating conflict, such as the many Quranic statements about seek-
ing peace and compromise, searching for the truth and knowledge: “The 
ink of the scholar is more holy than the blood of the martyr.” Elements of 
each also contribute to the idea of what Elias Canetti terms a war-crowd.8 
Indians and Pakistanis draw selectively from these traditions and point to 
those aspects of each other’s traditions that seem to “prove” that the other 
intends to conquer and dominate. Pakistani strategists like to cite the Artha-
shastra and its Mandala (circle of states) as evidence of an Indian or Hindu 
approach to statecraft that emphasizes subversion, espionage, and deceit.9 
For their part, Indian strategists, especially on the Hindu nationalist end of 
the spectrum, emphasize those aspects of Islamic teachings that portray a 
world divided between believers and unbelievers, and they set forth the obli-
gation of the former to convert the latter, by jihad if necessary.

While Pakistani ideologues see the spread of Islam to South Asia as hav-
ing purged and reformed the unbelievers, Indians see this history as part of a 
comprehensive civilizational and cultural threat to India. Before the Muslims 
arrived, India was temporally weaker, but morally greater. India’s riches and 
treasures lured outside predators, who despite their momentary technical or 
military superiority lacked the deeper moral qualities of an old and estab-
lished civilization. The first predators were the Islamic invaders; these in turn 
betrayed India and failed to protect it from the subsequent wave of Western 
conquerors. In the history of Islam and Christianity in India, Hindus were 
the odd men out according to the Hindu hagiography.

In the view of many Indians, Pakistan is also facilitating the civilizational 
West’s attempt to reestablish an imperial presence in South Asia. Both Nehru 
and the Hindu nationalists believed that India’s natural dominance of the 
region was undercut by Pakistan’s alliance with foreign civilizational powers, 
first those in the West, then more recently the Chinese. Pakistan is seen as an 
essential element in a shifting alliance between the West, Islam, China, and 
other hostile states directed against New Delhi.

In recent years the emphasis has expanded to include the sea of extremist 
Islamic forces led by Pakistan, with China as a conspirator. Huntington’s 
thesis of a grand alliance between Islamic and “Confucian” civilizations was 
greeted warmly by a portion of the Indian strategic community. The ring of 
states around India provides ready-made images of encirclement and threat. 
There are threats from the north, the east, the west, and over the horizon, as 
naval theoreticians eagerly point out the threat from the sea, whence both the 
Arabs and the Europeans came, and—thirty years ago—the USS Enterprise, 
sent by President Richard Nixon in an attempt to browbeat India with a 
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nuclear-armed carrier. Cultural and civilizational overlap both strengthens 
and weakens the India-Pakistan conflict.

When examining civilizational and cultural differences, one needs to 
keep two points in mind. First, tiny differences can become inflated, what 
Freud called the “narcissism of small differences,” or what Jonathan Swift 
characterized as the difference between the Lilliputian Big Enders and Small 
Enders in Gulliver’s Travels.10 In some cases, Pakistanis and Indians are fear-
ful because the differences between them are not that great, but the desire 
to have a separate identity is. Thus they seize upon what to outsiders would 
appear to be minor differences in food, culture, or lifestyle. Second, it is 
important not to confuse the differences between Indians and Pakistanis 
with differences between India and Pakistan. While the former may be very 
small, the latter are quite large with respect to adherence to constitutional 
norms and some political values. The two nations are alike in many ways, as 
I have noted, but they are not the same kind of state.

State Identity

Some would attribute state-to-state conflict to the propensity for war cre-
ated by certain kinds of political systems. For example, military dictatorships 
are said to be prone to conflict with their neighbors, while others, notably 
democracies, are generally peaceful, especially toward other democracies.

In this framework, the Indian view has it that democratic, secular India 
is battling dictatorial nondemocratic Pakistan. Yet as seen from Pakistan, 
India’s democracy is a sham, and egalitarian, Islamic Pakistan has more 
democratic potential. It is in conflict with India’s revisionist faux- democracy, 
which is also inherently expansionist. Another criticism is that India represses 
its Muslim minority: it cannot deal fairly with Muslim states; it is so insecure 
that it must dominate all of its neighbors. This is the zone where religious 
identity and state identity overlap. As the American scholar Vali Nasr has 
observed, both India and Pakistan have become far more reliant on reli-
gious identity than was the case at independence.11 Indeed, India’s vaunted 
liberalism toward religion is under siege: one Indian religious leader, Mufti 
Muhammad Bashiruddin, who is recognized by both the state government 
and the center as grand mufti of Jammu and Kashmir, demanded that India’s 
Ahmadis also be declared non-Muslims, a practice that was enshrined in the 
Pakistani constitution in the 1970s.12

At its crudest level, this kind of state-difference argument can be easily 
disproved. The Indian state is neither entirely democratic nor entirely secu-
lar, while Pakistan retains many of the secular foundations of the British 
Indian political and judicial system and aspires to democracy, even if it is 
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not always able to achieve it. At times India has found it very easy to deal 
with Pakistan’s military dictators, some of whom have been more interested 
in normalization with New Delhi than are civilians. Both states remain in 
the Commonwealth and have more in common with each other than, say, 
with China.

As noted throughout this book, another kind of state difference pertains 
to identity. India and Pakistan were defined by opposed ideas. They have 
grown apart even though their societies have much in common. India is 
becoming increasingly secure in its identity and mature in its economic and 
political orders; Pakistan is struggling on both counts.

At best, state type, whether democracy versus military rule or Islamist 
versus secular, is an intermittent explanation of state rivalry. Democratic, 
secular, dictatorial, authoritarian, or Westphalia-abiding versus terrorist 
are often euphemisms for the claim that the two countries are destined for 
conflict because of their cultural and civilizational differences, or because 
of moral differences. There are notable paradoxes here. Some would argue 
that India cannot do business with a military dictatorship, yet it manages to 
have good relations with worse regimes, including Iran, which is truly a radi-
cal Islamic system, or Saudi Arabia. Or they might say that Pakistan cannot 
countenance close ties with India’s phony democracy, although it manages 
close ties to Islamist Saudi Arabia and communist China and North Korea.

The existence of a struggling democratic movement in Pakistan might 
make it easier for political leaders in both countries to bring about normal-
ization in the context of a set of shared values. This might also be one part of 
the solution to the Kashmir puzzle; “democracy” is an ideal that all parties 
subscribe to. Indians still debate whether it would be easier to deal with the 
military than with insecure and politically dependent civilian leaders, but in 
the end they know that the armed forces of Pakistan will have to be part of 
any comprehensive peace agreement, so the question does not matter very 
much. Indeed, in recent years the awareness that the Pakistan army is deeply 
implicated in the failing Pakistani economy opens up a new reason for prac-
tical steps that would contribute to normalization, such as increased trade. 
India could normalize with a now civilian government in Pakistan but direct 
some of its economic investments toward the demonized military.

Kashmir

Popular with government and foundation officials and journalists, “Kash-
mir” is a term often used to refer to the main cause of India-Pakistan rivalry. 
As a cause that comprehensively explains the rivalry, however, “Kashmir” 
is, at best, inconclusive. Although it touches upon many dimensions of the 
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India-Pakistan rivalry, it is not the whole story—if resolved, there would still 
be important differences, even pathologies, to address (see box 5-1).13

Kashmir is a specific place, and as John Vasquez observes, there is a 
natural tendency to infuse territory with ideological, religious, and cultural 
rationales. When a territory comes to symbolize these notions and they are 
combined with ethnic differences that center on the control of that territory, 
hard-line constituencies emerge that make it difficult to engage in territorial 
division or partition.14 This is true: Kashmir is important as a territory, but 
its interaction with other factors is what is critical.

There are many such factors. The territory’s internal makeup creates polit-
ical problems in both India and Pakistan; it remains strategically “vital” at 
least in the eyes of the two armies, and it is a centerpiece of the shared water 
and ecosystems. Moreover, it raises deep questions about justice and equity 
that go to the heart of governance problems in both India and Pakistan.

To complicate matters, Kashmir’s ethnic and social diversity links it to 
the politics of both India and Pakistan, as well as of foreign countries, espe-
cially the United Kingdom. Some important Indian political families are of 
Kashmir extraction (the Nehru-Gandhi dynasty), and many of Jawaharlal 
Nehru’s biographers note the special place that the state held for him, and 
the influence that his love for the mountains and Kashmir had on his poli-
cies. Likewise, many migrants from the Mirpur district live in Lahore and 

Box 5-1. Academic Peacemaking

Stanley Wolpert, a renowned historian of India and Pakistan, organized a 
conference at his university, inviting several hundred Kashmiri Muslims, 
Pandits, and other India-Pakistan scholars.a The goal was to formulate res-
olutions to be submitted to the United Nations, Washington, New Delhi, 
and London. When one Britisher of Pakistani origin (Lord Ahmed) gave an 
inflammatory speech about the rape of Kashmiri women by Indian troops, 
violence nearly broke out, and the organizer contemplated calling the police, 
despite pleas of reasoned debate. Wolpert then wrote a short book urging 
reason and restraint on both countries and acceptance of the Line of Control. 
While widely regarded as the only feasible outcome for Kashmir, it is still 
formally unacceptable to India, Pakistan, and some Kashmiris.

a. See the account in Stanley Wolpert, India and Pakistan: Continued Conflict or Coop-
eration (University of California Press, 2010). Most scholars shy away from the dispute 
because of a lack of expertise or concern that they might damage their research access, 
especially in India.
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other Pakistani cities, and they are prominent in the Pakistan-British com-
munity in the United Kingdom.

Minority rights and simple justice are also embedded in the Kashmir 
issue. In Pakistan and India, respectively, the fate of Kashmiri Muslims 
and Kashmiri Hindus (especially the Pandit community, many of whom 
have fled the Valley) is a popular and emotional issue. At the same time, 
the Valley is home to a Kashmiri (Muslim) independence movement that 
seeks greater state autonomy. For both Indians and Pakistanis the ques-
tion of minority rights is intimately linked to the fate of Kashmir—those of 
Muslims for Pakistanis and of Hindus for Indians, replicating the original 
struggle for Pakistan. The Pakistan army’s claims to Kashmir are part and 
parcel of the larger Pakistani lament over the “lost” Muslim brethren held 
captive by India, an argument that implies that Pakistan has irredentist con-
cerns about all Indian Muslims.

The struggle for minority rights extends to the small and often ignored 
Buddhist community in the Ladakh district of Jammu and Kashmir. The 
Buddhists want to remain in India at all costs. They reject an independent 
Kashmir because they are afraid of Muslim domination. Ironically, “minor-
ity rights” is the rallying cry for Kashmir’s Hindus and Buddhists seeking 
self-determination as much as for Kashmiri Muslims calling for accession to 
Pakistan or an independent state.

Technology has also perpetuated and expanded the conflict. For decades 
Kashmir was largely inaccessible, but advances in road building, mountain-
climbing technology, and the use of air forces have opened all parts of the 
state—including the distant Siachen Glacier—to both armies.

The Indian air force was the first to make headway there when in 1947 
troops entered Srinagar to stop raiders that had crossed over into the state 
from Pakistan’s North West Frontier Province (NWFP). In 1959 China 
easily occupied large parts of the Leh region once it conquered Tibet, and 
India and Pakistan turned the Siachen Glacier into a battlefield in April 1984 
because both had expanded their use of modern mountaineering techniques, 
enabling them to fight a war over useless terrain at heights of more than 
15,000 feet.15

Both armies now insist that control over Kashmir is critical to the defense 
of their respective countries, as well as necessary to the fulfillment of national 
identities. While some Indian military officers would settle the Siachen issue 
with a compromise, others have come to view it as part of the consolidation 
of the Indian nation.16 Politically, Kashmir has been badly mismanaged by 
both countries. In the absence of democracy in Pakistan, the territory under 
its control was effectively run by the army in cooperation with approved and 
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politically reliable political parties. India’s record in Kashmir is one of long, 
dismal, and well-documented military occupation, human rights abuses, and 
the detention and arrest of Kashmiri leaders. Its links to rival national identi-
ties make compromise virtually impossible, even though an agreement was 
tentatively reached on a method to resolve the entire Kashmir issue at Simla 
in 1972 (see box 5-2) and regarding Siachen in 1989.

As for the strategic value of Kashmir, both armies make the same argu-
ment: because Kashmir was once under unified strategic control by the Brit-
ish, both have an equal right to be concerned about who controls Kashmir, 
which gives rise to a new zero-sum conflict. Pakistan strategists point out that 
historically the main route to Kashmir lay through what is now Pakistan. This 
proximity makes Pakistan’s capital, Islamabad, vulnerable to an Indian offen-
sive along the Jhelum River. Pakistanis also bizarrely argue that the inclusion 
of Kashmir would give it a strategic depth that Pakistan otherwise lacks.17

Box 5-2. Simla

After India defeated Pakistan in 1971, India kept outsiders at a distance as it 
sought to reach a bilateral understanding with Pakistan. Indira Gandhi and 
Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto met in the Indian hill station of Simla in late June and 
early July 1972. There, after a long and complicated negotiation, they com-
mitted their countries to a bilateral settlement of all outstanding disputes. 
Presumably, this included Kashmir (which was mentioned only in the last 
paragraph of the text). The Simla Agreement did not rule out mediation or 
multilateral diplomacy, if both sides agreed.

Ironically, divergent interpretations of Simla added another layer of India-
Pakistan distrust. While there is a formal text, there may have been verbal agree-
ments between the two leaders that have never been made public. According to 
most Indian accounts, Zulfiqar Ali Bhutto told Mrs. Gandhi that he was willing 
to settle the Kashmir dispute along the Line of Control, but couldn’t do so for a 
while because he was still weak politically. Pakistani accounts claim that Bhutto 
did no such thing, and that in any case the written agreement is what matters.a 
For India, Simla had supplanted the UN resolutions as a point of reference 
for resolving the Kashmir dispute. After all, Indian leaders reasoned, the two 
parties had pledged to work directly with one another, implicitly abandon-
ing extraregional diplomacy. For Pakistan, Simla supplemented but did not 
replace the operative UN resolutions on Kashmir. 

a. According to Abdul Sattar, a senior Pakistani foreign office official who was with 
Bhutto at Simla.
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In an unusual move, the Indian army has made Kashmir—especially 
the Siachen Glacier—the only foreign policy issue on which it has publicly 
refused to even entertain compromise or yield territory. This is ironic since 
the commander who seized Siachen originally regrets his actions, and the 
army suffered terribly in trying to maintain positions above those of the 
Pakistani forces.18

Adding yet another dimension to the Kashmir issue is the dispute over 
water control. Many vital South Asian rivers have their source in the ter-
ritory, including the Indus and the five rivers that flow into both Punjabs: 
the Jhelum, Chenab, Ravi, Beas, and Sutlej. The 1960 Indus Waters Treaty 
divided the water through a series of dams and canals, but the system is long 
overdue for reexamination, if only because China may divert the waters even 
before they reach India and Pakistan.

In sum, it is practically useless to talk about solving the Kashmir problem 
when there are many Kashmir problems, most of which are not amenable to 
any solution over the long or short term. The failure of diplomacy is impres-
sive here. Between 1972 and 1994 India and Pakistan held forty-five bilateral 
meetings, only one of which was fully devoted to Kashmir, the oldest conflict 
inscribed in the body of UN resolutions.19 Further, Kashmir is not, as it is 
widely assumed, only an India-Pakistan problem, since China has claimed 
and occupied a good chunk of it for many decades—and has been granted 
de facto sovereignty over part of the state by Pakistan. China is, in fact, a real 
component of South Asia’s hard-core security conundrum.

Realist Explanations

In the “realist” explanation, India and Pakistan are said to have become 
rivals and competitors by virtue of their separate and joint pursuit of power. 
According to realist assumptions, insecure leaders will increase their power 
by either building up their armed forces or pursuing alliances, or both. Of 
course, as John Vasquez has written, “this gives rise to a security dilemma 
in that taking these actions makes one’s opponent insecure and encourages 
them to do the same thing.”20 Realists tend to look closely at alliances and 
wars to explain India-Pakistan rivalries, and in some cases to establish new 
“facts on the ground.”

Alliances may precede or follow a military buildup, or, as in the case 
of Pakistan, the alliance may provide the means for the buildup—but the 
results are the same in that mutual actions lead to an arms-race psychology. 
That is, no one will ever know how much is enough.
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Seeking outside allies against each other has been a consistent Indian and 
Pakistani policy for over sixty years and one of the most important ways in 
which they have constructed their own relationship. At times these allies have 
been willing to take sides, but usually they have been reluctant. Pakistan has 
enlisted several Arab states, Iran, the United States, China, and North Korea 
in its attempt to balance Indian power. Washington usually felt uncomfort-
able in this role, resisting Pakistan’s efforts to extend the security umbrella 
to include an attack by India. The Reagan administration drew the line at 
calling India a communist state, which would have invoked the 1959 agree-
ment to take measures to defend Pakistan against communist aggression. 
The Chinese have been less restrained, and although no known treaty binds 
Pakistan and China together, Beijing has provided more military assistance 
to Pakistan than it has to any other state. Between 2007 and 2011 Pakistan 
accounted for 64 percent of the total volume of Chinese defense exports.21 
Beijing believed its support for Pakistan would serve double-duty, since a 
stronger Pakistan could counter the Soviet Union and resist Indian pressure. 
Yet China has moderated its support for Pakistan’s claims to Kashmir and 
gradually normalized its relationship with India. In turn, New Delhi saw an 
opportunity after 1988 to weaken the Beijing-Islamabad tie by moving closer 
to China and has been circumspect in its criticism of Chinese policies in 
Tibet and elsewhere.

For its part, India saw the Soviet Union as a major ally in its competition 
with Pakistan. Soviet support included a veto in the United Nations, mas-
sive arms supplies, and general sympathy for New Delhi. However, it was 
directed not so much against Pakistan as against China; when the Gorbachev 
government began to normalize relations with Beijing, Soviet support for 
India gradually declined.

On a number of occasions, one or both sides used force to change their 
relationship. No war succeeded in doing so. Instead, all of their conflicts con-
tributed to the steady hardening of attitudes while damaging prospects for 
economic growth and cooperation. This was especially noticeable in Pakistan 
after the 1971 loss of East Pakistan, and in India after both the Kargil mini-
war (1999) and the attacks on Mumbai in 2008. In other words, war has not 
worked, and now that they are both nuclear weapons states, war on a large 
scale is almost unimaginable.

The closest the two have come to a decisive turning point was in 1971, 
when the Indian army achieved the surrender of the Pakistan army in East 
Pakistan. However, rather than pressing on to a decisive victory in the west—
which would have been very costly and might have brought other states into 
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the contest—India settled for a negotiated peace and the Simla Agreement.22 
A second opportunity came in 1987 during the Brasstacks crisis, when India 
had conventional superiority and Pakistan had not yet acquired a nuclear 
weapon, but Rajiv Gandhi recoiled from the prospects of a general war.23

The India-Pakistan wars fall into two categories. The first were probes, to 
see if one side could gain an advantage by initiating conflict (or to avoid suf-
fering a disadvantage if it did not take the initiative). The other type of war 
was “inadvertent” conflict: a war or a conflict triggered by some third party 
or by the escalation process itself.

Their first war was purposeful: Pushtun raiders sent by the NWFP gov-
ernment invaded Kashmir. The incursion was met with an innovative 
Indian response, resulting in a military stalemate and a series of unsuccess-
ful attempts to negotiate peace. India’s encroachment on territory held by 
the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) in 1962 was also purposeful, as was 
Pakistan’s probe in Kutch and in Kashmir in 1965, and its 1999 Kargil gam-
bit. Several near-wars were also purposeful: India’s Brasstacks exercise was 
intended to provoke a Pakistani response, which in turn was to have led to a 
decisive Indian counterattack. One could add to this list India’s seizure of the 
heights of the Siachen Glacier.

Most of these operations ended in defeat or disaster. The initial 1947 
attack by raiders made Kashmir the centerpiece of the India-Pakistan con-
flict for fifty years. It did not result in more liberty for the Kashmiris but 
merely intensified their enduring misery. The 1965 war, also initiated by 
Pakistan, led to a major Indian response across the international border and 
contributed directly to the growth of separatism in East Pakistan; Pakistan’s 
clampdown against the Bangladeshi separatists provided the opportunity for 
Indian military intervention on a large scale. Indians grossly underestimated 
the impact of this on Pakistani thinking, both military and civilian. The 1987 
Brasstacks operation was aborted for fear of a Pakistani counterinvasion 
against Punjab and persuaded both India and Pakistan to proceed with the 
development of nuclear weapons. India’s Siachen Glacier initiative led to 
a very costly war of attrition and cemented the Pakistan army’s desire for 
revenge. The small war in Kargil was precipitated by a Pakistani infiltration 
that was countered by a strong Indian response. Both sides claimed victory: 
Pakistan because India now had to defend more areas of the Line of Control, 
India because it was able to roll back Pakistani forces, albeit at great cost. The 
deeper results of this event, widely publicized and televised in India, were 
not in the realm of realpolitik, but they seared many Indian minds with the 
vision of a treacherous Pakistani attack, one that had been planned at the 



130 / explanations

very moment that the Indian prime minister was in Lahore on a high-profile 
peace mission.

Sixty-five years of conflict support realist theories in that both countries 
now seek to maximize their military power by acquiring more and better 
nuclear weapons. After three wars and several crises, they covertly exercised 
their nuclear options by about 1990—creating still more crises and in 1999 
a low-level war in Kargil. Kargil happened because Pakistan judged that it 
could probe and eventually dominate India through small-scale operations 
under the nuclear umbrella—the explanation I heard from senior Pakistani 
officers in 1981, and they subsequently behaved as if they believed it, by 
increasing covert activity in Kashmir and crossing the Line of Control in 
Kargil in 1999.

Kargil was a strategic failure, as was India’s contemplation of escalation 
after the 2008 Mumbai terror attacks, and while both still brandish their 
missiles and boast about their nuclear prowess, the presence of about a hun-
dred or more nuclear weapons in each arsenal has transformed the military-
strategic relationship.

Nuclearization has not, however, ended the contest. Nuclear weapons 
serve several purposes; they can be used as a last resort to deter an enemy 
from attacking, and theoretically they can be used to play “chicken games 
of nuclear diplomacy that might be a way of making gains on the territorial 
issue.”24 As many have warned, just because America and the Soviet Union 
did not go to all-out war or use their nuclear weapons against each other, 
this does not ensure that this will be the case in the India-Pakistan situation. 
Scholar Scott Sagan, in particular, has made a strong case for worrying about 
the operational inadequacies of the Indian and Pakistani deterrents, and a 
book by the strategically well-informed Indian military analyst Admiral Ver-
ghese Koithara describes in considerable detail the steps needed for India to 
turn what is a declaratory policy into a secure operational nuclear force.25 
John A. Vasquez is pessimistic: the India-Pakistan case fits his “steps to war” 
explanation, and with the exception of the 1947 war, all the steps are present: 
territory is the factor driving the dispute; alliances and a military buildup 
follow, first with one side and then the other, and lead to an arms race. For 
Vasquez, the territorial dispute and the relative equality of capability lead the 
issue to fester, and therefore only overwhelming preponderance can prevent 
war, but one side being merely larger does not.26

Of course, it is impossible to know when nuclear deterrence will fail until 
it does. There is considerable evidence that both Indian and Pakistani lead-
ers understand Kenneth Waltz’s central argument that nuclear weapons will 
reinforce stability because of the devastating consequences of a nuclear war. 
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Sagan, who has studied India and Pakistan closely, is not as sanguine, noting 
the importance of doctrine in establishing a stable relationship, and the hap-
penstance of accident, miscalculation, and intelligence failures in estimating 
the stability of a particular nuclear pair. Further, the situation in the South 
Asian case is one of a dyad-plus, with India having to calculate the risks, 
costs, and gains of a nuclear exchange with two serious nuclear weapons 
powers that, theoretically, might act in concert against it.

Emulating the “great” powers, believing they have inherited the Raj’s 
mantle, India and Pakistan pursue the great power game against each 
other more than against real threats to South Asia. They learn from others, 
strengthening their own realpolitik perspective without either the resources 
of the truly major powers or the understanding that they are fighting a foe 
with pretty much the same strategic interests as themselves. This may be 
realpolitik, but it is not realistic. Thus it is not surprising that few of their 
wars have turned out well (whether against each other or against other coun-
tries—Pakistan in the case of Afghanistan, India in the cases of China and Sri 
Lanka). Realism may “explain” much of Indian and Pakistani relations, but 
it is a dead-end theory when it comes to being a guide to what they should be 
doing, as opposed to what they have been doing.

Identity and Creating an “Other”

A fifth explanation of the India-Pakistan conflict is that the psychologi-
cal abnormalities found in one or both states prevent a normal relation-
ship between the two. This is a variant of the idea promoted by the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization that the origins 
of war are found in the minds of men. If you change how people think and 
perceive each other, then you change how war and conflict will end. Kenneth 
Waltz calls this the “first image” of conflict, based on a liberal, optimistic 
view that humans can be taught not to hate (or the pessimistic view that such 
conflicts are inevitable and can only be marginally managed).27 In the case 
of Pakistan and India, the systematic creation of identities in conflict with 
each other began before independence but really took off after 1948. Both 
countries were unsure of their purpose and identity—Pakistan especially had 
been created in opposition to the idea of India—and it is there that the edu-
cational systems are most aberrant. This is the central argument of several 
important studies of India-Pakistan relations, although they vary consider-
ably in their understanding of how easily such images might change.28

First, Pakistan and India defined each other as “enemy” states through 
legislation regarding the properties left behind after the 1947 partition. 



132 / explanations

Initially, it was assumed that even if new states were created, individuals 
would be able to move back and forth; but after 1965 both treated their 
former citizens like enemies vanquished in war—literally seizing “enemy” 
property. India introduced an Enemy Property Act in 1968, while Pakistan 
had begun the process even earlier. Relatives of those who had fled had 
a hard time claiming the property of their own fathers, brothers, sisters, 
uncles, aunts, and even children, who were now “enemies” of the state. 
Most of the cases involved Mohajirs who had fled Uttar Pradesh and other 
Indian states for Pakistan after 1947, and in Pakistan much of the Sikh com-
munity and hundreds of thousands of fleeing Hindus. In East Pakistan the 
migrants were entirely Hindu.

The process began even earlier in Pakistan, notably in East Pakistan, 
where “enemy” property—that is, property owned by Hindus who fled East 
Pakistan for India—was seized after 1949. New acts were passed in Ban-
gladesh after the 1972 war, permitting the state to declare as enemies Ban-
gladeshi citizens who were Hindu. In a prolonged and contentious process 
everywhere, the state redistributed some of these properties to migrants who 
came from the other country.

Liberals attacked these laws arguing that they further communalized rela-
tions between India and Pakistan.29 The acts imply that all Pakistanis are 
enemies of India. As the “enemy properties” were left behind by migrants to 
Pakistan, not during a war but owing to the exigencies of partition, there was 
never any justification for calling them that. Conservative Hindu-oriented 
parties attacked them on the grounds of “minority appeasement.”

Subsequently, these abnormalities were perpetuated by defective educa-
tional systems, advocated by ideologically narrow politicians, and cheered 
on by hypernationalist media. India and Pakistan have created dueling “war 
crowds,” with their populations taught to hate each other. The pathologies 
are seen even in sports—for example, in cricket nationalism. Some have 
argued that the prospects of peace are complicated by a culture of mistrust 
expressed in India’s characterization of the “Pakistani other” as a “religious 
fanatic” and Pakistan’s perception of the “Indian other” as a “bully” that 
then renders peace complicated.30

Three scholars have written that from an academic-theoretic perspec-
tive “the competition is deeply engrained in each society, both in the pub-
lic psyche and in military and government planning.” They pessimistically 
observe that a political shock alone, even if one were to occur, would not 
end the rivalry. Nor do they see the presence of other conditions associated 
with enduring rivalry termination, which remains “probably unlikely for the 
foreseeable future.”31
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The pathology of India-Pakistan relations is well documented. The works 
by Krishna Kumar on education in India and Pakistan, of K. K. Aziz on 
the abnormality of Pakistani historiography, and of social scientist Ashis 
Nandy on the sporting and cultural scenes are all relevant; so is the depress-
ing record of attempts by outsiders to bring the two countries to the bargain-
ing table, as well as India’s and Pakistan’s own feeble attempts over the years 
at normalization.

Some steps have been taken to make the academic curricula in both coun-
tries more accurate and thereby to deal with the problem of creating and 
maintaining hostility. Much effort has also been put into informal diplo-
macy, but most of those who have written about these perceptual patholo-
gies rarely offer policymakers advice beyond the obvious pointers on how to 
manage the normalization process.

The obsession in creating an enemy is evident in how each country edu-
cates its youth about the history and society of the other. Both countries 
overhauled their national education systems to promote a strong national 
identity, often unified under the respective Hindu and Muslim faiths:32

On both sides of the border Indian and Pakistani children are being 
educated in an exclusive, nationalistic and religiously inspired way 
which automatically puts them in conflict with each other. Their 
shared past has been distorted beyond recognition in some of the his-
tory textbooks. As children and their families generally believe what 
they are taught at school and what is written in state-sanctioned educa-
tion materials, one can safely assume that a lot of the lies will be swal-
lowed without question.33

School textbooks in Pakistan are state-controlled and written from an 
Islamic perspective, with four themes emerging from the bulk of the cur-
ricula of the three compulsory subjects (social studies and Pakistan studies, 
Urdu, and English): (1) “that Pakistan is for Muslims alone”; (2) “that Isla-
mia is to be forcibly taught to all the students, whatever their faith, including 
a compulsory reading of Qur’an”; (3) “that Ideology of Pakistan is to be 
internalized as faith, and hate be created against Hindus and India”; and (4) 
that “students are to be urged to take the path of Jehad and Shahadat.”34

Pakistani education presents systematic negative portrayals of Hindus 
and Christians: “State-sponsored textbooks illustrate how history has been 
appropriated to reinforce a national philosophy or ideology. Historical inter-
pretations are therefore predetermined, impregnable and concretized.”35 
Official textbooks contain many examples of historical distortion, of Mus-
lims portrayed as victims in religious clashes, whereas in fact they had also 
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participated in the aggression.36 Pakistan’s Islamization, intensified under 
Zia ul-Haq after 1977, was meant to unify a country that he believed was 
suffering from regional divisions and conflict—instead he may have acceler-
ated sectarian violence between Pakistan’s Shias and Sunnis, and against the 
minority sects such as Ahmadiyya, further endangering Pakistan’s Christian 
and Hindu communities.37 Pakistani textbooks frequently link Hindus with 
adjectives such as “cunning,” “scheming,” or “deceptive.”38 Further, the texts 
often ignore the early Hindu and Buddhist civilizations in the region, “except 
to put the Hindu predecessors in a negative, sometimes racist light.”39

Education “reform” in India was accelerated by and large under the 
Bharatiya Janata Party government between 1998 and 2004, during which 
time Hindu nationalists sought to install Hindutva thought as the educa-
tional norm.40 This marked a sharp departure from the previous Nehruvian 
approach to education, which “envisaged India as a secular democracy.”41 In 
2000, for example, a national curriculum issued under the slogan of “Indi-
anize, nationalize, spiritualize” called for all foreign elements and histories 
to be purged from Indian curricula. It also instituted a “massive revision of 
textbooks for history and the social sciences which actively discriminated 
against the Muslim minority and set Pakistan in a bad light.”42 Muslims are 
now often represented as solely responsible for partition. Further, children 
are led to see Muslims in India as “fifth columnists” and not fully Indian.43 
The most important contrasting representations of history, and the one that 
may most greatly contribute to hatred toward India’s Muslim neighbors was 
defined by one scholar as the 1947 partition; Indian textbooks depict it as a 
tragedy, whereas Pakistani textbooks celebrate it as a moment of birth.44

Kashmir remains the outstanding example of creating “an other,” with 
Kashmiris on both sides of the Line of Control being induced—or forced—to 
become loyal national citizens of Pakistan or India. For Pakistan, which defined 
itself as a homeland for Indian Muslims, the existence of a Muslim-majority 
area under “Hindu” Indian rule was grating; the purpose of creating Pakistan 
was to free Muslims from the tyranny of majority rule (and hence of rule by 
the majority Hindu population). For Indians, their country had to include such 
predominantly Muslim regions to demonstrate the secular nature of the new 
Indian state; since neither India nor Pakistan, so defined, could be complete 
without Kashmir, this raised the stakes involved for both enormously.45

Pakistanis have long argued that the Kashmir problem stems from India’s 
denial of justice to the Kashmiri people (by preventing them from joining 
Pakistan), and by not accepting Pakistan’s own legitimacy. If New Delhi pur-
sued a just policy, then a peaceful solution to the Kashmir problem could 
be found.46 As a result, Kashmir remains the “unfinished business” of the 
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1947 partition. Pakistan, the self-professed homeland for an oppressed and 
threatened Muslim minority in the subcontinent, finds it difficult to leave a 
Muslim-majority region to a Hindu-majority state.

Indians argue, however, that Pakistan, a state defined and driven by its 
religion, is given to irredentist aspirations in Kashmir because it is unwill-
ing to accept the reality of a secular India. As a formally secular state, India 
finds it difficult to turn over a Muslim-majority region to a Muslim neighbor 
just because it is Muslim. The presence of this minority belies the need for 
Pakistan to exist at all (giving rise to the Pakistani assertion that Indians have 
never reconciled themselves to Pakistan).47 Indians also point to Bangla-
desh as proof that Jinnah’s notion of a separate religion-based homeland for 
the subcontinent’s Muslims was untenable. In contrast, India’s secularism, 
strengthened by the presence of a Muslim-majority state of Kashmir within 
India, proves that religion alone does not make a nation. Indians maintain 
that Kashmir cannot be resolved until Pakistanis alter their views on secular-
ism. Of course, this would also mean a change in the identity of Pakistan, a 
contentious subject in both states.

Kashmir is especially important in the identities of India and Pakistan 
because the same themes of dominance, hegemony, and identity are replicated 
within the state. The minority Buddhist Ladakhis would prefer to be governed 
directly from New Delhi and (like their Shia neighbors in Kargil) fear being 
ruled from a Sunni Muslim–dominated government in Srinagar. In Jammu, 
much of the majority Hindu population has long been discontented with 
the special status lavished upon the Valley by the Union government in New 
Delhi. And the few Kashmiri Pandit Brahmins left in the Valley are especially 
fearful. The Pandits lost their privileged position within the state’s adminis-
tration and much of their dominance in academia and the professions. After 
the onset of militant Islamic protests, most of the Pandit community fled the 
Valley for Jammu and several Indian cities (especially New Delhi), where they 
live in wretched exile. Some of their representatives have demanded Panun 
Kashmir, a homeland for the tiny Brahmin community within Kashmir.

As Sundeep Waslekar has wisely written, “The conflict is . . . about who we 
are and who we want to be as people. On the surface it appears to be a con-
flict about what we want to have—water, or land or whatever else. The rea-
son why we are not able to reach a negotiated agreement on sharing what we 
want is because we confuse what we want to have with what we want to be.”48

Outsiders

How have outsiders, notably the United States, tried to influence this dis-
pute? The parallels to the Middle East are obvious, and several scholars have 
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made them. However, some question the overall effectiveness of outsiders in 
such disputes: “At best, mediation might increase the length of the interval 
between militarized disputes in some rivalries, but does not influence the 
likelihood of subsequent war.”49 Outsiders have seldom been successful at 
promoting normalization. The World Bank role in the Indus Waters Treaty 
is frequently cited because it is virtually the only success story.

More realistically, outsiders have been critical in sustaining the dispute. 
Before Pakistan was created, the British forecast that it would barely be able 
to maintain internal law and order, and various experts that it would be as 
weak as Iran and Afghanistan, not in India’s league. Until it became associ-
ated with the West’s larger cold war strategy, Pakistan was regarded as a 
military cipher, but the alliance with the United States, and connections with 
other allied states, pumped it up with equipment, training, and diplomatic 
support to the point where it could plausibly claim to balance India.

At times outsiders may have made normalization more difficult if only 
by holding out the promise of support for one side or the other and thus 
reducing incentives to compromise. This was an argument that used to be 
made by Indians, who pointed to the U.S.-Pakistani cold war alliance, but is 
now being made by Pakistanis who are persuaded that the United States has 
sided with India.

Kashmir was linked to the cold war as well, but indirectly. The Kashmir 
issue was born at the same time the cold war got under way. Washington 
and Moscow armed India and Pakistan (sometimes both at the same time) 
and supported one side or the other in various international forums, while 
the Soviet Union wielded the veto threat on behalf of India in the UN Secu-
rity Council. However, they ultimately reached an understanding that they 
would not let the Kashmir conflict (or India-Pakistan tensions) affect their 
own core strategic relationship. However, the process by which the cold war 
ended—with the forces of democracy and nationalism bringing down the 
Soviet Union and freeing Eastern Europe—was also at work in Kashmir.50 
Other revolutionary models that influenced the debate among Kashmiris 
were the liberation and revolutionary movements in the Islamic world—
Iran, Afghanistan, and most strikingly (it was extensively covered by Indian 
and Pakistani television services) the Palestinian intifada.

Some Indians and Pakistanis argue that the superpowers deliberately kept 
the conflict going, although they disagree as to the motive. In the view of 
Indian Canadian Ashok Kapur, outside powers, especially China and the 
United States, intervened to keep India from growing.51 Without massive 
U.S. and U.K. support for Pakistan and external pressure against India, he 
argues, “the Indo-Pakistan rivalry would not have been so prolonged.” Kapur 
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also echoes the widely held view that Pakistan’s internal identity, shaped by 
the two-nation theory, “required continued differences with India to main-
tain Pakistan’s Islamic identity and to manage the power asymmetry.52 Oth-
erwise Pakistan would be as insignificant as the British military leadership 
had predicted. For decades, the Indian answer to “why war” in South Asia 
was simple: persuade outsiders to end their support for Pakistan; it will then 
sink to its natural level of military capability, which is considerably inferior 
to that of India. Of course, the argument takes on a new twist with the intro-
duction of nuclear weapons, the great equalizer between large and small, 
rich and poor. The solution to the “Pakistan problem” is no longer simply to 
cease outside support.

This is not so different from the classic Pakistani view that India was the 
one threatening the West, unlike the pro-West Pakistan, and that New Delhi 
had to be contained by an alliance that included Pakistan, then the West, and 
finally China. The Pakistani argument has some subtle aspects. Asserting that 
India is inherently expansionist and anti-West to boot, Pakistan says that it 
serves Western interests (and China’s too), by being the only South Asian 
state willing to stand up to the machinations of New Delhi. Furthermore, 
the substantial outside military and economic help it has received has been 
put to good use because Pakistan has the capability to balance the larger and 
inherently expansionist (and aggressive) India.

The end of the cold war further enfeebled these arguments. Pakistan’s 
claim to be balancing an aggressive India cuts no ice with the United States, 
although it figures in Pakistan’s appeals for Chinese support, playing on Bei-
jing’s concerns about a rising India. Pakistan has found some mileage, how-
ever, in the argument that it is still an ally of the West, but this time against 
militant and extremist Islam, not India. By drawing upon its earlier but now 
tattered reputation as a “moderate” Muslim state, Pakistan levies a claim on 
the West and China, which at the same time is weakened by its substantial 
links with the very extremists that it professes to oppose—the price it pays 
for being on both sides of the so-called war on terror.

On the whole, outsiders played a decidedly greater role in “tilting” toward 
India or Pakistan than they did in promoting cooperation between the two. 
Instead, the great powers, including China, found it useful to include India 
and Pakistan in their larger strategies. At various times, Indians but especially 
Pakistanis found it expedient sign up with these alliances in order to acquire 
the military and economic strength to balance each other.

Indeed, the alliances helped New Delhi acquire technology and military 
expertise that were otherwise unavailable—preparing the Indian military for 
the modern world in general, even if the challengers were Pakistan or China. 
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In Pakistan the impact may have been more dramatic: while the Western alli-
ances were transparently designed to build up capabilities against India, they 
also enabled the Western parties to pressure Islamabad after 9/11 to formally 
adhere to Western goals regarding Islamist terrorism. This has tentatively 
brought Pakistan into conformity with Indian (and Chinese) policies regard-
ing terrorism and radical Islamic threats. Military alliances may be corrupt-
ing from a liberal perspective, but in this case they provided leverage over a 
state that had been toying with extremism as a matter of state policy.

Paired Minority Conflicts

Can these diverse explanations be consolidated into a single description?53 
They can, because the India-Pakistan conflict belongs to a class of disputes 
that I term “paired minority conflicts.”54

The world’s most intractable disputes fall into this category. Such con-
flicts are rooted in perceptions held by important groups on both sides that 
they are the threatened, weaker party, under attack from the other side. This 
is true even if the group is not a numerical minority. Paired minority con-
flicts are most often found within states, but a few occur at the state level, 
such as that between Israel and some of its Arab neighbors, or, for years, 
between Germany and France. Iraq and Iran would also qualify, especially 
before Saddam’s downfall, in that Iraq feared the larger (and ideologically 
threatening) Iran, which in turn saw Iraq as the spear point of a hostile Arab 
world. Whether these attitudes will survive remains to be seen. South Africa 
and Northern Ireland were each a paired minority conflict—the Queen’s 
willingness to shake hands in June 2012 with one of the leaders of the Irish 
Republican Army was immensely symbolic, but bitter feelings remain on 
both sides. There were elements of such a conflict in Brazil’s relationship 
with Argentina, and in the Greece-Turkey pair, the latter having echoes 
in Cyprus. At the internal level, Sri Lanka has a paired minority conflict 
between the numerical minority Tamil population and the Sinhalese.55 The 
former believe they are under a comprehensive threat from the more numer-
ous Sinhalese, and the latter believe themselves to be the threatened minority, 
with 60 million Tamils positioned across the Palk Straits. Some, including 
the Tamil Tiger movement, argue that Tamils can never be secure unless 
there is a Tamil homeland on the island.

Paired minority conflicts can also be fomented by a strong-weak identity. 
Israel broadcasts the idea that it is irresistibly powerful but uniquely vulner-
able—what Levi Eshkol, prime minister at the time of the 1967 war, described 
as the “poor little Samson” narrative replacing the perception of David against 
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Goliath.56 For their part, the Palestinians play up their victim status while also 
portraying themselves at the forefront of the Arab (or Muslim) defense against 
an assertive Israel, which in turn is the Western/Christian dagger aimed at the 
Arab heart. For the Palestinians, the chosen grievance—the tragic moment—
was the Nakba—the dispersion of the Palestinians celebrated on the date of 
Israel’s independence day.57 India and Pakistan do this as well; while their 
chosen grievances differ, they share in mourning the partition and the unjust 
behavior of the other side in subsequent decades, the disinterest of outside 
powers in their plight, or the tilt of outsiders.

One must add, however, that a number of seemingly intractable disputes 
have been resolved or at least successfully managed. Some of these are civil or 
domestic wars, such as those in Colombia, Cyprus, and Northern Ireland. In 
other cases, notably Indonesia in Southeast Asia, a strategic realignment has 
provided a framework for normalcy, evident in the operations of the Asso-
ciation of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), or in South America with the 
gradual emergence of normal relations among the major powers under both 
the umbrella of the United States and the diminution of strategic ambitions 
of Brazil and Argentina. A similar process is under way in Africa, with stable 
relations between the region’s major military power, South Africa, which has 
provided the muscle and brains for African military intervention in several 
troubled states, and other African states. Europe, too, provides examples 
of strategic adjustment leading to normal political, economic, and cultural 
ties. The Franco-German dispute—in which each side considered the other 
implacable and domineering while it was weak and vulnerable—faded with 
the destruction of Germany and the rise of the Soviet Union as a general 
threat, which brought the two states to the same side. In the past twenty years 
Russia has become a more ordinary state, albeit a difficult one to deal with, 
and its relations with all of its neighbors, notably Ukraine and Poland, have 
changed; it is no longer feared, nor is it a fearful state.

Paired minority conflicts display a moral dynamic, wherein both sides 
claim ownership of the high ground as victims of unprovoked aggression. 
With time, these conflicts grow more complex as they become integral to 
each side’s identity.

Some paired minority conflicts take the form of a civil war, at times pro-
pelled by deep and enduring rivalry between religious, ethnic, or linguistic 
groups. Rivalry of this nature does not readily lend itself to the kind of sus-
tained dialogue that leads to regional peace. But neither does it imply that 
war is likely. Other paired minority conflicts have been moderated or appear 
on the road to resolution, or at least manageability. In the case of India and 
Pakistan, six attributes perpetuate the conflict.
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First, insecurity and distrust permeate the relationship. Conflicts such as this 
seem to draw their energy from an inexhaustible supply of distrust. As a result, 
it is difficult for one side to offer reassuring concessions or compromise on 
even trivial issues, since doing so only confirms one’s own weakness and invites 
further demands. Compromise is resisted even when one has the advantage, 
believing that as the stronger side one can bend the other side to one’s will. As 
if on a teeter-totter, the two sides take turns playing the role of advantaged or 
disadvantaged party. They may briefly pass through an equilibrium point, but 
their state of dynamic imbalance reduces the prospect of serious negotiations.

Second, both sides are certain that they are threatened by attributed identi-
ties of the other and oneself. For instance, when attempting to garner support 
for international war, the attacked side routinely portrays itself as a band of 
righteous innocents and the enemy as an assailant of not just national security 
but also morality.58 Distrust also extends to those who advocate compromise, 
whether outsiders or members of one’s own side. The former may be fickle; 
they may shift their support to the other side for one reason or another.

Third, time is a critical component of these conflicts. Each side is spurred 
by the hope that in time it will achieve some special advantage or the other 
side will collapse. Do long-term demographic trends, real or imagined, 
appear to be threatening? Is the country or group acquiring some special 
advantage in terms of technology, alliances, or economics that will change 
its relative position of power in the future? In brief, does the calendar work 
for or against it? If either side believes that time is not on its side, then the 
resolution of the conflict remains very unlikely.

Fourth, one or both sides tend to exhibit a “persecuted minority” syn-
drome. They not only see the other as an existential threat but also them-
selves as a victim. This status is used to justify resisting compromise as well 
as resorting to violence. The syndrome is rooted in the belief that the side has 
been wrongfully harmed, could not prevent the initial attack, and is the mor-
ally correct side, hence deserves sympathy. If both sides claim to be victims, 
the conflict tends to be perpetuated.

Fifth, paired minority conflicts are morally energized as the search for 
justice overlaps with the pursuit of power. In South Asia conflict is goaded 
by a sense of injustice and the notion that it is the only way to protect the 
threatened group. As already mentioned, the group considers itself threat-
ened because it is morally or materially superior and thus the subject of envy. 
Even past defeats and current weaknesses are “explained” in terms of one’s 
own virtues, which invite the envy of others.

Sixth, outsiders may be unable or unwilling to intervene in such conflicts. 
Over the past several decades, India and Pakistan have constructed their 
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relationship in part through a search for outside allies against each other. At 
times outsiders have willingly become their allies, but usually they have been 
reluctant. Some of their most important allies—the Soviet Union, the United 
States, and China—have taken a noncommittal stance or have directed their 
support toward particular initiatives.

The Soviet Union, for instance, was for a time India’s major ally in its 
competition with Pakistan, supplying it with vast quantities of arms and 
diplomatic support, among other things. However, this support was directed 
not so much against Pakistan as it was at ensuring that India would not tilt 
toward America and would also harden its policies on China. When the 
Soviet Union under Mikhail Gorbachev began to normalize relations with 
China, its support for India gradually declined. Similarly, the United States 
was more concerned with opposing the communists than with fostering 
regional unity in South Asia. The United States stopped supporting India 
in the mid-1960s when it failed to accommodate U.S. and U.K. concerns 
about Kashmir and revived the relationship only upon the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan in 1979, keeping South Asia itself a minor concern. Normaliza-
tion was never important because the lobbies were too small and Kashmir 
was considered an obstacle to a strategic alliance against China. Similarly, 
when Pakistan has attempted to enlist several powerful allies in order to 
balance Indian power, the United States has resisted extending the security 
umbrella to cover an attack by India. China has been less restrained, pro-
viding more military assistance to Pakistan than to any other state. China’s 
support for Pakistan served a double duty, since a stronger Pakistan could 
counter the Soviet Union and resist Indian pressure. However, China has 
now moderated its support for Pakistan’s claims to Kashmir and gradually 
normalized its relationship with India. So far, neither the United States nor 
China seems to be actively seeking India-Pakistan normalization. U.S. pol-
icy (discussed further in chapter 7) is confined to wishfully urging the two 
states to better manage their relationship. China, concerned about Pakistan’s 
growing Islamic extremism, has yet to broach the subject with Indian offi-
cials, although it has unofficially discussed this with the United States and 
in private dialogue with foreign scholars. The unwillingness of outsiders to 
intervene in the India-Pakistan conflict is likely to continue indefinitely.

Strategies

Rejection and ambition have influenced the behavior of every nationalist 
and identity group. When Gandhi was rejected by the British even though 
he had a British law degree and the Nehru family rejected even though it 
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belonged to India’s highest castes and was highly accomplished by British 
standards, some Indians responded by mobilizing mass political parties, and 
even armies. Subhas Chandra Bose, Nehru’s rival, joined the Axis powers 
during World War II, for example, and created his own army out of captured 
Indian soldiers. A personal slight from the Congress Party was one of Jinnah’s 
motives for going his own way, leading many Indian Muslims into Pakistan.

Being rejected can be a critical factor in developing an identity, in that it 
may generate a feeling of being special, or chosen. Bangladeshis have been 
thrice rejected: first by the British (as Bengalis), then by Indians (as minority 
Muslims), and then by West Pakistanis and Punjabis (again as Bengalis). In 
other words, they have been rejected as an ethnic group, as a religious minor-
ity, and then again as an ethnic group, and always as a poor people.

Inevitably, the rejection syndrome is transitive: people appear to need a 
fixed quantity of threat and hostility to make them whole. If the British could 
not provide it for South Asians, the Americans could. What often passes for 
strategy and high policy is often a pretext for elites to shift their chosen griev-
ance from one party to another; the process of doing so is the concrete and 
landfill of politics, on which policy superstructures are erected by publicists, 
journalists, and self-appointed strategic thinkers.

States or groups can cope with a paired minority conflict in several ways. 
They can flee the relationship psychologically or physically; they can demon-
ize the other side; they can assimilate with it or accommodate it; they can 
also compromise with the other side, or try to change its perception (through 
people-to-people diplomacy, persuasion, or bribery); they can use outsiders 
to redress the balance of power; or they can change the balance of power by 
war or other means (such as growing one’s own economy or population 
faster than the other side). Over the past fifty years India, Pakistan, or third 
parties have contemplated all of these strategies.

India and Pakistan have in fact tried to flee their relationship several times. 
The first instance was a physical escape, the others symbolic, psychological, 
and strategic flight. Pakistan’s founders fled India to establish a new ”home-
land” for the subcontinent’s Muslims. The key West Pakistani leaders were 
from Uttar Pradesh, Delhi, and Bombay; the key East Pakistani leaders were 
Bengali Muslims. Most of these founders were secular politicians worried 
about being outnumbered in a democratic India, where Hindus would have 
a controlling majority. They had no interest in creating a theocratic state but 
rather a tolerant Muslim-majority state where Hindus, Sikhs, and Christians 
would live as contented minorities.59 Indeed, some Islamist groups such as 
the Jamaat-i-Islami originally opposed the idea of Pakistani independence 
on the grounds that Islam could not be contained within a single state.
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Intermittently, India has attempted to escape the relationship with Paki-
stan psychologically through the “look East” policy, or by ignoring Paki-
stan—simply refusing to engage in serious negotiations with it. The late Sisir 
Gupta used to argue privately that India might well encourage Pakistan’s 
ambitions to be a Middle Eastern country, if that would temper Islamabad’s 
obsession with India.60

Demonization is another coping strategy. If the leaders of the other coun-
try are evil, misguided, or corrupt, then there is no need to talk to them. 
Indeed, dialogue with such a country or its leaders is immoral and danger-
ous. For many Indians, Mohammed Ali Jinnah, the founder of Pakistan, 
has long personified the evil leader who was seriously misguided: he chal-
lenged India’s civilizational unity with his two-nation theory, began the mili-
tarization of Pakistan by seeking arms from the West, and was aloof, cold, 
and undemocratic, jealous of Indian rivals, whipping up hatred and fear 
of India.61 His successors, by and large military officers, are demonized as 
well, but for other reasons: for not having even Jinnah’s leadership qualities 
and for lacking the moral authority to place their country on a solid foot-
ing. Complaints are also leveled at Pakistanis in general, who are said to be 
insecure because most were converts from Hinduism to Islam, a religion 
that is notably illiberal.62 Some blame Pakistan’s leaders for the “psychologi-
cal” origins of the India-Pakistan dispute, and for allowing their hatred of 
India to entice them into becoming “the plaything of external forces,” while 
being dominated by the military. As General P. N. Kathpalia has summed 
up: “There is no doubt that the troubles of India and Pakistan are basically 
of the making of the leadership. In the last forty-one years the leadership 
of one country has consistently fanned popular hatred and suspicion and 
pursued it as an instrument of policy.”63 Today, Indian diplomats despair of 
negotiating with Pakistan, a chronically weak state under the control of the 
most anti-Indian elements, such as the military, the intelligence services, and 
the Maulvis.

Pakistan’s image of the Indian leadership is no less hostile. An impor-
tant component of Pakistan’s founding ideology was that Muslims could not 
trust the “crafty” Hindus, who still suffered from an inferiority complex.64 
While Gandhi and Jinnah were once respected rivals, their successors in both 
states lacked even professional respect for each other. It has come as a sur-
prise to those few on both sides who have had a chance to interact to discover 
that the “other” was not so evil as had been portrayed in official and semiof-
ficial circles. A retired senior Pakistani officer, Mahmud Durrani, recounts 
that after meeting an Indian counterpart at an American military school, 
“the adjectives that are normally associated with the Indians, as we learned 
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in Pakistan—treacherous, dishonest, devious, crafty, sly and stingy—were 
not evident in Kapoor.”65

When it comes to accommodation or even assimilation, some Indians 
still think that Pakistan might rejoin India. Yet Pakistan’s leaders have never 
contemplated assimilation, although some important linguistic and ethnic 
minorities would have accepted a place in the Indian Union. In the last elec-
tions before independence, the dominant political party in the Punjab was 
the Unionist Party, an alliance of Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs, and both the 
North-West Frontier Province and Sindh had Congress governments. As for 
India, most of its leaders assumed that the Pakistan experiment would fail 
and Pakistan would come back to the fold.

Although Indians no longer openly refer to the reintegration of Pakistan 
into India, there are many (generally private) discussions of how India might 
establish friendly relations with successor states to present-day Pakistan. 
Many Indians regard Bangladesh as an acceptable neighbor and believe that 
they could develop a similar relationship with a Sindhu Desh, an indepen-
dent Baluchistan, or a separate North-West Frontier state, and even a mili-
tarily diminished West Punjab. Bangladeshis may not like or love India, but 
they fear and respect Indian power and would not dream of challenging New 
Delhi the way that Pakistan has.

Pakistani strategists, on the other hand, view the accommodating strate-
gies of Nepal, Sri Lanka, Bhutan, and even Bangladesh as precisely the wrong 
model for Islamabad. These states have lost their freedom of action, they 
have been penetrated by Indian culture, and New Delhi has undue influ-
ence on their domestic politics, even intervening by force where necessary. 
Accommodation can also invite absorption (as in the case of Sikkim), direct 
intervention (as in Sri Lanka), and a military presence (as in Bhutan). But, 
the strategists say, Pakistan is larger and more powerful than any of these 
states, so it does not need to accommodate India. This resistance to accom-
modation or compromise with India is especially powerful in Pakistan’s 
armed forces. Pakistan, its officers argue, may be smaller than India, but it is 
not weaker. It is united by religion and a more martial spirit than India and 
need not lower its demands of India, especially on Kashmir.

A fourth strategy for coping with conflict is to focus on changing the 
enemy state’s perception of oneself, for example through diplomacy, people-
to-people exchanges, persuasion, and, if necessary, bribery. This approach is 
closely related to and possibly even a substrategy of assimilation and accom-
modation, and in stark contrast to the strategy of demonization. Based on 
the idea of soft power, as defined by Joseph Nye, this amounts to “the abil-
ity to get what you want through attraction rather than through coercion,” 
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developed “through relations with allies, economic assistance, and cultural 
exchanges” and eventually resulting in “a more favorable public opinion 
and credibility,” either generally abroad or in a particular country.66 Many 
Indians involved in the Track II dialogues have been arguing for just such a 
bottom-up approach, on the assumption that more people-to-people and 
other cultural exchanges and confidence-building measures will eventu-
ally improve Pakistani popular perceptions of India and force the Pakistani 
establishment to take a softer line with India. While less prevalent in Paki-
stan, this strategy has some adherents among Pakistani moderates and liber-
als who see Hindu nationalists and their negative perceptions of Pakistan as 
a major obstacle to peace.

Balancing is yet another strategy, consisting of external and inter-
nal dimensions. External balancing refers to a state’s capacity to sway the 
international balance of power and alliance politics in the direction of its 
immediate regional interests. In other words, this is the capacity to perform 
diplomacy and use outside powers and interests to achieve security against 
the enemy state and, if possible, a strategic advantage. Both Pakistan and 
India have, since 1947, been playing this game, but without definite success, 
though each complains that this strategy has been used more effectively by 
the other side and that it is merely responding to and counterbalancing the 
other. For Pakistan, the United States and China were initially important 
external allies to balance an India that was a leader of the nonaligned block, 
while for India, the 1971 quasi alliance with the Soviet Union was motivated 
by Pakistan’s involvement with the United States and China.

Internal balancing focuses on increasing domestic resources and capabili-
ties—military, economic, demographic—that will drastically alter the status 
quo so as to give the state such an overwhelming advantage that it will effec-
tively translate into latent but acknowledged dominance over the rival. India 
has been developing this preponderance over the past two decades, increas-
ing the asymmetry over Pakistan in almost all criteria of domestic power. 
Even discounting parity in nuclear terms, this domestic advantage is far from 
being acknowledged by Pakistanis, who still see their country as being of 
equal global rank and status with India, and has thus proved unsuccessful in 
terminating the rivalry.

An Eternal Rivalry?

The India-Pakistan rivalry is strongly generational, passed down from year 
to year, but it mutates over time. It consists of many layers of significance to 
many audiences. Kashmir is often identified as the root of the conflict, but 
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it is as much a symptom as a cause, representing primarily a dispute about 
justice and people, but with complicated territorial dimensions. As in many 
intractable relations, it is also hard to tell where domestic politics ends and 
foreign policy begins; the rivalry has indeed become firmly wedged in the 
internal politics of both countries.

What makes this conflict so intractable and thus rare is its structural 
complexity: Indians and Pakistanis are divided as to the very nature of their 
differences. Is the dispute basically about territory (for example, Kashmir), 
authority over people (over Kashmiris, but also India’s Muslims), ideology, 
or a simple struggle for power between two powerful states? In a sense it 
resembles a latent and protracted civil war, in which some elements on both 
sides argue that they will never have a normal relationship until one side or 
the other gives in completely—whether on the territorial issue, the “people” 
issue, or the ideological issue—or all three.

Even if the proximate causes of conflict are manageable, these deeper ones 
cannot be changed even by war. The conflict has gone on for so long that it 
may be, in its deepest manifestations, immutable. Events of the past, carried 
forward in the collective memories of Indians and Pakistanis, are a major 
component of the relationship. Over time the “facts” of history—real or 
imagined—become as hard to change as geography.

The logic of the situation demands that Pakistan (as the state most dissat-
isfied with the status quo) be the short-term instigator of conflict, India the 
long-term one as it has a potential to eliminate Pakistan and transform the 
status quo. It contemplated this twice: in 1971, in the war that broke up Paki-
stan, and in 1987, during the Brasstacks crisis, the last opportunity India had 
for a military victory before Pakistan went nuclear. For better or worse, India 
does not have a leader as ruthless as Indira Gandhi, nor is it likely to again 
produce a combination equivalent to Rajiv Gandhi, General K. Sundarji, 
and Arun Singh. The introduction of nuclear weapons into the subcontinent 
does not change this logic but makes it difficult to contemplate a large-scale 
war, and increasingly, to imagine and implement a limited one. Nehru once 
spoke of the impossibility of one state defeating the other by war—he hoped 
for a peaceful reconciliation and even reunification.67 Yet if war cannot bring 
about a solution that might be acceptable to even one side, other approaches 
seem to be no more promising, as explained in the following pages.
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chapter six

Prospects

In 1947 no one seemed to envisage a protracted conflict 
between the two new states of India and Pakistan. Today their inability to 
resolve disputes is widely acknowledged to be a tragic failure, and the pros-
pects for full normalization are not bright. There could be further warfare, 
the absence of normal trade hurts both countries, they are culturally cut off 
from each other, and their substantial nuclear weaponry changes the nature 
of the dispute—it is no longer merely a regional matter. Despite the poor 
prospects, unofficial, nongovernmental, and outside attempts to resolve spe-
cific India-Pakistan disputes have not been abandoned, and the governments 
themselves are engaging in back-channel diplomacy.

Track II and Unofficial Attempts

Unofficial dialogue between India and Pakistan has a long and erratic his-
tory.1 In the hope of promoting better understanding, many foundations, 
governments, and individuals have supported private diplomacy and efforts 
to change the perceptions of Indians and Pakistanis. Over the past ten years, 
there have been at least a hundred efforts to bring together students, jour-
nalists, politicians, strategists, artists, intellectuals, and retired generals from 
both countries. Much of the goodwill thus created was washed away by the 
Kargil war and the Indian Airlines hijacking to Kandahar in 1999, followed 
by the even more traumatic (for Indians at least) assault on Mumbai in 2008 
by Pakistan-based murderers.2

Compared with other conflict-laden regions, India and Pakistan have 
engaged in few dialogues over the past decade. They have behaved more like 
the United States and the Soviet Union during the cold war, motivated in 
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large part by the same concern—the danger of a nuclear war. Fear, rather 
than opportunity, is the reason, and most funding for any such activities 
comes from foundations and governments outside the region. A 1997 Ford 
Foundation study optimistically observed that “non-official dialogues are 
beginning to generate momentum and achieve some tangible results,” but 
this was premature.3 The following years were conflict-ridden, and unofficial 
diplomacy suffered major setbacks, notably because of the Kargil war and the 
attacks on Mumbai. These alienated many Indians from unofficial attempts 
to bring about normalization or peace.

Current India-Pakistan dialogues are still bedeviled by wild swings 
between two views: that the countries are so different that no accommoda-
tion is possible (often the Pakistani view), or that they are at bottom quite 
similar (often an Indian view) and therefore accommodation would be 
easy if only Pakistan’s misguided elite or its recalcitrant military were less 
obsessed. Nevertheless, nuclearization has reinvigorated Track II dialogues 
and sparked new, high-level back-track diplomacy. When the 1998 tests 
traumatized the Western powers and Japan, and foreign-sponsored efforts 
to prevent the tests were deemed a failure, some Indian and Pakistani busi-
ness leaders organized talks on their own. In March 1991 they sponsored two 
sessions of an India-Pakistan dialogue, held in Islamabad and New Delhi. 
This effort was organized by O. P. Shah, a Kolkata-based businessman, and 
brought together nearly fifty professionals to discuss cultural and economic 
issues. These dialogues even brought representatives from extremist organi-
zations in the two countries face to face.

Meanwhile, the two governments themselves sought to ease global fears 
of an imminent nuclear holocaust by initiating secret talks. These had to be 
kept private to avoid arousing the Pakistan army, which was suspicious not 
only of India but also of its own prime minister, Nawaz Sharif. Meetings 
were held between R. K. Mishra, chairman of a private Indian foundation, 
and several Pakistani interlocutors, including former foreign secretary Niaz 
A. Naik. No government officials participated, but India’s prime minister 
Atal Bihari Vajpayee and Pakistan’s prime minister Sharif were informed of 
the meetings. Naik and Mishra would visit each other’s country under the 
pretext of attending a wedding or some other innocuous function. The meet-
ings laid the groundwork for Vajpayee’s historic visit to Lahore in early 1999, 
which led to a hopeful declaration and the opening of a broad range of ties. 
However, the goodwill generated by the visit evaporated when the Pakistan 
army discovered the Mishra-Naik tie (Sharif had tried to keep it from them) 
and the Indian army discovered Pakistani infiltrators in the Kargil region of 
Kashmir, triggering nationalist fervor throughout the country. India’s feeling 
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of betrayal deepened when the seized diaries of Pakistani military officers 
revealed that the Kargil infiltration was being planned even as Vajpayee was 
visiting Lahore. Secret diplomacy ended, back channels were closed, and 
the ever-hopeful Track II dialogues ground to a halt. People-to-people con-
tacts were virtually suspended after Agra-Kargil, although a few peace groups 
maintained contacts, which on several occasions involved standing on both 
sides of the frontier in a candlelight vigil.

It took three years for the back channels to reopen. In 2003 Brajesh 
Mishra, then India’s national security adviser, and Tariq Aziz, a senior civil-
ian adviser to President Pervez Musharraf, engaged in a fresh round of secret 
diplomacy, this time with the knowledge of the Pakistan army. Their talks led 
to the successful meeting between Musharraf and Vajpayee during a gather-
ing of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) in 
Islamabad in January 2004.4 This held out the promise of expanded road, 
rail, and air contacts, as well as people-to-people exchanges, a new look at 
regional economic cooperation, and even a discussion on Kashmir. Sub-
sequently, a number of unofficial dialogues sprang up, including a revived 
dialogue between retired U.S., Indian, and Pakistani strategists and officials 
called the Neemrana group, visits of high-level Indian businesspersons to 
Pakistan, and the prospect of cooperation between Bollywood and Lolly-
wood—India’s and Pakistan’s film studios in Mumbai and Lahore.5 One 
unusual effort was mounted in 2005 by American physicians of Pakistani 
origins, who made a successful trip to New Delhi.6

After the 2008 attack on Mumbai these official and unofficial normaliza-
tion dialogues ground to a halt, but the process was again revived in 2012 
with the announcement of Pakistan’s positive response to the proposal that it 
give India most-favored-nation status. Again there was a surge in people-to- 
people diplomacy, this time substantially strengthened by the availability of 
social media, with websites, Facebook pages, and tweets providing the activists 
with better communication with each other than the two governments had.

All unofficial dialogues, whether Track II or people-to-people talks, are 
of marginal value if the governments are uninterested in addressing funda-
mentals. Neither India nor Pakistan has been enthusiastic about authentic 
Track II diplomacy or nongovernmental initiatives. Pakistan does not trust 
its own civilians, while India does not trust the other side. As one senior 
Indian foreign ministry official told me in 2013, the problem is one of get-
ting the right people to talk to each other, meaning Indian civilians across the 
table from Pakistani generals, an arrangement that cannot be made public. It 
would do no good to get Pakistani and Indian officers talking to each other, 
although that might be an important confidence-building step, reassuring 
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the Pakistan army that it is India’s civilians who are powerful in New Delhi, 
not its generals.

Further, many of the most important issues dividing the two countries 
(Siachen, water, and Kashmir’s status) might involve China, which occupies 
territory in Kashmir and along the India-China border—some granted to it 
by Pakistan, but most of it taken by force. While China may have concerns 
about developments in South Asia, its involvement at the unofficial level is rit-
ualistic and tightly regulated by both the Communist Party and government.

India and Pakistan (and China) each believe that truly independent dia-
logues cannot be trusted to present their government’s perspective. If held, 
they must be deniable—since the political risks are tangible—and private to 
avoid embarrassment. The best way to back away from informal commit-
ments made in such sessions is to keep them secret. This kind of diplomacy 
must also be timely, that is, geared to developments on the ground; private 
talks must match up with a state’s own timetable of decisionmaking, and that 
of the other party. Track II dialogues that take place too late or too early may 
not be effective and might even discredit such contacts.

Very few dialogues meet these criteria. Put another way, Track II dia-
logues must take place when an issue is “ripe” for new or innovative policies 
so that they contribute to the process, not be irrelevant to it. It is danger-
ous for either government to engage in serious private conversation in an 
era of open public diplomacy, Wiki Leaks, and e-mail. Both countries tend 
to prefer no serious dialogue rather than one that might go awry. Track II 
dialogues are also apt to be exposed prematurely by parts of the government 
that do not want to move toward a real or serious discussion, as in the case of 
the Mishra-Naik talks, which were sabotaged when the Pakistan army found 
out about them.

Another complication: at times unofficial dialogues may function as a 
form of strategic deception, to give the impression of a willingness to talk; 
they can also be part of a strategy of inaction, especially if third parties are 
eager to see a dialogue at this level. Typically, the United States, Japan, and 
some European nations want the two countries to talk unofficially when 
their officials have been unable to do so. Although these countries and their 
private foundations have poured out millions of dollars in travel, lodging, 
and honoraria to encourage Track II diplomacy, and both sides have obliged 
by talking a great deal, most dialogue participants remain fixed in their ideas 
about critical issues and would not even try to persuade governments to 
review their policies. Such meetings may be enjoyable and provide an oppor-
tunity to renew old friendships or revisit the battles of the past, but there is 
zero impact on policy.
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To illustrate the state’s interest in ensuring that even its private citizens are 
kept under control, Indian and Pakistani scholars and journalists alike often 
come under pressure not to participate in dialogues at certain moments. 
Sometimes the evidence is mixed: the distinguished Indian journalist (and 
parliamentarian) Kuldip Nayar has been scathing in his remarks about the 
Ministry of External Affair’s secrecy and has filed freedom of information 
requests regarding documents in its possession. But the Indian government 
has warned its citizens about participating in events such as the Kashmir 
Action Council’s Washington conferences; these were disclosed in 2011 to 
be supported by Pakistan’s intelligence agency, the ISI.

Because Track II is often a way of avoiding real dialogue, the interlocutors 
tend to be former government officials or citizens with links to their govern-
ments. As a result, they do little to promote understanding and wind up 
rehashing old arguments, often for the sake of participants from outside the 
region. History is used—and abused—to emphasize the legitimacy of one’s 
own side and the misguided arguments of the other. Such dialogues take the 
form of a duel between long-time adversaries, each knowing the moves of the 
other and the proper riposte to every assertion or claim. Meetings rarely last 
long enough to systematically discuss the differences between the two sides 
and how those differences might be ameliorated or accommodated.

Indians and Pakistanis engaged in Track II can usually be trusted to stay 
within their brief, but they can also be sent on exploratory or deceptive 
missions without compromising the reputation of serving officials. Thus a 
number of unofficial dialogues and meetings have attempted to circumvent 
governments considered hidebound by tradition, excessively cautious, and 
not really interested in genuine peace or reconciliation. This is not the case 
with true back-channel talks, such as those initiated in 2007 by Musharraf 
and Singh, with envoys Tariq Aziz and Satinder Lambah meeting over sev-
eral months in Bangkok, Dubai, and London in a continuation of the Aziz-
Mishra talks.7

Some unofficial dialogues have tried to create extra-governmental links 
between the like-minded—for example, workers, laborers, or ethnic or reli-
gious cohorts—in the hope of creating an alternative to official or officially 
blessed diplomacy, the assumption being that groups in different countries 
have shared interests. Although World War I disproved the notion of work-
ers’ solidarity, people-to-people diplomacy persists in the hope that com-
mon social, economic, and ideological interests will override the siren call 
of nationalism.

Another type of unofficial interaction consists of contacts between profes-
sional or academic individuals and groups. These contacts may or may not 
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acquire strategic importance. Businessmen, students, intellectuals, religious 
leaders, tennis players, or journalists of both states may meet for purely pro-
fessional reasons, but their meetings turn out to have political implications. 
Two examples would be the “Ping-Pong” diplomacy between the United 
States and China, and to some extent the “cricket diplomacy” between India 
and Pakistan—when President Zia came to India ostensibly to watch a cricket 
match, but really to engage in further conversations with Indian leaders.

Interaction can also take place between advocacy groups—human rights, 
environmental, antiwar, antinuclear, and women’s activists—many of which 
operate globally, often through national chapters. Being weak claimants to 
power within a state, they often try to mobilize external support and at times 
can help manage relations between antagonists or provide a forum for dia-
logue. For example, the Pugwash movement, which brought together sci-
entists and strategists from many countries, facilitated the development of 
nuclear risk–reduction measures between the United States and the Soviet 
Union, although it was less effective in dealing with proliferation matters. 
Originally viewed with hostility by both the East and West, Pugwash later 
became a vehicle for superpower diplomacy as well as an independent source 
of ideas. Washington and Moscow also used other dialogues between scien-
tists and intellectuals to explore ideas and strategies, especially in the man-
agement of nuclear weapons.

Because India and Pakistan fear the independent voice in their dialogues, 
they avoid it, but a greater failing is their reluctance to rely on the institutions 
that they do control—the officially sponsored think tanks, key newspapers, 
and commentators that hew to the official line, or are made to do so. Of 
course, these institutions may introduce some risk: at times officials may 
allow dialogues to get out of hand and have to be disciplined, and intel-
ligence agencies are always suspect until proven otherwise. Nevertheless, if 
India and Pakistan gave their own think tanks and strategists more latitude, 
it might improve the quality of regional dialogue.

If the two states decide to continue along the unofficial path with dia-
logues funded by outside sources, such talks can only make headway if they 
are more purposeful, their time-frame matches regional needs, and they are 
not the whim of a program officer or held simply to use up unexpended 
funds. Most of these wind up being one-shot talkfests; while enjoyable and 
diverting, they tend to be a waste of time and money. One example of a sus-
tained dialogue is Balusa, which failed to show results not because of concep-
tual shortcomings but because of regional tensions. Another example is the 
Kashmir Study Group (KSG), which has made an impact through published 
studies, meetings in India, Pakistan, and outside the region, and contacts 
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with government officials in a number of countries. The KSG is the gold 
standard for reasoned discussion and the development of new and creative 
ideas; it also has the advantage of being able to contribute to a wider under-
standing of the issues even if its Track II or diplomatic functions are on hold.8

South Asia needs more discussions of technical issues that improve 
regional expertise, especially in the nuclear arena. To some degree, the ill-
fated Neemrana dialogue was moving in this direction—it had military, eco-
nomic, and political expertise, and added journalists to its membership. A 
group that appears to be replacing Neemrana is organized by the Atlantic 
Council of the United States, and while foreign-funded, it is being operated 
by Indians and Pakistanis themselves.9 Such a group should not attempt to 
cover all problems but, like the Kashmir Study Group, should focus on one 
issue from a multidisciplinary perspective. Balusa’s study of pipelines is a 
model of its type.10

If outside foundations are to do something useful, an important step 
would be to enhance the expertise and capabilities of younger Indians and 
Pakistanis. If the region can avoid catastrophe, and if the political circum-
stances permit, the next generations will be called upon to grapple with 
extremely complex technical and political issues. This is one area in which 
South Asia has surpassed many other regions, and the Regional Centre for 
Strategic Studies (RCSS) workshops on conflict resolution and arms control 
are superb examples of a low-cost, intense program aimed at this genera-
tion. If they are sustained (the RCSS dialogues lasted for nine years before 
running out of money), they can develop regional and national informal 
alumni associations.

Just as Track II diplomacy may be the last refuge of a desperate politi-
cal leadership, people-to-people diplomacy is often the last resort of angry 
and frightened citizens. As South Asia’s crises grew in size and frequency, 
people-to-people dialogues multiplied. Many have been naïve, all have been 
dismissed by the hard men on both sides of the border, but they represent 
an important feature of the region—one does not see the Chinese, Saudis, or 
citizens of a dozen other wealthy but restrictive states engaging in spontane-
ous people-to-people diplomacy. Instead of denigrating nongovernmental 
efforts, governments should be more attentive to them, even in the case of 
a feeble but well-intentioned effort to create a joint school history for both 
countries that would be available on the World Wide Web.11 Alas, the mind-
set in officialdom is like that of the British Raj—that is to say, the people 
are more democratic than their elected governments, and history textbooks 
would be a worthy subject for the newly revived Joint Commission. The 
region’s dangers suggest more, rather than less nongovernmental diplomacy 
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is needed, and India and Pakistan should be held to their own public com-
mitments to the free movement of ideas and people.

Instead, the two governments share the honor of being the greatest obsta-
cles to effective unofficial dialogue. In the past New Delhi’s haughty disdain 
and the Pakistan army’s faith in force as a means of diplomacy meant that 
Track II or unofficial dialogues have never come to much. In the understated 
language of Beyond Boundaries, the most comprehensive review of unofficial 
dialogue, “The Indian government has not played a strong leadership role 
in promoting bilateral or multilateral dialogues in the region.”12 The same 
could be said of Pakistan. This lack of interest is especially striking when 
compared with Indonesia’s approach to the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) after the 1962-66 Konfrontasi period, and subsequently 
Indonesia’s and China’s willingness to participate actively in the quasi- 
official Council for Security Cooperation in the Asia Pacific (CSCAP).13 The 
authors of Beyond Boundaries wrote that official and unofficial diplomacy 
and dialogue are mutually supportive, but that without pressure from below 
“track one is not likely to move at all.”14 This is a polite way of saying that the 
governments involved do not want to move—that they are content with an 
arrangement in which they control contacts between their citizens.

Outside Interventions

The countries outside the region most involved in encouraging normaliza-
tion between India and Pakistan have been the United States, Great Brit-
ain, the European Union, and the Soviet Union, in that order. With China’s 
emergence as a real power, and with its growing ties to both India and Paki-
stan, the Chinese could be important in the future.

America has dominated these outside interventions, its South Asian policy 
from 1947 onward being a function of primarily cold war calculations.15 The 
vehicle for American policy early on was often the United Nations, or had 
UN cover, in the belief that this would have a greater impact on India, which 
was an early supporter of the organization and had itself brought Kashmir 
to the UN forum.

U.S. policy oscillated during the cold war years. India was important as a 
balancer of communist China (at least until the Nixon administration) and 
as a proto-ally of the Soviet Union. It was in this context that the first Bush 
administration attempted to normalize with India after the Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan. It was concerned about protecting Pakistan’s rear flank, while 
the Indians were dismayed by the actions of their Soviet patrons. At no time 
was India or Pakistan valued per se, except by the occasional policymaker 
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who thought that India was important for its democratic orientation and 
its developmental potential; Pakistan was always viewed solely in terms of 
alliance politics, an assumption that led to catastrophic misunderstandings 
between Washington and Islamabad after 9/11.

After 1989 nuclear proliferation displaced the cold war as the guiding star 
for U.S. policy (and Britain’s, too). Wielding sanctions and threats, Washing-
ton tried to stop India and Pakistan from “going nuclear” without addressing 
the underlying insecurities that drove the process forward. As Shirin Tahir-
Kheli noted in 1995, there were differences between American arms control 
specialists—then pressing for a three-stage process of capping, rolling back, 
and eliminating nuclear weapons programs—and the regional experts who 
believed that proliferation was a fact of life that had to be accepted until both 
states achieved normalization.16

The United States rarely if ever saw regional normalization as a prime 
goal, only as a means of securing India or Pakistan in the cold war struggle, 
or in the past fifteen years it saw the two as guilty parties in the nuclear pro-
liferation process. There was no lobby for a normal India-Pakistan relation-
ship in the United States, while both governments spent large amounts of 
money organizing their own supporters, who then spent most of their time 
and money battling each other. The United States considered Kashmir an 
obstacle to a strategic alliance with India against China or the Soviet Union, 
or latterly, as a trigger that could set off a nuclear war between the two irre-
sponsible and very frustrating countries.

Neither the advent of regional nuclearization nor the transformation of 
American policy after 9/11 elevated India-Pakistan relations to anything but 
a third-tier issue, except when the two states were in a crisis, and Kashmir 
was usually regarded as the cause of regional conflict (this point is taken up 
further in chapter 7). The Obama administration’s one attempt to address 
the region as a whole collapsed in 2011 when India refused to work with 
the American special representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan. The job 
description originally included India until Indian officials made it clear 
that they opposed this expansion of the remit. The American, Richard Hol-
brooke, at one point was subtly denied entry into India.17

Yet inch by inch, Indians, Pakistanis, and Kashmiris have begun to under-
stand that the international community has changed its views on Kashmir. 
The specter of an escalation to a catastrophic nuclear war has now made 
regional normalization and stability the primary goal pursued by the United 
States and others—although no solution will last very long if it is not con-
sidered as just by a good number of those involved. For outsiders, stability 
is more important than content. This favors India as the status quo power, 
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so New Delhi should be less concerned about the consequences of outsiders 
playing a role in addressing the Kashmir issue. But New Delhi still opposes 
such a role, although its own policies toward the people of Kashmir are mov-
ing slowly—very slowly—in the direction of accommodation.

The European Union has normally avoided involvement in the India- 
Pakistan rivalry, but it occasionally offers to “mediate,” and it also funds vari-
ous Track II dialogues, mostly on “conflict resolution” and the Kashmir issue. 
The EU member states have funded innumerable academic conferences and 
research projects on the possible “lessons” of the European integration process 
for South Asia and on comparing the European Union to the regional orga-
nization, the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC).18

Europeans compare the India-Pakistan conflict to the old Franco- German 
dispute that sparked several wars and assume that their post–World War II 
experience makes their countries a role model for other conflict-ridden 
regions. This analogy overlooks the important role the United States played 
in inducing normalization and sponsoring economic integration, as well as 
the additional incentive provided by a commonly perceived outside threat—
the Soviet Union. These kinds of forces are absent in contemporary South 
Asia, and thus in the words of one observer, “unless the ‘original sin’ of Parti-
tion is, in one way or another, made irrelevant, the SAARC or a new limited 
avatar (of the EU in South Asia) will not go very far.”19

India has reluctantly permitted the European Union to look into Kash-
mir through annual ambassadorial “fact-finding missions,” also known as 
“troikas,” although it sees them as a form of meddling in domestic affairs. 
At the same time, the Indian government believes such missions indirectly 
legitimize its sovereignty over the state.

The European parliament also commissioned a study known as the Nich-
olson report on the rising Islamic militancy creeping into Europe from 
Pakistan, and on the impact of the earthquake of October 8, 2005, which 
devastated parts of Kashmir (especially on the Pakistan-controlled side). The 
report met with scathing remarks from pro-Pakistan nongovernmental orga-
nizations (NGOs) and commentators, for it was very critical of Pakistan’s 
administration of the parts of Kashmir under its control and did not support 
a plebiscite. It also took an unfavorable view of the way the Pakistani consti-
tution addressed fundamental freedoms and the rights of women, children, 
and minorities.20 A quasi-official Indian think tank took a selective view of 
the report, liberally citing its criticisms of Pakistani practices and ignoring its 
comments on Indian policies.21

Many Eastern European, but also Austrian, Scandinavian, German, and 
British parliaments have pro-Kashmiri lobbyists, and the European Union 
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even observes a “Kashmir Week.”22 The Kashmir Action Council’s office in 
Brussels plays an influential role in pressing these Euro-parliamentarians 
to expose human rights violations in Jammu and Kashmir, and some even 
support the idea of its secession from India or accession to Pakistan. The 
European parliament also hosts a general group for “South Asia,” which 
tends to be more focused on political and economic cooperation and foster-
ing regional integration through SAARC.

While the self-defined European human rights activists continue to raise 
the Kashmir issue, the European Union’s official approach to the region 
and India-Pakistan rivalry has shifted in recent years. The Nicholson report 
on political freedom and development progress in both Indian and Paki-
stani Kashmir marked a turning point, in that it took a less investigative 
approach to India while exposing significant democratic, human rights, and 
economic shortcomings on the Pakistani side. It is the first official Euro-
pean document to acknowledge fundamental violations and shortcomings 
in Pakistani Kashmir. Despite significant opposition from Islamabad, it was 
adopted after many amendments.23 It met with a positive response from 
Indian Kashmiris.24

The shift in European thinking about “the region” is reflected in the 
words of the European Union’s ambassador to India during a visit to Srina-
gar, Kashmir’s capital, in 2011: “We are not coming here with a particular 
mandate [to solve the Kashmir issue]. What is happening in this part of 
the country has to be solved by the people who are living in the region.”25 
The ambiguity about what region was being referred to—Kashmir or South 
Asia—was deliberate, signaling Europe’s attempt to reduce the traditionally 
central role Kashmir has played in its relations with India and its willingness 
to focus on more substantive political and economic dimensions of the EU-
India “strategic partnership” signed in 2000, including a much awaited free 
trade agreement.

Historically, the Soviet Union (now Russia) and China were disinterested 
in normalization between the two major South Asian powers. In the late 
1960s they developed security agreements with India and Pakistan, respec-
tively, which expanded in the wake of the failed U.S.-U.K. attempts to resolve 
Kashmir after the 1962 India-China war. For them, as for the Americans, 
cold war and balance of power considerations were uppermost concerns; 
India and Pakistan were seen as proto allies, and at times loose alliances were 
formed between India and the Soviet Union, on one hand, and the United 
States, Pakistan, and China, on the other.

There were a few important deviations: the Soviet Union brokered a peace 
agreement between India and Pakistan at Tashkent in 1966, and it tried and 
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failed to get the two countries to issue declarations of peaceful intent. In 
November 1986, in an address to the Indian parliament, Soviet premier 
Mikhail Gorbachev called for the establishment of a UN center on reducing 
the risks of war, a conference on the Indian Ocean as a zone of peace, and a 
conference on the relationships between arms and development. Gorbachev 
also proposed a third world space research center to be based in India. He 
discovered to his dismay that Indian officials did not really care for his Asian 
peace proposals because they involved substantive talks with Pakistan.26

Neither Russia nor China wanted to see a major conflagration to its south, 
and neither India nor Pakistan matters very much to either in terms of its 
own balance of power. Russia now sells the same weapons to both New Delhi 
and Beijing, and military hardware to Pakistan; trade and weapons are its 
major interest, while the Chinese share India’s trepidation regarding Paki-
stan’s organized support for Islamic extremists—and now for dissident Mus-
lim Chinese in China’s Xinjiang Province. Theoretically, China could take 
advantage of its growing economic position in both India and Pakistan and 
facilitate trade, perhaps by using different branches of the same company. In 
the past American firms were unwilling to do business in Pakistan for fear it 
might hurt their operations in India, and the idea of doing business in both 
was not part of their corporate strategy. For this to happen, Chinese (and 
American) companies would want reassurance that this cross-border knit-
ting together would pass a political test in both New Delhi and Islamabad.

Prospects

The history of India-Pakistan relations can be summed up as demonstrat-
ing an inability to move very far on the issues discussed in chapter 2. The 
two countries have also been unable to comprehensively address concerns 
such as regional arms control and security arrangements—but then neither 
were the Soviet Union and the United States able to come to any but the 
most anodyne agreements in these areas. Cynically, the alternation between 
proposals for “joint defense” and “no war” is actually one subject on which 
India and Pakistan have agreed: they will keep the process going and periodi-
cally raise a new idea—or a variation on old ones—to demonstrate their own 
sincerity and the obtuseness of the other side. The major purpose of these 
exercises has been to reassure outside powers and to persuade their own 
leadership of their righteous and forthright position; there is little belief on 
either side that these proposals are to be taken seriously (see box 6-1). While 
the agreements on trade and visas were warmly greeted by the two popu-
lations, deep suspicions remain, and the pattern of the past could reassert 
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Box 6-1. The Perfection of Insincerity

Both India and Pakistan have become skilled in offering each other proposals 
they know will not be accepted. In 1949 Nehru offered Pakistan a “no-war” 
pact, but Pakistan did not respond. Then in 1958 Ayub Khan offered India 
a “joint-defense” agreement provided the Kashmir dispute was solved, after 
which Nehru again reiterated India’s offer of a no-war pact. According to one 
recent study, General K. S. Thimayya, head of the Indian military and wor-
ried about the rising China threat, favored such an agreement. Opposition by 
Nehru’s close adviser and minister of defense, Krishna Menon, killed the idea 
and actually generated suspicion among some civilians about the reliability 
of the Indian military.a Several years later, with the U.S.-Pakistan alliance 
revived after the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, President Mohammed 
Zia ul-Haq offered Delhi a no-war proposal, advised by an American that 
this might get some dialogue going. This flabbergasted the Indians. Of 
course, neither proposal was serious, their purpose being to impress outside 
powers of Indian (or Pakistani) sincerity.

The two states also changed positions on the question of the original Line 
of Control. In 1954 Pakistan’s governor-general Ghulam Mohammed explored 
with Nehru the possibility of formalizing the cease-fire line in Jammu and 
Kashmir as an international boundary. Nehru rejected the proposal. Then in 
1963 India, at the Bhutto–Swaran Singh talks, proposed formalizing the cease-
fire line in Jammu and Kashmir as an international boundary. This time, Paki-
stan rejected the proposal. Finally, in 1972 an Indian delegation led by P. N. 
Haksar and a Pakistani delegation led by Aziz Ahmed agreed to establish a 
line of actual control in Kashmir to separate the respective areas occupied by 
India and Pakistan. The Line of Control has been violated numerous times by 
both sides, notably when Pakistan initiated the Kargil war. Furthermore, many 
areas, including Siachen, are disputed.

Much the same can be said of recent proposals for the institution of 
confidence- building measures (hotlines, summits, dialogues, and various tech-
nical verification proposals) between the two countries. While outsiders regard 
such measures as no-risk high-gain arrangements, in the India-Pakistan case 
any cooperation is seen as low gain and high risk. If cooperation fails, losses 
will be public and politically damaging; there might also be a multiplier effect 
in that the risk of conflict might increase if an active attempt at cooperation 
fails and if the costs of conflict are very high.

a. Srinath Raghavan, “Soldiers, Statesmen and Strategy” (www.india-seminar.
com/2010/611/611_srinath_raghavan.htm).
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itself because these understandings do not address the unaddressable—deep 
conflicts over identity and strategic assumptions. One knowledgeable Indian 
strategic thinker, skeptical about even this limited agreement, has suggested 
that both governments should be asked to announce exactly how many visas 
they have issued, year by year, after the agreement is concluded.

Yet a disheartening history also includes events and developments, some 
recent, that could change the context in which the two countries approach 
each other and their common problems. They have stabilized their nuclear 
deterrents, although they are still both groping for a common understanding 
of stability. They have begun some limited trade. And the official invective 
has been moderated.

In a series of interviews with recently retired and senior Indian and Paki-
stani officials—both civilian and military—I detected a new optimism in 
their ranks, although more so in Pakistan than in India. These discussions 
raise some important points about the prospects for normalization.

First, as just mentioned, a qualified optimism is emerging on both sides 
(and enthusiasm among Pakistanis), especially after the decision in 2012 to 
accept Indian trade terms. Civilians in Pakistan were relieved that the army 
allowed the process to move ahead, although generals had been complaining 
about Pakistan’s bad economic prospects for at least twenty years.

None of the professionals on either side believe that a major breakthrough 
is likely, and all point to the obstacles in various areas and to the larger prob-
lem of Pakistani coherence and India’s ability to compromise; yet their esti-
mate is realistic on the whole. As one Pakistani official with experience in 
negotiating with the Indians told me, “Get rid of some of the minor issues 
such as Siachen so that trade can flow between India and Pakistan. Also, India 
needs to do more than Pakistan on the so-called trust deficit” (see box 6-2).

Their pessimism reflects professional candor and the reality of a relation-
ship that could be blown apart by a serious miscalculation on either side, 
by a clumsy foreign intervention, or by one or more terror groups bent on 
disruption. Deeply pessimistic voices remain, but they are found mainly in 
the ranks of the retired.

This generational difference remains a problem. Indians and Pakistanis 
with long memories are numerous; those with memories of good relations 
with the other side are few and far between. Some in a younger generation, 
especially in Pakistan, see the importance of normalization. In 2012 one 
senior Pakistani official with experience in many posts, including India, told 
me that trade can lead the way and that with the army’s decision to accept the 
process of trade normalization, South Asia can catch up with other regions. 
He praised the normalization taking place between India and Bangladesh 
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as a model, noting that the army had begun to support a democratic pro-
cess in Dhaka and hoped for the same pattern in Islamabad, cautioning that 
“the problem is still India’s insecurity, but now that India is becoming more 
powerful as a state, that should disappear.” It remains to be seen whether the 
trade initiative is a deeply thought-out calculation on the part of the army 
or the product of panic caused by Pakistan’s poor economic prospects. One 
Pakistani official who has been part of these talks assured me that the military 
had changed its position on trade talks after 2002, but explained this had little 
impact because of Indian recalcitrance and Musharraf’s weakened position.27

The “formers,” the retired diplomats and soldiers, tend to subscribe to the 
long-held views, although there are exceptions. The catastrophe of the 1971 
defeat, for example, still resonates with some in Pakistan, just as Pakistani- 
sponsored terror attacks against India have traumatized a younger gener-
ation of Indians. This is one reason why Track II meetings involving the 

Box 6-2. Trust Deficit

A frequently heard explanation of India-Pakistan rivalry is that it centers on a 
massive deficit of trust. This is not quite correct. The deficit in India-Pakistan 
relations pertains not to trust but to verification. Neither side can indepen-
dently or reliably verify the actions of the other. The intelligence agencies on 
both sides are not equipped to do so either technically (as in the case of mili-
tary withdrawals or trade flows) or temperamentally (they each have strong 
biases), although the recent joint statement between two former intelligence 
chiefs is a large but belated step in the right direction.a While the rivalry con-
tinues to be sharply contested and is far from normal, the verification/trust 
deficit could be addressed in several areas. These could include indepen-
dent verification of water flows, meetings of serving officers of middle rank 
on a regular basis, and an expansion of the new visa agreement to include 
scholars. Third parties are limited in playing the role of facilitator as outside 
powers are considered not only biased but also motivated by their own inter-
ests in outcomes, although sometimes their technological capabilities can be 
put to good use. Pakistan has been more willing to accept outsiders—even 
encouraging their engagement—but in India a “principled” opposition to 
outside intervention permeates the bureaucracy because of hangovers from 
nationalist attitudes.

a. Amarjit Singh Dulat and Asad Durrani, “India-Pakistan: Need for Intelligence Coop-
eration,” The Hindu, July 14, 2011.
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formers are rarely productive: many retired officials talk as if they are still in 
government upholding the hardest line possible toward the other side. Yet 
they will readily agree to peace and cooperation in the abstract, on the condi-
tion that the other side will also yield equally on long-held policies. They are 
living in a comfortable if confrontational past, and few can imagine a future 
in which cooperation is the norm. As one senior Indian journalist quipped 
at a meeting in Salzburg where the formers were suddenly and most insin-
cerely advocating peace, “We ought to extend the age of retirement, because 
it seems as if once an official retires he becomes committed to peace with the 
other side.” Few if any of the formers understood the sarcasm.

However, generation is not an absolute predictor, as indicated by the fol-
lowing remarks of a former senior Pakistan army official with strong ties to 
the intelligence community:

I have met both Jaswant Singh and Yashwant Sinha, and I agree they 
are pragmatic and one can do business with them. “Verify but trust,” 
the words left me dumbfounded. What wisdom! I am not sure if those 
who make and implement policies can fathom the depth. None on our 
side at least. I suggest you give it a try when you meet them next.28

Further, two of the leading Pakistanis in favor of an accelerated peace 
process are generals: Mahmud Durrani and Talat Masood. Both are prolific 
and serious participants in various Track II and unofficial dialogues. On 
the Indian side, several former generals and admirals seem to be equally 
committed to dialogue and normalization and have been participating in 
military-military dialogues.

A second observation arising from discussions with formers is that past 
irritations recur often enough to keep levels of suspicion high. Both Indian 
and Pakistani diplomats recount episodes in which the other side failed to 
adhere to positions set out in preliminary negotiations or public statements, 
or in which they behaved badly toward the other side. Yet in the first instance, 
there is no shared understanding of the reasons why the 1972 Simla summit 
did not lead to an agreement on Kashmir, or why the 1989 Siachen agree-
ment was not consummated: it was presumably wrapped up and completed 
pending Rajiv Gandhi’s reelection. More recently, Indian and Pakistani pro-
fessionals cannot seem to understand why the 2001 meeting at Agra ended 
in catastrophe. Indian officials still complain about Pakistan’s slowness in 
reciprocating the offer of most-favored-nation status made to Pakistan as 
part of the World Trade Organization process back in 1994. As for high-level 
visits, while Pakistan seeks them, officials in New Delhi are skeptical, report-
edly in response to the lack of Indian domestic support for the prospective 
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visit of Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, even in Punjab, which is usually 
eager for a peace initiative. “Officials in the know” have stated that India 
would wait until the Pakistan army gave the People’s Pakistan Party civilian 
government a relatively free hand, improved visa regimes, and promoted 
trade and people-to-people contacts.29 

Since there was no substantive movement on areas where the Pakistan 
army is involved (Siachen, Sir Creek, cross-border terrorism, and Afghani-
stan), the assumption was that it still called the shots in Pakistan, and India 
could not find a way to deal with that. One Ministry of External Affairs 
official noted that Pakistan president Asif Ali Zardari had even reversed 
 Musharraf’s liberal position on Kashmir, reverting to Pakistan’s original 
plank of self-determination for Kashmiris, a UN proposal that India believes 
is superseded by the bilateralism of the 1972 Simla Agreement.

However, there is one important point on which virtually all serving offi-
cials (and most who are retired) can agree, but none will say this publicly: 
it is that the present Line of Control in Kashmir will and should become an 
international border between the two countries. This was, briefly, Pakistani 
policy, and it has been Indian policy—but privately—over many years, com-
plicated by a parliamentary resolution declaring that no Indian territory can 
be transferred to any foreign country. Both states are a long way from reach-
ing this point.

Present and future negotiations will be carried out by officials who have 
had a bad experience with the other side, or whose diplomatic tradition cau-
tions them to be ultra careful. One Pakistani diplomat recounted the way in 
which India “bargained like dogs” on the initial round of trade talks—before 
Pakistan’s change in position. Earlier India had pressed for talks on trade; 
later it shifted grounds and refused to talk until the subject of terrorism was 
addressed, while Pakistan insisted on dealing with Kashmir. This was remi-
niscent of the policy flip-flops two decades earlier on the question of joint 
defense versus a no-war pact. To add to grievances on both sides, embassy 
staff have been subjected to rough treatment by their host’s intelligence 
agencies, which are not much beholden to political direction and often act 
on their own. Those who want to help normalization proceed should be sup-
porting collaborative India-Pakistan studies that set out, as best the record 
allows, an objective history of the past, so that both sides will be encouraged 
to rely less on myth and gossip in their assumptions about each other.

Third, the professionals interviewed expressed real doubts about the abil-
ity of one or both sides to sustain a normalization process. The astute ones 
are well aware of the difficulties of negotiating within their own country, let 
alone with the other side. The “process problem” will not disappear.
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All of the officials interviewed for this study note that Pakistan’s posi-
tions on all India-related issues are highly dependent on the military, and 
that Pakistan is not as politically stable as it used to be. Meanwhile, India 
has allowed the armed forces to enter into security matters, notably border 
issues, and the intelligence services still have a heavy but veiled role. The 
armed services and the intelligence agencies may have a veto, depending on 
the strength of the serving Indian prime minister, while the veto is taken for 
granted in Pakistan. The fact that no official can openly say that the solution 
to Kashmir is the present Line of Control is a perfect illustration of the prob-
lem in advancing normalization.

As India enters its second decade of coalition governments, policies of 
national importance may hinge upon the views of political parties that have 
little or no interest in foreign affairs. The one exception is economic nor-
malization with Pakistan, for just about every state has something to gain 
from increased trade, including the border states, Rajasthan and Gujarat. 
In the latter the chief minister, Narendra Modi, is notoriously anti-Pakistan 
but has been cautious in statements on expanding trade and cross-border 
contacts. In Pakistan, as one official proudly noted, all of the major political 
parties—except for the fringe Islamic ones—have come out in favor of eco-
nomic normalization. Whether they will remain so may depend on the terms 
of such agreements unless they are consulted by the government beforehand. 
The one certainty is that the political balance in both countries will have 
to be carefully calculated before major steps can be taken. Center-state or 
provincial negotiations will have to be a feature of the overall normalization 
process; this could be helped by greater economic ties as well as cross-border 
conflicts, both of which could build lobbies in favor of agreement.

Pakistan faces multiple potentially fatal threats to its standing as a coun-
try: an economic crisis, a decline in educational competence, a shrinking 
state, and, above all, still no consensus on what exactly Pakistan stands for 
as a nation and a state.30 Most countries have more or less functional “ideas” 
of who they are. Pakistan’s is still a work in progress. The debate over the 
idea of Pakistan has been accelerated by a free but still not responsible press, 
the influence of extremist Islamic ideas coming from the Middle East, and 
the temptation of India’s plural secularism as a model—one that dare not 
be openly followed but that is greatly admired by many Pakistanis who are 
envious of India’s economic role and new international standing. Pakistan is 
groping toward a workable identity, even as it attempts to repair the damage 
done to its economy, society, and culture by several generations of rapacious 
civilian leaders or incompetent military ones. Can it sustain the process of 
redefining and rediscovering an identity that does not inherently challenge 
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its neighbors and other parts of the world while simultaneously conducting 
a diplomacy that normalizes relations with is historic foe, India?

This question is a mark of the great uncertainty Pakistan lends to the pros-
pects for normalization, especially when its overall political stability remains 
shaky. As time passes, Pakistan’s deeper dysfunctionality could come into play, 
as will Indian doubts about concluding agreements with a failing or erratic state.

The professionals have also expressed some consensus on the role of 
outside powers. On the one hand, they look to outsiders for validation of 
their identities and their policies. India in particular craves recognition as 
a major power, even as a world power, yet Indian officials are aware that 
it barely leads one of the most dysfunctional regions in the world, and that 
many of its neighbors—notably Pakistan—regard it with suspicion. Mean-
while, Pakistan just wants to be treated as an important country and have 
its sovereignty respected. The suggestion that there might be a role for out-
side powers in helping India and Pakistan settle their disputes is now widely 
rejected—with a caveat. Even Pakistanis understand the Indian view that 
bilateral negotiations are the only route to a settlement of Kashmir, and that 
there is no important role for outsiders in other matters, including Siachen 
and Sir Creek—although both states are committed to abiding by the Inter-
national Court’s judgment on the Indus Basin. A few Pakistani diplomats, 
especially of an older generation, may hope that the United States will side 
with them against India on Kashmir, but their experience with Washington 
over Afghanistan has created a new, tougher approach to the United States. 
Islamabad will still try to use America to pressure India, but without expect-
ing significant results. What is new is that Indian diplomats and officials have 
become accustomed to working with the United States to coerce Pakistan, 
a result of the Clinton administration’s 1999 Kargil intervention. Privately, 
they acknowledge that this has been helpful in their own diplomacy, but none 
want an overt, declared American role on any dispute involving Pakistan.

Looking Ahead

I have argued in this book that three sets of factors perpetuate the India-
Pakistan conflict:

—The visible disputes between India and Pakistan over matters such as 
Kashmir, river waters, and different territorial claims.

—Identity issues, not between the two peoples having huge commonali-
ties, but between the identities of the states that evolved after 1947.

—Strategic pressure points that are shared by the two states, Afghanistan 
being the most notable one.
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The variety and complexity of these factors make somewhat irrelevant 
the chicken-egg debate as to how hostile or unfriendly states normalize their 
relations. Put crudely, the “bottom-up” school argues for increased trade, 
people-to-people relations, Track II diplomacy, and greater cultural under-
standing. Out of this, many say, there will flow greater understanding and the 
eventual realization that the two countries can normalize or negotiate away 
their territorial or strategic differences. The “top-down” school, represented 
by scholar Charles Kupchan, stresses the supreme importance of strategic 
accommodation at the top, after which trade, people-to-people exchanges, 
and other ties will develop.

In the case of Pakistan and India, it is extremely difficult to assess whether 
core strategic and military policies of each country will be shaped by growing 
links, or instead by developments within each country that are not affected 
by greater trade and investment, such as common culture and values, plus 
domestic and bureaucratic politics. The answer is complicated, of course, 
because simultaneous processes are involved, and not all of them are moving 
in the same direction. It is possible for two states—often hostile although 
culturally not very distant—to achieve normalization along some dimen-
sions, but not others. The outstanding case is that of America and China, 
although Israel and Egypt fall into the same category. In both cases rela-
tions were normalized along one dimension only—strategy. Could India and 
Pakistan normalize their relations along economic lines, leaving Kashmir, 
Siachen, and other disagreements untouched? One way of answering this 
question is to turn to a generational model that combines elements of both 
the top-down and the bottom-up approaches.

If, as think tanks are wont to do, one assesses the impact of economics, 
security, and strategy on country relations separately, each can be said to be 
a “driver,” but that approach fails to include the impact of the relationship 
between these sectors. They do influence each other and thus the overall per-
spective of a country, although a generational time lag will also play a role in 
this. A “generation” does not pivot quickly in its attitudes:

—First, the new generation will be exposed to new and different interpre-
tations of another country.

—In a second stage there might be a debate within a strategic or political 
elite about these assumptions.

—In the third stage new policies or interpretations are hesitantly trotted out.
—Finally, if there is congruence between the two states, and the reinter-

pretation process has proceeded apace in both, a new relationship may evolve.
In considering the prospects for normalization between politically com-

plex countries such as India and Pakistan, it is essential to account for all 
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dimensions of each: their national identities, domestic interest groups, and 
regional and coalition politics, and their interrelationships. These may all 
march to different drummers. In Pakistan there is a clear difference between 
the army, with its associated civilian hard-liners, and the rest of society; 
in India the intelligence services and the military differ from the civilian 
businessmen and the “peace” lobby. A change in strategic policy may be 
acceptable to some but effectively vetoed by others. The four-stage model is 
complicated by a federal or multipolar political order, and it is vulnerable at 
many points and at any time. Indeed, it is a miracle that states ever do nor-
malize their relations without violence and war; of the world’s hard-core dis-
putes, most eventually do get resolved by a combined process of top-down, 
bottom-up, or changed strategic circumstances.

India and Pakistan are only in the first and second stages of this process. 
The trade agreement plus the potential agreements on a greater exchange of 
people could lead to a wider debate in each country about alternative futures 
and policies. The process is both accelerated and slowed by the revolution in 
communications between and within each country: Facebook, dozens of TV 
channels, and hundreds of websites are neutral media by which opposition 
to normalization is strengthened as well as encouraged.

It remains to be seen how these new contacts and the prospect of eco-
nomic growth at least in India will affect other differences between the two 
countries, especially the respective and somewhat incompatible identities 
that they have embraced. Many have recognized this as a factor that makes 
this case different—but few have offered useful ways to resolve these differ-
ences. Perhaps the most insightful commentary comes from a little-known 
Mumbai think tank, the Strategic Foresight Group (SFG), which asks that 
the Pakistani people stop thinking of their country as the “un-India” but 
simply as a progressive and normal state—the argument that Pakistani lib-
erals have been putting forward, and losing, for decades. But the SFG also 
challenges India to accept a mind-change that reinterprets India’s dominant 
role as a partnering one, such that it will treat Pakistan and other neighbors 
as partners in progress.31 This, again, is what many Indian and Pakistani 
liberals have called for. However, it remains to be seen whether normaliza-
tion with Pakistan will become a major component of the Congress Party’s 
platform, let alone a policy supported across the political spectrum—and 
what little of this will be acceptable to Pakistan’s guardians: the army and its 
hard-core elements.

Looking ahead two, five, or ten years, let alone to 2047—my best predic-
tion is that a hurting stalemate will likely continue, albeit one with less ten-
sion, as the trade and visa agreements of 2012 indicate. There will be cautious 
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movements toward dialogue, punctuated by attempts on both sides to press 
unilaterally their advantage in Kashmir and in international forums. This is 
a conflict that Pakistan cannot win and India cannot lose. Reinforcing this 
conclusion is the strong possibility that stalemate may be more attractive to 
each side than some of the solutions that have been put forward. From the 
perspective of Pakistan’s army, tying down Indian forces in Kashmir remains 
an important side benefit of the dispute; cynically, it could be said that Paki-
stan is willing to fight India to the last Kashmiri. As long as Pakistan sees itself 
as militarily disadvantaged, it will try to equalize the military balance by any 
means possible. This includes the nuclear program, but also a strategy aimed 
at forcing India to divert important resources to a military front (Kashmir) 
where the terrain and political situation are in Pakistan’s favor. For India, 
Kashmir has so many links to India’s secular political order—especially the 
place of Muslims—that any settlement appearing to compromise this order 
is unacceptable. Kashmir is thus linked to broader issues of the military bal-
ance and the identity of the two states. While more could be done to ease the 
suffering of the Kashmiri people—a cease-fire, some drawdown of regular 
and paramilitary forces on the Indian side, and some reduction in support for 
extremists coming from the Pakistan side—no lasting settlement is possible 
without attending to these larger strategic and ideological concerns. A hurt-
ing stalemate can settle in even if there is an increase in trade. The latter may 
grow, as might an increase in the flow of people between the two countries, 
without significant movement on any of the core disputes I have discussed.

However, there are futures worse than a continuing stalemate. Until 
a few years ago, the prospect of a failed Pakistan did not disturb India to 
any degree. The rise of Islamic extremism, Pakistan’s acquisition of nuclear 
weapons, and its faltering economy mean that a failed Pakistan is an increas-
ingly likely prospect. This kind of Pakistan could spew out millions of refu-
gees, might accelerate the spread of nuclear weapons to hostile states and 
terrorist groups, and could serve as a base for radical Islamic movements 
that recruit Indian Muslims and target India. Strategically, a failed Pakistan 
might draw outside powers into the subcontinent. Conversely, a more nor-
mal India-Pakistan relationship could help India assume a place among the 
major Asian and even global powers. It would not be a question, as it is now, 
of Indian power minus Pakistani power, but of an India free to exercise its 
influence over a much wider range, without the distraction—and the cost—
of a conflict with a still-powerful Pakistan.

Indians need to more fully debate their relationship with Pakistan. The 
problem is that events may outrun India’s capability to understand them. In 
recent years, for example, Pakistan has experienced a summit, a war, and a 
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coup in rapid succession. Nonetheless, New Delhi may still seek agreement 
with Pakistan on Kashmir and other disputes. The most important question 
to ask in these negotiations will not be whether Indians or Pakistanis can 
be trusted to fulfill obligations incurred in agreements where they had little 
incentive to comply, but whether, under the influence of a pessimistic vision 
of the region’s destiny, they can be trusted in cases where it is in their self-
interest to comply.

The rest of the world should be worried. The root causes of regional 
antagonisms remain intact. Both sides believe themselves to be the victims 
of an unjust international community and a clever and sometimes malev-
olent rival. Both also feel strategically threatened by a coalition of hostile 
powers: for India, this is the China-Pakistan axis; for Pakistan, the appar-
ent India-U.S. axis, in which Pakistani Islamists would include Israel as a 
third member. As a result, strategic competition must be added to the list of 
factors—economics, timing, domestic politics, and nuclear weapons—that 
together will control the pace and direction of normalization.

Indian economic growth, recognized and admired by Pakistan, has not 
changed the fundamental paired minority conflict, although Pakistan’s weak 
economy has brought its people to a point where they want to benefit from 
this growth. As one former Pakistani ambassador to the United States put 
it, “Pakistan is negotiating with India after a clear discussion in Islamabad 
of priorities: with a new threat from and on the West, we need to normalize 
relations within South Asia.” Some would argue that increased trade and 
people-to-people exchanges will change attitudes over the next few years—
but this bottom-up approach to peace and national accommodation is still 
a theory that has to navigate two separate reality tests. One is the actual con-
clusion of an agreement to expand and liberalize trade; the second is proof 
over the next few years that the agreement is politically workable. Only then 
will the hoped-for results of expanding ties become visible.

An optimistic case for the future was made by a leading Pakistani émigré, 
economist Shahid Javed Burki, who foresees relations evolving in a “Three-
Step Tango.” Pakistan, he points out, agreed with India that it would be 
more practical for the two to focus on economic and trade issues and place 
the more contentious issues such as Kashmir on a back burner, and the two 
arrived at additional agreements in mid-2012. These include the resumption 
of cricket matches, a hoped-for visit to Pakistan by Indian prime minister 
Manmohan Singh, and an Indian decision to allow individual Pakistanis 
and Pakistan firms to invest in India.32 This optimism is routinely balanced 
by Indian statements, usually from the Ministry of External Affairs, that a 
visit by Manmohan Singh is unlikely to take place because Pakistan has not 
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responded to Indian concerns about terrorism, or more dramatically, that 
the “scar” of the Mumbai attack has not yet healed.33

A future worse than stalemate could be rivalry in other areas, especially 
in Afghanistan (see chapter 7). Although there is a natural market in the 
exchange of goods between India and Pakistan, and it is possible that they 
will reach an agreement on trade, there is no natural market in strategic pres-
sure points. Both inherited the same choke points and proceeded to fight 
each other over them.34 The wish of senior British Indian army strategists 
that somehow a moderate Pakistan would defend the entire subcontinent 
from radical Islamist movements, as well as from Soviet probes, is unful-
filled. Instead, India has become certain that Pakistan is part of an American-
Chinese- Pakistani encirclement project, while Pakistani strategists now see 
India boosted by new and powerful allies of its own. Both sides view the 
various approaches to South Asia, notably Afghanistan, in terms of strategic 
“choke points.” There was a single strategic pressure point before partition; 
today there are many such points of rivalry, intensified by the use of intel-
ligence services, bribes, information programs, and other means.35

Pressure points cannot be traded off, as was the practice in classical 
nineteenth- century diplomacy. Public opinion makes that difficult in more 
or less open societies, especially when that opinion has been manipulated 
into a hawkish stance by each government. The importance of strategic pres-
sure points is hard to measure with the same precision as trade agreements; 
for example, India can measure its benefits and losses with Pakistan (and 
vice versa) on an exchange of territory, or on their respective positions in 
Afghanistan or other countries, because hawks will define all strategic pres-
sure points as “strategically vital,” without any serious discussion of what 
vital means. It is possible to measure the gains and losses in trade between 
them, as it is measured with other countries, including China, but security 
issues are defined by each state in accordance with received myths and some-
times simplistic understanding of what is threatening and what is not.

The most urgent new development in this regard is an expanded rivalry in 
Afghanistan, which could make impossible an economic and trade agreement. 
The conflict between the two states in Afghanistan replicates their struggle 
over Kashmir. Their presence in Afghanistan is like the cold war proxy wars 
in which intelligence services battled it out without fear of direct escalation.

This classic Raj pressure point remains important to each, but not for the 
same reasons that motivated the British. The danger is no longer a German 
or Soviet invasion of South Asia, but the rise of extremist, militant Islam, 
which threatens both countries (whereas the expansion of Chinese power is 
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feared by India but welcomed by Pakistan). Both see Afghanistan as a zero-
sum zone of strategic competition, with Pakistan supporting the Taliban 
and a few Afghan leaders as its surrogates, while India, tongue-in-cheek, 
claims to have merely provided economic assistance to the Afghan regime. 
This conveniently ignores its long and important support for the Northern 
Alliance against the Pakistan-supported Taliban from 1992 to 2001. Once 
American forces in Afghanistan are greatly reduced, it seems doubtful that 
enough troops will remain to allow the Karzai regime (or its successor) to 
maintain control over most of the country. The default option for both India 
and Pakistan seems to be to renew their competition in Afghanistan, possibly 
fueling a new civil war in that state. One could argue that this is better than 
another confrontation along the Line of Control, but there should be better 
options, as discussed in chapter 7.

A third future worse than stalemate could transpire if one or both states 
took the irresponsible step of expanding their nuclear weapons programs, or if 
they viewed the weapons of the other side as inherently dangerous. Few Paki-
stanis or Indians can imagine the devastation one or two nuclear weapons, let 
alone a larger strike, could unleash on key cities—the reality is that each coun-
try is capable of turning the other into a vast graveyard, unlivable for decades. 

Both states have had a difficult time dealing with the dilemma all nuclear 
weapons states face: that of balancing the competing requirements of secrecy 
and transparency. They have to be transparent enough to reassure the other 
side—and the world—that their nuclear operational procedures and doc-
trines are not provocative and irresponsible, lest they encourage the other 
side to strike first. Yet they cannot be too open, lest they provide information 
that would be useful to the other side (or conceivably a third party) in for-
mulating a strike against their own forces. Recent studies show how far they 
have to go in developing this balance.36

Without greater transparency, and perhaps additional agreements that 
would reassure each country, myth and bad intelligence are likely to play a 
role. For example, some Indians assume that Pakistanis will be deterred from 
striking India with nuclear weapons because its two largest cities, New Delhi 
and Mumbai, contain huge numbers of Muslims, and the Pakistani leadership 
has ties to both. Would this still be a consideration if Pakistan was coming 
apart as a country—or would some Pakistani extremists, Hitler-like, believe a 
final cataclysm is justifiable? The irony of India’s position is that while many 
of its military officials and strategists belabor Pakistan for its support of 
extremists and its irrational behavior, they think that Pakistan will act ratio-
nally in moments of crisis. Perhaps they are projecting their own supposed 



172 / prospects

rational crisis behavior on Pakistan, or perhaps they are misinformed. In 
any case, the history of regional crises does not inspire confidence, as both 
sides have made serious mistakes. No one knows how leaders in India and 
Pakistan judge which of their cities will be spared and which will be targeted, 
which will be defended by an antiballistic missile shield, now in the develop-
ment stage, and which might be sacrificed. If relations between the two states 
are normal, as they are between America and Russia, these concerns will be 
irrelevant, but the India-Pakistan pair could slip into one or more crises in 
the future. The further testing of nuclear weapons by one or both, or their use 
in a very limited war, would be historically significant events, but anything 
larger than a demonstration-effect strike is unimaginable.

One of the paradoxes of this relationship is that the fear of such a war 
ensures the continuation of the rivalry; it rules out a conventional war that 
could establish Indian strategic dominance. In this, the Pakistani nuclear 
hawks are correct—that is, if rationality prevails on both sides. Any new 
Indian policy toward Pakistan has to run the gauntlet of the political parties, 
both national and regional, as well as the foreign and security policy bureau-
cracies, which are expert at stifling change and are notable for their lack 
of original thinking. As Indian strategist Bharat Karnad points out, India’s 
very size and complexity reduce its ability to run this gauntlet nimbly. Fur-
thermore, Karnad wryly comments, the Indian attitude to the state’s physi-
cal security, which arises out of a habit of mind defined by geography and 
subcontinental size, is “lax to the point of exasperation.”37 As is well docu-
mented, the Indian bureaucracy is slow and cumbersome even in the face 
of threats such as another Mumbai attack or in other security matters, plus 
has a weak planning process (except in economics).38 This applies manifold 
to all policy matters regarding Pakistan. As discussed in chapter 3, Indians 
are, for the most part, skeptical if not opposed to normalization with Paki-
stan, and dead set against any role for outsiders. India’s Ministry of External 
Affairs is not unlike Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence Directorate in this 
regard: both are capable, influential, and hard-line when it comes to regional 
normalization. India’s civilian bureaucrats certainly exert greater influence 
than their American counterparts—being more like British or French civil 
servants. Moreover, its intelligence agencies have considerable clout because 
they are not fully accountable to the public or parliament. They mix domes-
tic and foreign intelligence, which is perhaps inevitable in dealing with Paki-
stan, but this can work at cross-purposes with diplomacy. In addition, there 
is a notable absence of strategic planning in India, with rivalries between 
the prime minister’s secretariat and the Ministry of External Affairs, whose 
policy planning division has long since atrophied.
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By contrast, India’s armed forces are confined to their narrow operational 
and organizational spheres. Their policy suggestions are based largely on 
their own organizational requirements, not an overall national strategy. The 
glaring exception is the army’s public announcement that it would oppose 
any settlement of the Siachen Glacier dispute that might reverse what it 
regards as a hard-won victory over Pakistan. The military finds it difficult 
to make long-range plans because of the turnover of political leadership, 
the latter’s lack of expertise, and disarray over defense budgets and weapons 
acquisition strategies.

The prospects for normalization will also be affected by several forth-
coming events, one being the International Court of Arbitration’s ruling 
sometime in 2013 on the alleged Indian infringements of the Indus Waters 
Treaty. This will be an opportunity for both India and Pakistan to demon-
strate that they are willing to accept international arbitration, although the 
history of arbitration over the Rann of Kutch is not encouraging (it hurt 
Ayub Khan politically, and it made the Indians wary of outside arbiters). 
The Soviet attempt to broker a larger agreement between Ayub Khan and 
Prime Minister Lal Bahadur Shastri following the 1965 war fared no better. 
An outside decision on the Indian headworks, suitably verifiable by Paki-
stan, could pave the way for larger talks about sharing the river waters. Here, 
India’s recent experience with Bangladesh has been encouraging, and some 
Pakistani diplomats have told me that this might be a precedent for India-
Pakistan talks on water issues.

The recent normalization breakthrough in the form of trade liberalization 
negotiations will follow its own diplomatic and economic logic, undoubtedly 
with much tough bargaining. Still, there is no reason why some milestones 
should not be reached in 2013 and 2014. The example of other regions should 
be powerful and relevant here, and outside powers might offer inducements 
to ensure that the process of trade liberalization is rewarded.

Another significant event in 2014 will be the reduction in America’s mili-
tary presence in South Asia. India will also hold national elections that year, 
while Pakistan will be doing so in 2013, if the political system remains stable. 
Election results in India are likely to show political power shifting further 
to the states, only a few of which are really interested in normalization with 
Pakistan. Even New Delhi has only a tiny elite following foreign policy closely. 
Pakistan is likely to see the People’s Pakistan Party win another victory, but 
there are regional movements against the Punjab’s domination, and a “Pun-
jabi Spring” is under way that puts the politics of that key province in play.

Over the next five or six years a new factor might shape India-Pakistan 
relations that was unthinkable five or fifteen years ago. This is Pakistan’s very 
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integrity as a state. In a recent study of the country’s future, I was unable to 
peer beyond the next seven years.39 This raises time-bound questions about 
the present normalization process. Can it succeed in taming the hostilities 
on both sides of the border, and even if it does, will Pakistan hold together 
long enough to keep any side of an agreement that it might reach with New 
Delhi? Will the priorities of other countries also be affected? While the India-
China rivalry is looming, it is going to be antedated by further crises in India-
Pakistan relations if the latter should deteriorate further, or if it fails to move 
toward normalcy. The next five years will be critical: India will not want to 
make concessions to a Pakistan that is clearly failing and cannot be trans-
formed into a normal partner—some in New Delhi might even want to give 
it an extra push and hasten the process.

Judgments are being made in both countries as to whether time is on their 
side. If Pakistan concludes that pressure on India has not worked, it could 
decide to escalate and accept higher risks or consider alternative solutions 
for Kashmir. If India decides that its practice of absorbing punishment has 
become intolerable, then it also might decide that a riskier strategy should 
be employed sooner rather than later. Even more dangerous, both sides may 
simultaneously conclude that time is working against them and that they 
might gain from a confrontation if it took place sooner rather than later. 
Even if both sides try to avoid a major conflict, one could come surprisingly 
soon, as in early 2013 when the alleged beheading of an Indian officer by 
Pakistani forces along the Line of Control temporarily strained relations. 
However, the event showed that India-Pakistan relations are likely to stay 
within a band—not escalating to all-out or nuclear war, but not moving 
toward normalization or peace either. The armed forces of both states are 
unhappy with some aspects of normalization, which is one reason why the 
incident received so much publicity, and their close proximity along the Line 
of Control in Kashmir and along the international border provides oppor-
tunities for mischief, miscalculation, and subordination of the slow and not 
inevitable move toward normal relations.

What Can Be Done?

When I broach the idea of normalcy to Indians and Pakistanis, as well as 
Americans, I receive three kinds of responses. Many Americans and some 
Pakistanis and Indians believe that nothing can be done, that this is an 
eternal strategic rivalry, what I have called an intractable paired minority 
conflict. The policy prescription that flows from this judgment is to avoid 
involvement and hope that time will alleviate some problems.
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For Indians, this means waiting Pakistan out, avoiding a major conflict, 
and hoping that the political process in Islamabad will eventually produce 
a leadership that is willing to address Pakistan’s identity crisis and con-
sider a compromise over Kashmir and other issues. Pakistan’s identity as an 
Islamic state still threatens Indian pluralism, and when it is given muscle by 
Pakistan’s intelligence agencies, it becomes a domestic political problem for 
India, leaving aside the ambivalence of some Indian Muslims.

For Pakistanis, the notion of a perpetual conflict means finding a way 
to live with a more powerful and still-threatening neighbor, strengthening 
the one technology that assures Pakistan that India will not seek a military 
victory—nuclear weapons—while searching for a way to overhaul the econ-
omy. From an orthodox Pakistani position, normalization will come if and 
when India backs off on the key symbolic and strategic issues that have been 
there for sixty-five years, notably Kashmir. Meanwhile, the Pakistani state 
will continue to endorse and support elements of the Pakistan identity that 
make it distinctive, including hatred and fear of India, with a few hawks still 
arguing that India, not Pakistan, is an artificial state and that Pakistan need 
only wait until India comes apart.

If the future is to be “more of the same,” then meetings between Indians 
and Pakistanis will come to the conclusion that nothing can be done, because 
individually neither side is willing to do anything, and that both sides prefer, 
as they have for sixty-five years, to wait and watch. Foundations should insist 
that any Track II dialogues that they fund actually go beyond current gov-
ernment policies and publicly offer new ideas—otherwise they are a waste of 
time and money.

The second response that I have received—largely from some Americans 
and Indians—is that Pakistan is a fatally wounded state trying to meet the 
challenges of the modern era. Normalization will have to be postponed indef-
initely. The present era is massively different from the years in which Pakistan 
was first imagined and then enjoyed substantial international support. It is 
undergoing complex and unpredictable transformations brought about by 
global revolutions in the movement of people, goods, and ideas. When faced 
with these developments, Pakistan, with its 1930s-style identity and empha-
sis on religion as the tie that holds Pakistanis together, becomes a dysfunc-
tional state. Some Pakistanis understood the significance of the loss of East 
Pakistan, but the army and the Islamists dismissed it as the result of India’s 
machinations and Pakistan’s failure in attempting to impose true Islam on its 
population. This has opened the door to more totalitarian strands of Islamic 
thinking. Pakistan’s political domination by the India-obsessed military, with 
its clumsiness at governing a complex state, seals its fate. It may last five years 
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or more, but the end point is evident. Some Pakistanis have already reached 
this conclusion, as have more and more Indians; the former are looking for 
careers and homes outside of the country in increasing numbers, while the 
latter watch with trepidation. A few Indians believe that they only need to 
wait until Pakistan collapses and then can pick up the pieces.

In the event, India would become the dominant power of Southern 
Asia. However, many Indians understand that a collapsing Pakistan could 
also prove fatal to their country. In this view, India-Pakistan relations have 
reached a hurting stalemate that strongly resembles the cold war, during 
which both sides endured decades of crisis and a terrific arms burden until 
the Soviet Union crumbled. Any Indians who think that the rest of the world 
would manage a “soft” landing for a decaying Pakistan are, I believe, sorely 
mistaken and gambling on the future of India as well as Pakistan. Still, there 
remains the naïve hope that Pakistan will somehow vanish, or be peacefully 
reunited with India in ten or twenty years, the view of a former Supreme 
Court judge, Markanday Katju, the chair of the Press Council of India. 
Terming Pakistan a “Jurassic park” or a madhouse, he blamed Jinnah for 
creating a theocratic state and suggested that Jinnah was an agent of the Brit-
ish, who are to blame for India’s Hindu-Muslim conflicts.40 Name-calling 
may be gratifying, but it does not wave away the fact that Pakistan remains a 
potent and potentially dangerous state as far as India is concerned.

Many have argued that South Asia needs to find measures that would 
avert apocalyptic scenarios, permit a negotiated settlement to the Kashmir 
conflict, and provide a joint approach to the problem of stabilizing regional 
nuclear forces and preventing an all-out arms race. Unofficial diplomacy 
would be an essential component but cannot be a substitute for a state’s 
determination to address these issues.

The third response I have heard is that the South Asian cold war does not 
have to drag on forever, and that a failed Pakistan is not politically accept-
able—both outcomes are risky to India and to the international community. 
This view would support some form of normalization and thus call for a 
more activist policy, either out of optimism or a concern that the first two 
options are too risky. India could attempt to solve its Pakistan problem by 
helping Pakistan emerge from its miasma and by joining it in a normal rela-
tionship that would include cooperation in the region’s strategic defense. 
Pakistan itself, now in the midst of a major political upheaval, could con-
tinue its domestic reforms once the India threat is stabilized or removed. The 
latter would reduce the influence of the army in Pakistan as well.

Could Pakistan be a long-term partner for India? Very few Indians believe 
that Pakistan is stable, that its recent crises are superficial, and that the 
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underlying strengths of the country will allow it to muddle through. It may 
be able to hobble along for the next few years—but anything after that is a 
mystery. Hoping that Pakistan becomes a more normal state is not a policy. 
For Pakistanis, accepting Indian hegemony—backed up by superior force—
is a strategic defeat. But what does the use of force mean in an era of nuclear 
weapons? Can it mean cultural hegemony, or the subtle transformation or 
dominance of one’s culture by another society? These are universal questions 
being asked and answered in different ways by Indians and Pakistanis, albeit 
rarely in dialogue with each other.

It is essential to recognize that India-Pakistan hostility is not best viewed as 
a subject-by-subject problem relating to Kashmir, terrorism, religious con-
flict, the absence of democracy, or sometimes to too much democracy and 
not enough statecraft. Instead, the problem has to be redefined, not in terms 
of subjects such as Kashmir, or water, or terrorism. These are all important, 
but the conundrum of hostility contains three basic elements: (1) territorial, 
economic, and environmental issues; (2) the rivalry between two states (and 
now China) claiming the same strategic space; and (3) the different chosen 
identities that pit the rivals against each other in many fundamental ways.

In my view, a top-down approach is necessary, but it may not be suffi-
cient; the same is true of bottom-up approaches. Efforts to improve trade and 
people–to-people contacts may yet be part of the solution to one of history’s 
biggest experiments in state normalization, but they will not be decisive.

Indecision and ambiguity are likely to characterize the future. Relations 
between these two states are likely to oscillate within a band: it is unlikely to 
go to the nuclear level, nor is steady normalization in sight. A crisis in early 
2012 was prototypical: after allegations that Pakistan beheaded an Indian 
officer, war drums began beating in India. These soon grew silent after more 
became known of the history of atrocities committed over the years by both 
sides along the Line of Control, and as the futility of escalating against a 
nuclear Pakistan became clearer. Indeed, the more Indians demonized Paki-
stan the more effective was the latter’s deterrent force; by emphasizing Pak-
istan’s reckless and dangerous side, Indian hawks also made its deterrent 
more credible.

For many decades India and Pakistan have been moving in the wrong 
direction—digging the hole deeper, talking more about insecurity than 
about opportunity. The slightly paranoid worldview of the strategist ensures 
that new threats will supplant old ones, and that institutions will devote their 
energies to discovering and planning to meet such new threats. Indeed, the 
armies and many civilian institutions on both sides are threat-generating 
machines. For Pakistan, mere survival will be a problem for at least several 
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years, perhaps indefinitely. For India, its recent economic achievements are 
significant, and its democratic system—for all of its flaws—is able to con-
tain new and disruptive forces, while the dream of an Indo-centric security 
system in South Asia is still beyond reach. For India, the danger is that Paki-
stan, while economically enfeebled and confused about its identity, remains 
capable of mortally hurting India through its growing nuclear capability and 
by rubbing salt in Kashmir’s wounds. Normalization is as much in India’s 
interests as in Pakistan’s. New Delhi will have difficulty “rising,” “emerging,” 
or becoming one of the major powers of Asia if it has to haul a wounded 
Pakistan around; self-interest if not moral principles should impel it to help 
Pakistan, even if many of the latter’s wounds have been self-inflicted.

In 2010 a young female student in Kolkata asked me, “Why should I help 
Pakistan—it is a country that has done terrible things to me—I hate it, I am 
not going to help it.” My answer was this: “If your neighbor’s house is on 
fire, isn’t it in your interest to help put out the fire, rather than let it go up in 
flames?” I am skeptical that the Indian leadership is prepared to lead a neigh-
borhood fire brigade and even that its neighbor’s fire can be easily doused. 
More likely, it will try to create a firebreak and hope for the best.
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chapter seven

American 

Interests and 

Policies

Many Americans believe that the India-Pakistan dispute 
is both inevitable and unsolvable, that it reflects the immaturity, deep cul-
tural differences, or racial or geopolitical qualities of these two states. On the 
contrary, this is not a hopeless dispute, although engagement requires more 
than a simplistic understanding of its causes. Moreover, the United States can 
do little directly to address the core identity and strategic disputes between 
the two states, but it can do much indirectly.

The prime virtue of recent U.S. policy—summarized as “dehyphen-
ation”—was that it abandoned symmetry; however, it could not cope directly 
with India-Pakistan quarrels. The United States cannot do much about 
identity issues (an appropriate subject for universities and foundations to 
address), but in other respects, such as promoting trade and regional eco-
nomic cooperation, its input could have positive outcomes for both sides, as 
explained in this closing chapter. There may also be room for cooperation on 
strategic issues—not the ultrasensitive Kashmir—but perhaps in Afghanistan.

Recent U.S. Policies toward India and Pakistan

The United States took twenty years to shed its cold war orientation toward 
South Asia but is still without a comprehensive policy framework here. The 
process of change started at the beginning of the first Reagan administra-
tion—but this was interrupted by events that placed nonproliferation at the 
center of U.S. relations with India and Pakistan.

Just before Ronald Reagan came into office in 1980—by which time the 
Soviet Union was a military presence in Afghanistan and Pakistan was a 
front-line state—some memos had circulated in the Department of State 
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calling for a truly regional policy. With the Soviet invasion, however, these 
were put aside and a new regional policy developed. From New Delhi, U.S. 
ambassador Harry Barnes advocated a policy of rapprochement with India 
wherever possible to supplement the emerging military alliance with Paki-
stan.1 Barnes’s “game plan” had a remarkably contemporary ring, said How-
ard E. Schaffer, who was his counterpoint as deputy assistant secretary of 
state for South Asia. Dennis Kux, the eminent chronicler of U.S. relations 
with both India and Pakistan, noted that Barnes aimed “to look for things 
that India and the United States could do together, could cooperate on, as 
a way to build a bilateral relationship that could eventually stand on its own 
feet.”2 Quoting Barnes, Kux wrote that “basically the thrust was to look at the 
whole range of the relationship and try to find those aspects that might be 
susceptible of some development in order to try to put the relationship . . . 
in a broader, fuller context without so much focus on our relationship with 
Pakistan.” Others also proposed normalizing with India even as the United 
States was entering into a new military alliance with Pakistan. One such figure 
was Shirin Tahir-Kheli, a member of the State Department’s policy planning 
staff, while in the White House Donald Fortier vigorously pursued the policy.

In a 1997 study on South Asia for the Council on Foreign Relations, 
Tahir-Kheli summed up the lesson from that period: “Washington’s efforts 
to settle the differences must be part of an overall package of policy options 
towards India and Pakistan taking U.S. involvement into the next century. 
The basic premise for U.S. engagement must be the desire to help solve the 
crises that stand in the way of a permanent and productive peace between 
India and Pakistan.”3 Tahir-Kheli’s analysis took a refreshingly long-term 
perspective on the South Asian conundrum, and enough has happened in 
the interim to make her advice still pertinent.

The new policy had something for everyone, except those still suspicious 
of India. The policy could be justified in a cold war framework, making it 
acceptable to Reaganite hawks. Since Pakistan was still vulnerable to pressure 
from India, one of its purposes was to protect Islamabad’s eastern border. 
This was the obverse of the 1962 Kennedy policy, when the goal was to pro-
tect India’s west from Pakistan. Other aspects envisioned a democratic and 
increasingly powerful India, which some day might “emerge” as a major state 
in Asia, if it could normalize its relations with Pakistan and revamp its dys-
functional economic policies.4 A third goal was to “wean” the Indians away 
from the Soviet Union; although Soviet penetration of India was exagger-
ated, those who favored normalization at the time went along with such cold 
war arguments.5 As a result, by 1984 a steady stream of officials was visiting 
Pakistan in support of the anti-Soviet effort. Many such visits incorporated a 
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stop in India to discuss a growing list of issues, while “all American conver-
sations at the senior level actively encouraged good relations between India 
and Pakistan.”6 South Asian leaders from both countries had unusual access 
to Washington’s top leadership. In one arena, however, Americans may have 
misread the region: contrary to expectations, the military aid program to 
Pakistan did little to encourage reconciliation between Pakistan and India. 
Most Indians did not see the weapons America supplied to Pakistan in a 
positive light, whereas Zia ul-Haq personally agreed with the new American 
opening to New Delhi.

In the Reagan years, Indian motives were clear. Except for the pro-Soviet 
factions in the Congress Party and government, Indians realized that they 
had to reduce dependency on the Soviet Union, the first superpower to have 
actually invaded South Asia, and they welcomed this new attention, what-
ever the reason for it. Furthermore, this relationship improved Indian lever-
age over the U.S. aid program to Pakistan. Although Pakistani officials were 
skilled in raising the India bogey, this tactic did not lead the United States 
away from India; instead, it made the U.S. government engage more deeply 
with New Delhi.

As already mentioned, nuclear proliferation dominated American policy 
in the aftermath of cold war containment. Between 1989, when President 
George H. W. Bush sanctioned Pakistan for its covert nuclear military pro-
grams, and 1998, when India and Pakistan detonated nuclear weapons, the 
United States made a large-scale but belated attempt to get the two rivals to 
terminate their nuclear activities. In response, Pakistan professed agreement 
with every American proposal but in a classical pahelee aap (Urdu-Hindi for 
“you go first”) approach claimed that India had to go first, knowing full well 
that India would refuse any outside prying into its (covert) nuclear plans. 
When the Clinton administration pushed for a policy that would “cap, roll 
back, and eliminate” nuclear weapons, this effort backfired, and instead 
it convinced both South Asian states that they did need nuclear weapons. 
Heavy and naïve American pressure led India to test first, followed immedi-
ately by Pakistan, both events being unpredicted by American experts.

In this period American engagement with both countries featured a 
wide range of official and unofficial dialogues, with and between Indian 
and Pakistani interlocutors, some of them described in chapter 5. Seminars 
and courses were held in India and Pakistan decrying the dangers of “going 
nuclear” and reiterating the importance of confidence-building measures 
(CBMs). American lectures to the effect of “do as I say, not as I do” did not 
go down well in either state, and Americans who pushed for the abolition 
of regional nuclear programs were dubbed “nuclear Ayatollahs” by leading 
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Indian strategists. Partly to deflect American pressure, the two countries 
agreed on modest CBMs such as hotlines, and they still engage in the ritual 
of an annual and unverified declaration of civilian nuclear sites.

The attempt to keep nuclear weapons out of South Asia had failed. When 
the two states tested in 1998, both removed the veil of ambiguity by declaring 
themselves full-fledged nuclear weapons states. In great frustration, Ameri-
cans imposed sanctions on both states, which made some Americans feel 
good but had no impact on their nuclear policies or on two emerging nuclear 
candidates, Iran and North Korea.

Three years later, with a new administration and the trauma of 9/11 still 
widely felt, the United States became—with good reason—concerned about 
the confluence of nuclear weapons and the rise of Islamist terror groups, 
especially in unstable Pakistan. Two successive administrations, beginning 
with that of George W. Bush, have put these concerns at the top of their 
policy agendas. Although each tried to defuse various crises, all of which had 
a nuclear tinge, much of this engagement occurred after the fact.7

The Bush administration lifted most of the sanctions against Pakistan 
and began building on the good relations with India established under Bill 
Clinton.8 The resulting strategy, formally known as dehyphenation, treated 
India and Pakistan separately, each for its own virtues and assets.9 This was 
a very Aristotelian approach, echoing the view that justice meant “to each 
according to his own qualities,” but it did not address the reality that India 
and Pakistan were still each other’s main threat. Under dehyphenation, the 
United States would handle relations with India and Pakistan separately, 
with no undue effort to address their bilateral disputes, except to encourage 
them to continue their dialogue and stand ready to facilitate any agreements. 
Kashmir remained out of bounds for American policy, even though Clinton 
had called it the most dangerous place on earth.10 The crux of such a policy is 
how far the U.S.-India relationship can go without damaging Washington’s 
ties to Pakistan.

Over the next few years, the Bush and then the Obama administrations 
learned that for Pakistan the U.S.-India nuclear deal, without a correspond-
ing acceptance of Pakistan’s nuclear status, was evidence that the United 
States was not a reliable ally. India greeted dehyphenation warmly, because 
it meant the end of comparisons with Pakistan and the inference that it was 
now paired with China, like itself, a major rising power.

Dehyphenation enabled America to work with India without having to 
burden its diplomats and soldiers with the Pakistan tie, and it facilitated 
seemingly close cooperation with Pakistan on terror-related issues.11 As I have 
noted, this also gave India a voice in America’s Pakistan policy, something it 
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never had before. This approach bore striking similarities to the early Rea-
gan attempt to have good relations with both states, making Pakistan again 
a “front-line” state (now in the war against terror, not the Soviet Union).

The closer relationship with India under the rubric of dehyphenation 
was based on an understanding that China was a new Asian strategic fac-
tor. Washington treated India as one possible piece in the larger puzzle of 
containing what might be a hostile threat. The irony of the policy was that 
Pakistan had exactly the opposite view of China—seeing it as a trusted friend 
and a more genuine ally than the United States. In reality, it is not an either/
or choice for the United States: “In the short term it is India-Pakistan, in the 
long-term it is India-China.”12

As a presidential candidate, Barack Obama was the first leading American 
politician to advocate American engagement in the India-Pakistan dispute. In 
a 2007 Foreign Affairs article, he proposed a crackdown on Pakistani tolera-
tion of terrorists but also said he would encourage dialogue between Pakistan 
and India to resolve the Kashmir dispute.13 In an interview with Time maga-
zine, he acknowledged that “Kashmir in particular is an interesting situation 
. . . that is obviously a potential tar pit diplomatically.” Obama wanted to

get a special envoy in there, to figure out a plausible approach, and 
essentially make the argument to the Indians, you guys are on the brink 
of being an economic superpower, why do you want to keep on mess-
ing with this? To make the argument to the Pakistanis, look at India and 
what they are doing, why do you want to keep on being bogged down 
with this particularly at a time where the biggest threat now is coming 
from the Afghan border? I think there is a moment where potentially 
we could get their attention. It won’t be easy, but it’s important.14

To implement these policies, two days after taking office Obama 
announced the appointment of former Clinton administration diplomat 
Richard Holbrooke to be special representative to Afghanistan and Pakistan 
(SRAP). Nine months before his appointment, Holbrooke had urged upon 
Pakistan more democracy, domestic political reconciliation, the removal of 
the military from politics, and a new policy for the tribal area.15 This ignored 
known Pakistani strategic concerns and was based upon unrealistic assump-
tions about Pakistan.

Holbrooke knew Afghanistan well, Pakistan a little, and India-Pakistan 
relations not at all. His job had to be defined narrowly because of Indian 
pressure. At one point Indian officials were so irritated with his mandate 
that they made it inconvenient for Holbrooke to visit New Delhi. Although 
India had interests in Afghanistan and had been a major player there for 
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decades, the American system had no way of accommodating or even 
understanding them.16

One full Obama term passed without any significant American initia-
tive—in effect this was the continuation of the dehyphenation policy. Rela-
tions with Pakistan were badly strained because of the spillover from the 
Afghan war while relations with India boomed.

Former Foreign Service officer Howard Schaffer accurately saw that “for 
the balance of its current term the Obama administration will not change 
its approach to the Kashmir issue. . . . Should another serious Kashmir-
related India-Pakistan crisis develop, Obama will no doubt resume the crisis- 
management efforts which have been so central to America’s role in Kashmir in 
the quarter-century dating back to the George H. W. Bush administration.”17

Candidate Obama seemed to be looking for deeper causes, but President 
Obama quickly learned how difficult it was to be a go-between for the two 
countries when Washington’s own relationship with at least one of them—
this time Pakistan—was strained. If Obama thought the many conflicts 
between India and Pakistan were symptomatic of an underlying pathology, 
he was correct. But in terms of policy prescriptions, his view was the con-
ventional one, that Kashmir was the place where a breakthrough might be 
possible. It was not, and given the military and political problems facing the 
administration in Afghanistan, Kashmir remained a sideshow. The Obama 
administration failed to develop a South Asia policy that would have encom-
passed both India-Pakistan relations (including Kashmir) and the grinding 
war in Afghanistan.

Toward a Comprehensive South Asia Policy

In mid-2012 President Obama approved a classified national decision direc-
tive for India, but there was no such directive for South Asia, or for Pakistan. 
The foreign policy process could not manage more: too many Pakistan poli-
cies were (and still are) circulating in the government with no coherent view 
of South Asia in the background. If such a South Asia policy were to emerge 
in his current administration, it would have to (a) address the organiza-
tional dysfunctionality that handicaps American policy toward this quarter 
of the world, (b) not place Kashmir at the center of America’s regional policy, 
(c) expand existing collaborative and integrative programs, (d) explore the 
possibility of India-Pakistan strategic cooperation in Afghanistan, and (e) 
retain some elements of dehyphenation. Above all, American policy should 
be based on an understanding of the deeper antagonisms that have driven 
the India-Pakistan conundrum for sixty-five years. While doing everything 
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possible to promote regional rapprochement, American policymakers must 
remain aware that the present state of cold peace between India and Pakistan 
can quickly break down, with outcomes worse than having the dispute con-
tinue for many years more.

Organizational Pathologies

Administrative restructuring is not a substitute for strategic thinking but 
may become necessary when such thinking is inhibited by the lack of a com-
prehensive policy framework, as in the case of South Asia.18 That is why the 
second Obama administration should reorganize how it deals with South 
Asia. The U.S. government has for decades failed to see the region as a whole, 
with its shared environment, shared cultural system, and its own strategic 
logic. Ignoring the region or parceling it out conceptually and organization-
ally might have been an adequate response during the cold war, but its new 
importance demands a rethinking of both strategy and the way the U.S. gov-
ernment is organized to deal with Afghanistan, Pakistan, and India. This 
region, including the Indian Ocean, is too important now to be left to seg-
mented and uncoordinated policymaking.19

To correct this, and to take advantage of new opportunities in South Asia, 
the United States must revise the civilian and military framework with which 
it approaches the region. It took forty-five years to create a freestanding 
South Asia bureau—and even then only at congressional prompting.20 The 
bureau’s focus was diluted by the addition of Central Asia to its portfolio, 
and debilitated by the creation of SRAP.

Equally troubling, major departments in the U.S. government differ 
markedly as to how they deal with India and Pakistan. These include the 
Departments of State and Defense, and the different military commands 
within Defense, each of which maintains its own foreign, intelligence, and 
military strategies. This makes it difficult, for example, to factor the impact of 
the India-Pakistan competition into America’s Afghanistan policy. The dis-
joint is such that U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM) and the bulk of the 
Pentagon are increasingly wary of Pakistan’s role in Afghanistan, while U.S. 
Pacific Command (PACOM) cheers on India’s Afghan projects. Occasion-
ally, the separate visions become temporarily fused, but U.S. policy remains 
rudderless and the region’s history, including the still-relevant impact of 
the Raj, overlooked. Instead, the Department of State should have taken the 
initiative in crafting an Afghan policy that would have placed less emphasis 
on the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and America as inter-
vening forces and more on regional capabilities in training, development, 
and coercion.



186 / american interests and policies

The chief virtue of the about-to-be-abandoned SRAP office is that its staff 
came from different government agencies. When it is broken up and the Pak-
istan desk returns to the South Asia bureau, it should be physically adjacent 
to the India desk and retain the liaison with other agencies so that the inter-
agency process can begin where strategic policy should first be developed. 
This also suggests strongly that the Department of State, as formulated at 
present, is ill equipped to think strategically about region-wide phenomena.

Reorganization along these lines would stimulate holistic thinking about 
the region. It would improve U.S. deployment capacity in the Indian Ocean 
and South Asia, one of the world’s most important geopolitical theaters. 
Like good intelligence, good organization does not guarantee good policy. 
However, a poorly constructed bureaucracy is almost always a recipe for 
bad policy.

Kashmir Is/Is Not the Problem

In the past, Kashmir was shorthand for South Asia’s strategic problems. 
Some well-informed experts have called for a fresh look at Kashmir. They 
are right, but it must not be at the center of American policy.21

Administration after administration has attempted to deal with Kashmir 
only to become discouraged, usually by Indian recalcitrance. As Daniel Mar-
key, senior fellow at the Council on Foreign Relations, has noted, many Amer-
ican presidents thought that solving Kashmir was a sure road to a Nobel Peace 
Prize, but when they found out how difficult it was, they went back to politi-
cally more rewarding tasks such as reconciling Israeli and Arab demands.22

Putting any policy into action will require a clearer understanding of the 
several causes of India-Pakistan rivalry described in this book. It will also 
require a more nuanced use of American diplomatic, economic, and politi-
cal assets. Of course, even if nothing is done and America remains aloof, an 
improved understanding of the regional tensions epitomized in the Kashmir 
dispute is of value.

As pointed out in chapter 5, no single theory explains the larger rivalry. 
America’s many efforts to resolve the Kashmir question and several impor-
tant private initiatives all failed because Kashmir is both a cause and an effect. 
It touches the identities, self-images, and geostrategic ambitions of both sides 
and remains a critical source of water and potentially energy.

Kashmir is really a host of identity, strategic, and economic issues. These 
include the Raj’s legacy of geostrategic concerns, such as the disposition of 
the northern area, Siachen, and the ill-fitting Line of Control, but also dif-
ficult economic and environmental issues. There needs to be a fresh look at 



american interests and policies / 187

the Indus Basin agreement of 1960. Kashmir also encompasses the minor-
ity rights of Hindus, Buddhists, and Muslims, which no just solution can 
ignore. It has an international facet as well in that China controls part of the 
state. China reportedly tried to suppress a European assessment of the region 
mentioning the lack of freedom in those parts of Kashmir that were ceded to 
China by Pakistan.

In the short run the prescription for Kashmir is bypass surgery—go around 
it, approach it after other disputes are settled, but don’t ignore it. New, indi-
rect approaches may be called for, involving India, Pakistan, and perhaps 
international donors, one model being the International Fund for Ireland. 23

As for water and energy, recent studies show significant changes in the 
Himalayan watershed because of environmental changes and man-made 
influences.24 These should be treated as technical and scientific matters, as 
was the Indus water agreement, and America should offer its expertise in 
the expectation that the normalization process between India and Pakistan 
will make such initiatives politically acceptable. However, they should not 
be regarded as the “key” to unraveling the Kashmir knot. If feasible, recon-
structing the water systems would be very important symbolically, though 
costly. The deeper problems of identity, minority rights, and the linkage of 
the two Kashmirs to India and to Pakistan are best left to the two states—and 
to the Kashmiri population—to grapple with. Foreign involvement in any 
but technical and scientific issues would be counterproductive.

Finally, the United States should begin to change past policy regarding 
Kashmir. While it should still treat the two Kashmirs as an unsettled issue—
following the original UN resolution—it should indicate support for making 
the present Line of Control (LoC) the international boundary, subject to 
agreement by the two states and the Kashmiris themselves. The polls indi-
cate that if the LoC were normalized, most Kashmiris would accept it, and 
I know of no serious official in either country who does not believe that the 
two states will wind up with such an agreement. It was part of Musharraf’s 
plan, and it was an early proposal of the Indians. While history would suggest 
that partitioning can have bad consequences, in this case an agreed-upon 
partition, with the restoration of normal trade and movement between the 
two Kashmirs, would be a singular achievement. Of course, since it might 
involve water, rivers, and Siachen, such a proposal will necessarily involve 
dealing with these other issues, and might also involve China. Nevertheless, 
the United States should begin the process by raising the LoC as the likely 
final border between the two states. Such a U.S. initiative might lead to a 
fuller and more realistic dialogue within each country (and inside Kashmir) 
about the settlement of this dispute.
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Promote Integrative/Ameliorative Programs

Instead of focusing on Kashmir as the key to regional peace, the United States 
can contribute to normalization by modifying its many existing programs 
within each country. These include antipiracy operations and training, agri-
cultural research on crop and animal diseases, a shared interest in refugee 
and disaster relief operations, and medical research on a variety of diseases. 
These and other programs can serve various purposes.

First, through them the United States can actively support developments 
that promote South Asian regional cooperation, especially between India and 
Pakistan. Policies that currently make it more difficult for the two to partner 
should therefore be altered. For example, America could withdraw its opposi-
tion to pipelines that transit South Asia or could offer incentives to imports 
coming from two or more South Asian states. The latter might provide addi-
tional stimulus to India-Pakistan trade. When both states announced plans for 
“global centers” for nuclear safety following the Seoul nonproliferation sum-
mit, America began a dialogue with India to see what kind of technical assis-
tance would be useful, but it could also approach Pakistan with a similar offer, 
so as to encourage the two to share information on nuclear safety, going beyond 
their current agreement on the location of extant civilian nuclear reactors.

America’s many exchange and educational programs should also be 
rethought to expand the degree to which they support dialogue and collabor-
ative research. The tone should not be hectoring or lecturing, as in the case of 
U.S.-encouraged nuclear dialogues, but more supportive, with the emphasis 
on university-based research focusing on common hydrology, agriculture, 
and environmental concerns. Indeed, the diseases that kill crops and animals 
in India and Pakistan pay no attention to the border between them.

To the extent feasible, the nonprofit and university programs operating 
in one or the other country should also encourage shared Indian-Pakistani 
(and American) research into issues that affect them both. In January 2012 
Mark Kenoyer of the University of Wisconsin organized an unprecedented 
international workshop on Taxila, one of the oldest sites of Buddhist scholar-
ship in the world, now located in Pakistan. The conference was held at Taxila 
itself, and Indian participants marveled at seeing a 2,000-year-old site that 
they had only read about.

Indian scholars, historically protectionist about allowing outsiders into 
their research domains—it is sometimes more difficult to obtain research 
visas to India than to China—are becoming interested in greater regional 
access themselves. They know that their knowledge of Pakistan is abysmal in 
large part because of governmental restraints.25
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An appropriate model here is Sri Lanka’s Regional Centre for Strategic 
Studies (RCSS), founded in 1993. It serves in effect as the strategic studies 
center of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC). 
The RCSS hosts meetings and workshops for regional (and Chinese) scholars 
not only in Colombo but also in every South Asian state. It also offers fellow-
ships for younger South Asians so that they can work together on a variety of 
political, economic, and social projects that affect their countries.

Strategic Cooperation in Afghanistan

Given that South Asia provides 40 percent of the world’s peacekeeping 
forces, the United States would have been wise to invite regional powers to 
help stabilize Afghanistan. Instead, it called in Europeans and sent its own 
forces halfway around the world in a difficult if not futile effort at peacemak-
ing and state-building.

While any Indian role in Afghanistan was vetoed by Pakistan, few have 
made the case for a cooperative venture, perhaps under UN auspices, that 
would have portioned out Afghanistan to regional powers after the Taliban 
was routed. The time for such a truly regional approach was after the Bonn 
conference of December 2011.26 However, a new opportunity arises in 2014 
when the United States is scheduled to withdraw most of its forces from 
Afghanistan.27

Throughout this book Afghanistan is referred to as one of the strategic 
legacies of the Raj’s policy of India’s security perimeter. America made three 
major policy errors in Afghanistan, all of which have had an impact on Paki-
stan and India. First, Washington expressed studied disinterest in the con-
sequences for Pakistan of the latter’s support for the war against the Soviet 
invaders in Afghanistan—consequences in the form of massive quantities 
of guns, drugs, and refugees flowing into Pakistan and beginning the social 
destabilization that continues today. Second, the United States failed to 
engage in Afghanistan when the Soviet forces withdrew, leaving the country 
open to warlord predations. Third, it did not place Afghanistan in a regional 
framework after the 2011 Bonn meeting, which is the only way in which 
India and Pakistan, and Iran and Russia, can agree to leave the Afghans to 
their own devices and not use that country as a base to pressure others. In 
Afghanistan cooperation between two pairs of states is essential: the United 
States and Iran, and India and Pakistan. While the Bush administration did 
work with Iran closely to expel the Taliban from Afghanistan, it disregarded 
Iran’s potential role in Afghanistan, labeling it a member of the “axis of evil.” 
It also lacked a vision that would have encouraged India and Pakistan to 



190 / american interests and policies

cooperate there, both of which had a vital interest in what were once the Raj’s 
western marches.

Even today it is not too late to encourage such cooperation. The rationale 
has been laid out by Pakistani economist Sadika Hameed in a comprehensive 
exploration of the risks as well as the economic and political advantages of 
India-Pakistan teamwork in Afghanistan.28 Acknowledging some skepticism 
about its prospects, Hamid nonetheless argues that the benefits would be sig-
nificant for all the countries involved. Several Indian analysts are in favor of a 
similar joint arrangement, one suggestion being closer cooperation between 
the two armies.29 Another cooperative effort might revolve around the trans-
formational possibility of an expanded rail network in Afghanistan, which 
would also be in India’s regional interests.30

During a recent trip to New Delhi, some Indian officials dismissed such 
ideas as a “pipe-dream” because of Pakistani hostility to India. They may be 
right, but their Pakistani counterparts might say the same thing about them. 
Despite such talk, I disagree that it is too late for Afghanistan’s neighbors to 
come to an accord that ensures they will not use that country for the purpose 
of pressuring each other.31 A pact of this nature is a nineteenth-century idea 
whose time may have come again in a world where nuclear weapons lessen 
the importance of classic arms races. Pakistan may have vetoed cooperation 
with India in the past, but its own record in Afghanistan is questionable: it 
has not been able to impose a stable government there, and its support for 
the Taliban ensures that this will not happen. In the absence of cooperative 
efforts, one of the likely outcomes for Afghanistan after 2014 (and not the 
worst) could be a civil war, with Pakistan supporting its Taliban clients in the 
south while India backs a revived Northern Alliance, perhaps in conjunction 
with Iran, in the north.

In the past the United States never attempted to integrate Indian efforts 
into those of NATO or its own operations, but such expanded cooperation 
should be attempted. A critical issue for Pakistan has been the belief that 
the Indians have a much larger and more assertive role in Afghanistan than 
they actually do. Will Pakistan’s new strategic approach to India change 
this, making India-Pakistan cooperation in Afghanistan possible? India can 
allay Pakistani concerns by being more transparent about what it is doing 
in Afghanistan, while the United States too can help make the Indian role 
more visible and directed toward the stabilization of the Afghan government, 
both in the interest of facilitating cooperation. It should also promote covert 
meetings between the two intelligence services to assist in verification. For its 
part, Pakistan has to recognize that its interests are not served by a Taliban 
client. Such recognition should be a condition of American assistance.
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The lack of a creative U.S. role in developing a viable strategic framework 
for Afghanistan—one that would include both India and Pakistan, as well as 
Iran—has always been a problem, but never an issue. It should be so now.

Afghanistan was the undoing of the U.S. policy of dehyphenating Pakistan 
from India. Afghanistan had for years been an arena of direct India- Pakistan 
strategic competition, each rival supporting its own proxies, including 
armed forces during the civil war that followed the Soviet departure. Later, 
after the defeat of the Taliban government, each used policy tools derived 
from its own special qualities: India supported the Karzai government with 
aid and development projects, while Pakistan eschewed aid but became the 
base from which the medieval and authoritarian Taliban assumed power. 
Pakistan justified this support on the grounds of Pushtun solidarity. This 
mixture of ethnicity and religion was toxic to Pakistan itself, now embroiled 
in a struggle against its own Islamist-Pushtun Taliban, who have the backing 
of most of the radical Islamist parties in Pakistan.

Events in Afghanistan have unduly shaped America’s Pakistan policy. In 
turn, Pakistan’s concerns about Indian encroachment in Afghanistan, which 
are as exaggerated but as understandable as its fear of India’s dominance, 
must be worked into American policy calculations. Instead, U.S. officials talk 
privately of the U.S.-India relationship helping to “stabilize” Pakistan, a term 
that Pakistanis take to mean their “containment.”

Redefine Dehyphenation

Dehyphenation clearly needs to be redefined. I would not go so far as to call 
for “rehyphenation,” but selective engagement in regional issues is called 
for. The dehyphenation policy had antecedents in the Reagan administra-
tion, where it was still linked to cold war strategies. It was a conscious policy 
(although not called that) after the Clinton administration adjusted to the 
regional nuclear program, while its name came into being under the Bush 
administration. Dehyphenation was heartily endorsed by India and tolerated 
by Pakistan. The policy said nothing about India-Pakistan relations. There 
was merely a non-policy of hope that the two would not push their crises 
very far. Kashmir was off bounds, except for diplomatic urgings for nor-
malcy, while other regional issues were addressed through a dysfunctional 
division of responsibility.

A more active engagement would have to have the tacit consent of both 
India and Pakistan. It should not treat them identically—but it should help 
the two transform their sixty-five years of sometimes cordial, mostly dys-
functional conflict into something more than somewhat less official malice. 



192 / american interests and policies

At present trend lines seem to be very positive—largely because of India’s 
restraint and Pakistan’s publicly announced change of strategy to the point 
where it seeks good relations with all of its neighbors. This trend is reflected 
in the 2012 visa and trade agreements.

In South Asia’s past, periods of relatively normal relations were followed 
by renewed bitterness and the occasional crisis—some of them involving 
the threat or movement of nuclear assets. These were often triggered by ter-
ror attacks, while still others were the outcome of political turmoil in India, 
sometimes fomented by Pakistan.

For one side, normalization may make strategic sense; for the other, it 
may represent important economic benefits. For some, the cultural and ide-
ological benefits of normalization will be reason enough. But it is a mistake 
to think that there will be a shared payoff and thus that India and Pakistan 
should be treated alike. India is under less compulsion to normalize with 
Pakistan than it was a few years ago, but its strategic gains might be substan-
tial. Pakistan needs to again become a South Asian country and must tie its 
economy to India’s, but it fears a loss of strategic autonomy. Undoubtedly, 
the payoff structure—the gains and losses associated with normalization—
will change in the future, as will the ease with which India or Pakistan can 
deal with the political barriers of normalization.

This means that the United States should not treat Pakistan and India 
alike, whether in terms of blame or virtue, nor should it assume that they 
view their relationship in the same way. For normalization to work, it must 
happen in both countries, not just one. Furthermore, the right people have 
to be talking to each other at the same time, which is not happening now.

Outside powers, especially those halfway around the world, should be 
wary of adding very much to the process. Yet for a number of reasons India-
Pakistan relations are more important now than in the past, when the South 
Asian conflict seemed less strategically significant than U.S. relations with 
each of the two, invariably in the context of cold war politics and later when 
nuclear concerns became the centerpiece of American regional strategy.

One lesson from past diplomatic efforts is that the frontal approach is 
counterproductive. Yet given that regional ambitions exist alongside deep 
unresolved grievances, a more energetic U.S. policy is called for. India and 
Pakistan are no longer bit players in a global cold war. They are part of a 
region that is one of the world’s four or five economic and military power 
centers, even if greater South Asia remains weakly integrated. To add to the 
urgency for a more vigorous policy, a rising India and a slipping Pakistan are 
likely to continue to stumble into crises in years to come.
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It Can Get Worse

As already mentioned, South Asia could suffer a worse future than a nag-
ging dispute that dragged on for years. Since 1965 Americans have worried 
about another all-out war between India and Pakistan, and after 1998 about 
it escalating to the nuclear level. Much worse would be the revival of an 
intense military rivalry, with the full use of nuclear weapons. This worst-case 
scenario may not be inevitable or even likely, but it would be strongly shaped 
by events in Pakistan.32

Nurturing a moderate Pakistan is not unlike patiently waiting for the 
Soviet leadership to recognize that the old structure of its state was dysfunc-
tional and opt to become Europeans, albeit with Asian interests. This event 
was the peaceful triumph of the West’s policy of containment and is the 
proper scale with which to measure Pakistan’s progress in becoming a nor-
mal state with South Asian qualities.

Estimates of Pakistan’s viability as a state range from zero to forty years. 
In truth, it is impossible to see beyond the next five or six years with any 
precision.33 This suggests a policy time frame for action: anything that has 
to be done to promote greater India-Pakistan normalization must have a 
medium-term horizon. Pakistan’s power is fading: its economy is in sham-
bles, it is struggling politically, and its federal system is under attack from the 
smaller provinces. Above all, its elites remain doubtful about the ideas that 
created Pakistan. Unlike other failing states, however, it is politically and 
economically weak but militarily strong, having acquired two instruments 
that threaten the surrounding region and ultimately itself. The first of these 
is the capacity to foment insurrection in its neighbors, which it has perfected 
over the years; the second is its nuclear capability. India, like the United 
States, does not want to see Pakistan come apart, spewing nuclear weapons 
throughout the region. Pakistan is too nuclear to fail. Although the failure 
of normalization would be unwelcome, even more frightening would be the 
failure of the Pakistani state. This possibility offers a new common ground 
for the United States, India, and moderates in Pakistan to come together on.

Crises and Nuclear Risks

Ironically, the one fear that steered U.S. policy after the end of the cold 
war—nuclear proliferation—turns out to have important implications for 
India-Pakistan normalization and suggests further modification in American 
policy. Just as nuclear weapons brought about a kind of peace after 1998, 
even though their management presented new problems, India and Pakistan 
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could reduce further the risks of a thermonuclear war if their overall rela-
tions were more normal. That is precisely what happened in the case of the 
United States and Russia, and Russia and China.

Indian and Pakistani strategists are in the process of learning what Ameri-
can and Soviet strategists worked out during the cold war: namely, that 
nuclear weapons have changed the nature of the military threat.34 America 
should help the two countries move the learning process a step further so as 
to avoid the mistake Washington and Moscow made in overbuilding weap-
ons, assuming that a nuclear war was winnable, and placing the fate of the 
nation in the hands of unproven and untrustworthy technologies.

The United States should encourage the two states to take advantage of 
the reality of deterrence and work toward a stable nuclear regime, while 
maintaining the tightest control over the use of the weapons. Washing-
ton went part way down this road when it entered into a civilian nuclear 
deal with India that legitimized New Delhi’s nuclear status; it should find 
a formula that does the same for Pakistan, with the caveat that being a full 
member of the nuclear club means that Pakistan—and India—must assume 
the obligations set forth for nuclear weapons states under the Nuclear Non-
proliferation Treaty (NPT). Such a deal outside the NPT could build on 
Rajiv Gandhi’s idea of regional nuclear regimes that anticipated the ultimate 
objective of global nuclear disarmament. This is a far more realistic goal 
than chimerical demands that India and Pakistan disarm and sign the NPT 
as non-nuclear weapons states.

Washington should not punish these two states for past “bad” behavior 
but should incentivize responsible policy. Some specific steps could be to 
help Pakistan and India develop their respective regional nuclear safety cen-
ters. It could fund the exchange of scientists with each country and perhaps 
offer courses on nuclear safety to both in its own laboratories or in the region. 
It could also offer to share monitoring technology with each and establish a 
protocol, perhaps under the aegis of the International Atomic Energy Com-
mission or some other international body, for organizing nuclear forensic 
teams to assist in determining the origin of a nuclear detonation should 
a catastrophe strike. Washington can also offer to work with the national 
disaster mitigation centers of each state, providing advice on the protection 
of vulnerable populations and associated technology to those who ask for it.

U.S. Policy: Do No Harm, But Do Something

The United States has a strong interest in the normalization of India- Pakistan 
relations that goes far beyond normal “good” ties to each of them. Their 
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normalization is more important than Afghanistan’s stabilization or build-
ing India up as a barrier to an expanding China. Normalization would solid-
ify the world’s largest block of democratic countries, would link the thriving 
Indian economy with the staggering one in Pakistan, and create a strategi-
cally cooperative South Asia that would be the best barrier against Chinese 
expansion, should Beijing turn in that direction. Some in India might greet a 
new American initiative with skepticism, but the recently completed Amer-
ican policy document on India actually encourages regional cooperation, 
and a carefully crafted U.S. initiative might be more welcome in New Delhi 
than previous efforts. Doubts will exist on the Pakistan side, but America has 
stuck by Pakistan despite several provocations, and its interest, like that of 
India’s, is to see a stable democratic Pakistan emerge over the next decade. 
Part of the new approach would be to confirm Pakistan’s identity as a South 
Asian state.35

For all its benefits, regional normalization remains a possibility, not a 
probability. Compounding this uncertainty are the complexities of the dis-
pute, which suggest it could end in several unpleasant ways. Although not in 
America’s interests, the India-Pakistan stalemate could go on indefinitely. 
This is a conflict that Pakistan cannot win and India cannot lose. India and 
Pakistan are like two gladiators locked together, each holding a nuclear 
weapon that cannot be used at close quarters and their relationship suffused 
with the psycho-political dynamic of a paired minority conflict. Both coun-
tries even support national projects that exaggerate their differences rather 
than reduce them. The best that can be said about their agreements to work 
together in various confidence-building arrangements so far is that neither 
has boasted of breaking them. Even so, there is a strong feeling in both coun-
tries that they can avoid a major clash and that South Asia is not as unstable 
as outsiders believe.

The best way to address (not “solve”) the India-Pakistan conflict is to rely 
on a mixed strategy that takes into account not only the drivers of the conflict 
but also the challenges to effective intervention. Focusing on single causes 
will keep India and Pakistan shooting at each other for another century.

Because theirs is a paired minority conflict, India and Pakistan will find 
it difficult to sustain a dialogue directed at regional normalization. This 
does not mean that war will break out or that the conflict, like other paired 
minority conflicts, cannot be moderated. The United States, for example, 
should encourage India and Pakistan to cooperate in Afghanistan, by show-
ing support for the present cease-fire line as an international boundary while 
recognizing the human rights abuses on both sides of the line. It should do 
everything it can to use its current cooperative programs with each state 
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to encourage them to work together, and it should support all measures 
to bring about regional economic agreement and cooperation. Its guiding 
principle should be this: the pace of normalization and cooperation must 
be dictated by the two regional states, not by America. At the same time, all 
parties must understand that American help is a necessary but not sufficient 
condition for regional normalization to come about.
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The rivalry between India and Pakistan 

has proven to be one of the world’s most intractable 

international conflicts, ever since 1947 when the 

British botched their departure from the South Asian 

subcontinent. And the enmity is likely to continue for 

another thirty-five years, reaching the century mark. 

This has critical implications for both countries and 

the rest of the world. Renowned South Asia expert 

Stephen P. Cohen explains why he expects this rivalry 

to continue in this first comprehensive survey of the 

deep historical, cultural, and strategic differences that 

underpin the hostility. 

In recent years the stakes have increased as India and 

Pakistan have each acquired a hundred or more nu- 

clear weapons, blundered into several serious crises, 

and become victims of terrorism, some of it from 

across their borders. America is puzzled by the prob-

lem of dealing with a rising India and a struggling 

Pakistan, and Cohen offers a fresh approach for U.S. 

policy in dealing with these two powers.

Drawing on his rich experience in South Asia to 

explore the character, depth, and origin of Indian and 

Pakistani attitudes toward each other, Cohen develops 

a comprehensive theory of why the dispute between 

New Delhi and Islamabad is likely to persist. He also 

describes the terrible cost of this animosity for the 

citizens of India and Pakistan, including the region’s 

high levels of violence and low level of economic 

integration. On a more hopeful note, however, he goes 

on to suggest developments that could ameliorate the 

tension, including a more active role for the United 

Praise for the work of 
Stephen P. Cohen

The Idea of Pakistan
“Cohen is the United States’ leading analyst of South Asia, and this  

authoritative work of broad scope and meticulous research will surely  

become required reading on Pakistan.” 

—Foreign Affairs

“A lucid, penetrating, and brilliantly constructed book on the state and nation of Pakistan. 

Cohen, an old South Asia hand, brings to the fore all of his knowledge and expertise of one of 

America’s most important allies in the war on terror.” 

—A Choice Outstanding Academic Title 

India: Emerging Power
“A powerful tour d’horizon of modern India’s strategic past and a valuable  

reflection on its prospects in the international system.”—The Hindu

“A timely, comprehensive, well-grounded study of India as a rising power  

and its implications for the U.S. . . . Cohen’s perceptive, insightful, and balanced account  

of emergent India will be essential reading for U.S. foreign policymakers, scholars,  

and informed citizens.” 

—Choice

Arming without Aiming: India’s  
Military Modernization (with Sunil Dasgupta)

“Cohen’s unmatched four decades’ experience, studying and writing  

on security issues, gives this book an exceptional degree of feel for the ground.” 

—Economic and Political Weekly (India)

“This cautionary tale will be required reading for all those concerned about Indian defense 

policy and military modernization.” 

—Ashley Tellis, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace

States in addressing a range of issues that divide the 

nations. Kashmir is one of these issues, but as much a 

consequence as a cause of the rivalry.

Can India and Pakistan resolve their many territorial 

and identity issues? Perhaps the best they can expect 

in the near term is a limited degree of normalization, 

including bottom-up ideas generated by the peace  

and business communities, as well as a realistic  

assessment by strategic elites of the two states’ shared 

common interests. 

“Right now, full normalization seems unlikely,” Cohen 

writes in the preface, “so this book is suffused with 

conditional pessimism: normalization would be  

desirable, but there are worse futures than a projection 

of the present rivalry for another thirty years or more.” 

Stephen P. Cohen is a 

senior fellow in Foreign Policy  

at the Brookings Institution. 

Long considered one of Amer-

ica’s premier experts on South 

Asia, he has a number of books 

to his credit, including India: 

Emerging Power, The Idea of Pakistan, and Arming 

without Aiming: India’s Military Modernization (with 

Sunil Dasgupta). 

Cover illustration: “Method of attack with the musket when meeting 

the enemy head on” from The Book of Rules for the Manoeuvres of 
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