
Last May, Indian commandos and American
Special Forces took part in a joint military
exercise, “Balance Iroquois 02-1,” in the city
of Agra, the home of the famed Taj Mahal.1

This was the first such endeavor between
the two militaries in four decades. A few
months later, in September 2002, American
and Indian troops participated in exercise
“Geronimo Thrust 02” at Fort Richardson
and Elemendorf Air Force Base in Alaska.
Subsequently, the navies and air forces of the
two countries conducted separate joint exer-
cises, “Malabar” and “Cope India 02.” The
first involved flying operations, antisub-
marine warfare, and replenishment at sea.
The second was an air transport exercise 
between the Indian and American air forces.
As joint military exercises go, these were of
limited strategic significance. Their impor-
tance lay in the political realm. Not since
the aftermath of the military debacle of 
the Sino-Indian border war of 1962, when
there was a fleeting moment of Indo-U.S.
defense cooperation, had Indian and Ameri-
can troops taken part in a joint military 
exercise.

The Indo-U.S. relationship, which
throughout the years of the Cold War was
often contentious and sometimes turbulent,
now appears more balanced. The choices
policymakers in New Delhi and Washing-
ton make on a number of bilateral and glo-
bal issues in the coming months are likely
to decide which way the relationship will
tip. A robust Indo-U.S. relationship could
help promote stability in South Asia and its
deeply troubled environs. Washington and

New Delhi both have an interest in combat-
ing terrorism, avoiding war between India
and neighboring Pakistan, and resolving the
festering Kashmir dispute—all of which are
inextricably linked—and in future strategic
cooperation against a potentially revanchist
China.2 It goes without saying that a con-
tentious relationship between the two pow-
ers would undermine the pursuit of these
goals.

New Delhi’s recent willingness to ex-
pand military-to-military contacts with the
United States signaled a dramatic shift.
During much of the Cold War, the United
States and India were at odds on many is-
sues. At a regional level, their differences
mostly revolved around India’s principal ad-
versary, Pakistan. New Delhi was angered
by America’s early military assistance to
Pakistan and its ambivalence with respect to
the Indian position on Kashmir. The United
States also cared little for India’s preference
for a state-led strategy of economic growth.
At a global level, the two sides were at odds
over a central element of American grand
strategy, namely the containment of global
communism. The difference in strategic
outlook was evident in India’s dependence
on the Soviet Union as its principal arms
supplier, despite New Delhi’s professed
commitment to nonalignment.

The Palimpsest of the Past
Even before the end of the Cold War, the
United States and India had made cautious
and fitful attempts to improve relations.
The Reagan administration sought to wean
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India away from its military dependence on
the Soviet Union with the promise of ex-
panded technological cooperation. Yet the
palimpsest of the past weighed heavily on
both sides. Washington deemed India to 
be incapable of breaking its military ties to
the Soviet Union, unable to dismantle the
labyrinthine controls on its economy, and
unwilling to jettison its commitment to the
creation of global regimes based on regula-
tory, as opposed to market, mechanisms.

The Cold War’s end led to the gradual
erosion of most of these irritants in Indo-
U.S. relations. After the Soviet Union col-
lapsed, India fitfully embraced a more mar-
ket-friendly economic policy and became
less intransigent on issues ranging from
trade to global climate change. Differences
on key issues continued to dog the relation-
ship, however. During the Clinton adminis-
tration, the two sides remained at logger-
heads over Kashmir and over India’s pursuit
of nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles.

It was during the waning days of the
Clinton administration, especially after the
Kargil war between India and Pakistan, that
a new warmth emerged in Indo-U.S. rela-
tions. The Kargil war began in mid-May
1999, when Indian troops discovered that
Pakistani troops and irregular forces sup-
ported by Pakistan had made incursions
along the Line of Control (the boundary be-
tween India and Pakistan in the disputed
territory of Kashmir) at Batalik, Dras, and
Kargil, at altitudes exceeding 16,000 feet.
The military confrontation lasted into mid-
July. In a break from past practice, the
United States took an unequivocal stand,
condemning Pakistan for having sent troops
across the Line of Control, and it played 
a key role in brokering a cease-fire 
agreement.

The changed American stance was not
lost on New Delhi. Indian policymakers
were not only pleased with Washington’s
willingness to condemn Pakistani aggression
but also correctly assessed it as a shift in
American policy toward the region. Their

assessment of this shift was reinforced when
President Clinton, in his visit to the sub-
continent in March 2000, spent the bulk 
of his time in India. He pointedly spent 
only a single day in Pakistan and used the
occasion to upbraid Gen. Pervez Musharraf
for having engineered the October 1999
coup that had brought the general to power
and to criticize Pakistan for its seemingly
inexorable slide toward becoming ungovern-
able. When India’s prime minister, Atal Bi-
hari Vajpayee, visited the United States later
that year, in September, his meetings with
President Clinton and Secretary of State
Madeleine Albright, despite the discussion
of such contentious issues as Kashmir and
nuclear proliferation, were remarkably free
of acrimony.

The inauguration of George W. Bush for
the most part brought a continuation of the
policies on which the Clinton administra-
tion had belatedly embarked. Even prior to
assuming office, key Bush policy advisers
had signaled that India would be accorded a
higher priority in Washington’s foreign pol-
icy calculus.3 The new administration was
unhappy with Pakistan because of its un-
willingness to sever its extensive ties to the
scrofulous Taliban regime in Afghanistan
and because of Islamabad’s unremitting sup-
port for the Muslim insurgents who were
terrorizing Indian-controlled Kashmir. On
the other hand, much to the delight of both
New Delhi and Islamabad, the Bush admin-
istration chose to downplay the issue of nu-
clear proliferation. Shortly after coming to
power, President Bush lifted many of the
proliferation-related sanctions that had been
placed on India after the Indian nuclear tests
of May 1998, and soon after lifted the sanc-
tions on Pakistan.

The tragic events of September 11,
2001, forced the administration to reexam-
ine its policies toward Pakistan. Pakistan’s
extensive links to the Taliban and its geo-
graphic proximity to Afghanistan meant
that its cooperation would be vital for the
prosecution of the upcoming military cam-
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paign against both the Taliban regime and
Osama bin Laden’s al-Qaeda terrorist net-
work. Yet an uncritical embrace of Pakistan
risked undoing the recent carefully forged
ties with India. To avoid a rupture in Indo-
U.S. relations, senior American officials
sought to reassure their Indian counterparts
that a closer relationship with Pakistan
would not come at India’s expense.4 How-
ever, a series of terrorist acts against Indian
targets carried out by Pakistan-supported
insurgents sparked a war of words between
India and Pakistan. Actual war between the
two countries appeared imminent.

Washington in the Middle
On December 13, 2001, terrorists widely
believed to be members of the Pakistani-
based Lashkar-i-Taiba extremist group at-
tacked the Indian parliament. Fortunately,
the quick reaction of an unarmed but alert
parliamentary guard thwarted their plans 
to enter the central hall where parliamen-
tarians meet. Indian commandos killed all
of the terrorists in a protracted gun battle.
Shortly after this incident, Indian authori-
ties claimed that they had obtained tele-
phonic intercepts that incontrovertibly
linked these terrorists to Pakistani intelli-
gence services.5 Accordingly, India with-
drew its ambassador from Islamabad, de-
manded that Pakistan hand over some 20
individuals wanted in India for acts of ter-
ror, and shut down road and air links be-
tween the two countries.6 It also embarked
on a massive military mobilization designed
to pressure Pakistan to end its support for
Kashmiri separatist organizations. Senior 
Indian officials pressured the U.S. govern-
ment to induce the Musharraf government
to acquiesce to India’s demands.

The brazen attack on the Indian parlia-
ment and India’s subsequent demands put
the United States in a quandary. American
officials could hardly continue to overlook
Pakistan’s complicity in the terrorist activi-
ties of Kashmiri separatist groups. In an at-
tempt to protect American interests while

addressing India’s concerns, the Bush ad-
ministration developed a two-pronged strat-
egy: it counseled restraint on the part of 
India while placing Lashkar-i-Taiba and
Jaish-e-Mohammed, another Pakistani ex-
tremist group, on the State Department’s
list of terrorist organizations and freezing
their assets in the United States.7 Washing-
ton also strongly urged General Musharraf
to renounce Pakistani government support
for the insurgents. Faced with sustained
American pressure, Musharraf made a
speech on January 12, 2002, which was
widely broadcast in Pakistan, in which he
denounced the activities of a number of 
radical Islamic organizations that had been
operating from Pakistani soil, and then 
arrested some of their leaders. However, he
refused to renounce his government’s sup-
port for the Kashmiri cause, insisting that
“Kashmir runs in our blood.” The United
States hailed his speech as a fundamental
shift in Pakistani policy. New Dehli, how-
ever, took a more circumspect view; some
among the leadership referred to the speech
as little more than a sop to the American
Cerberus.8 Much to the frustration of policy-
makers in Washington, Indo-Pakistani ten-
sions remained high as both sides bolstered
their forces along the Line of Control.

Over the following months, a parade 
of senior U.S. officials, including Secretary
of State Colin Powell and Secretary of De-
fense Donald Rumsfeld, visited India and
Pakistan in an effort to preserve good rela-
tions with both states. But this was a trying
time for American diplomacy, as terrorist 
attacks continued sporadically and Indo-
Pakistani relations continued on their down-
ward slide. Indeed, after a terrorist attack 
on May 14 at an Indian military base at
Kaluchak in the state of Jammu and Kash-
mir, it appeared that war was again immi-
nent. Once again the United States stepped
into the breach.9 It remains an open ques-
tion whether it was the American interven-
tion, the lack of adequate Indian conven-
tional military capabilities, or the fear of a
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nuclear exchange that led the two sides
away from the brink, but war was averted.

A New Strategic Relationship?
Given its objective of improving its ties
with India, the Bush administration realized
that it would have to offer India other in-
ducements apart from exerting pressure on
Pakistan to curb its support for the insur-
gents in Kashmir. To this end, it undertook
to initiate military-to-military cooperation
with India, and it renewed discussions with
the Indian government on the transfer of
dual-use technology, long off limits to New
Delhi. These negotiations culminated in a
new technology-transfer regime in early
2003.10

On the military-to-military cooperation
front, the shift was nothing short of dra-
matic, given the two sides’ history of mu-
tual acrimony, distrust, and petulance. The
foundations of these cooperative endeavors
were laid during the Clinton administra-
tion, when Secretary of Defense William
Perry signed the “Agreed Minute on De-
fense Relations” with his Indian counter-
part, S. B. Chavan, in January 1995. How-
ever, the Clinton administration’s preoccu-
pation with questions of nuclear nonprolif-
eration had inhibited any significant expan-
sion of military-to-military cooperation or
dual-use technology transfers. Of course, the
Indian nuclear tests of May 1998 made such
ties impossible and prompted the adminis-
tration to impose economic and military
sanctions on India.

The Bush administration, for its part,
took a more pragmatic and measured view
of India’s nuclear and ballistic missile pro-
grams. In turn, India’s restraint in light of
the Bush administration’s decision to aban-
don the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty came
as a most welcome surprise in Washington.11

This new willingness of both sides to pursue
a nonideological approach to bilateral rela-
tions opened the path to greater security co-
operation. There is little question that the
Bush administration’s quest to develop bet-

ter security ties with India stemmed in part
from concerns about China’s future role in
Asia. While most Indian policymakers are
skeptical about joining an American-led ef-
fort to limit Chinese strategic influence in
Asia, now that they have largely discarded
their ideological blinders they see signifi-
cant advantages in pursuing a new defense
relationship with the United States. In addi-
tion to expanding the scope of military-to-
military contacts, the Bush administration
has signaled a willingness to sell India vari-
ous forms of weapons technology, including
previously embargoed aircraft engines and
artillery-locating radar, and has initiated
regular diplomatic consultations on such
matters of common interest as terrorism,
peacekeeping operations, the protection of
sea lanes, and piracy.12

The willingness of the Bush administra-
tion to develop this new military relation-
ship with India reassured New Delhi that
the U.S. reliance on Pakistan in the war
against terror will not be to India’s detri-
ment. Yet it is unclear how long Washing-
ton will be able to maintain this balancing
act. India’s leadership has both publicly and
privately aired misgivings about America’s
coddling of Pakistan, particularly in view 
of Islamabad’s persistent dissembling about
its support for Kashmiri insurgents and its
proliferation connection with North Korea.
(It is thought that Pakistan may have given
the North Koreans nuclear weapons tech-
nology in return for ballistic missile 
technology.)13

Treading Lightly
Have Indo-U.S. relations tipped far enough
toward the positive that these important
policy differences can be set aside while the
two nations continue to broaden and deepen
the bilateral relationship in other areas? A
small segment of India’s “attentive public”
remains deeply dubious of American goals
and interests in the region. Trapped in the
miasmic ideology of nonalignment that per-
vaded Indian policymaking during the Cold
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War, their worldview may be characterized
as “post-Nehruvian.” In their assessment,
despite the end of the Cold War, the United
States mistakenly continues to see Pakistan
as India’s equal, has failed to recognize In-
dia’s economic and political resilience, and
is deeply opposed to India’s preferred vision
of a multipolar world, in which regional
powers should have some room for maneu-
ver.14 Suspicious of Washington’s intentions,
they see the recent warming trends in Indo-
U.S. relations as window dressing. They be-
lieve that India should avoid drifting too
close to the American orbit and continue to
improve relations with other regional pow-
ers such as Iran, Russia, France, and China.
In their view, such a loose constellation of
middle-range powers could offer a credible
alternative to American global dominance.

The key foreign policy players in India’s
Bharitiya Janata Party–led ruling coalition
(National Security Adviser Brajesh Mishrap,
Finance Minister Jaswant Singh, and, to an
extent, Prime Minister Vajpayee) share some
of the concerns of this post-Nehruvian
camp. Yet their outlook is far more prag-
matic and single-minded. Unlike their
Nehruvian predecessors and post-Nehruvian
contemporaries, the foreign policy stalwarts
in the BJP coalition have embraced a very
different set of intellectual precepts to guide
India’s foreign and defense policies. For ex-
ample, they explicitly recognize the signifi-
cance of military and economic prowess as
elements of national power, are far less in-
hibited about the use of force, and are not
nearly as concerned about upholding multi-
lateral norms where India’s perceived vital
interests are concerned.15 Consequently, they
have quietly but vigorously pursued India’s
nuclear weapons and ballistic missile pro-
grams, bolstered its conventional capabili-
ties, fitfully but determinedly pursued eco-
nomic reform (opening up the economy and
embracing more market-oriented principles
of economic growth), and shown a willing-
ness to avoid a confrontation with the 
United States on the vexed question of Iraq.

The latter deserves comment. The Indi-
an decision-making elite prefered a strategy
of containment of Saddam Hussein and op-
posed regime change. Substantial numbers
of Indians work in the Persian Gulf, provid-
ing much-needed foreign exchange for In-
dia’s coffers. More to the point, while har-
boring no illusions about the vicious quality
of Saddam’s regime, they nonetheless saw
the Iraqi leader as a secular bulwark in a 
region rife with Islamic radicalism. To this
extent, they remained deeply skeptical
about the Bush administration’s strenuous
attempts to link Saddam with al-Qaeda.
Consequently, at the Non-Aligned Summit
held in Kuala Lumpur in late February,
Prime Minister Vajpayee cautioned against
the use of force to disarm Iraq.

However, the American-led war against
Iraq will probably not strain the Indo-U.S.
relationship to the breaking point. Some
members of India’s ruling coalition may
well upbraid the United States for its fla-
grant disregard of the U.N. Security Coun-
cil and the opinion of its allies in deciding
to go to war against Iraq, but pragmatism
and the willingness of the major players in
the Indian government to embrace the utili-
ty of force in international affairs will even-
tually carry the day. Whatever tensions arise
over Iraq, the Indian government will not
allow them to slow the momentum of the
Indo-U.S. relationship.16

Will an issue closer to home, namely the
unresolved question of Kashmir, again come
to haunt Indo-U.S. relations? The neuralgic
Indian reaction to any third-party interven-
tion in the dispute is well known. Never-
theless, the United States, contrary to the
fears of many in New Delhi’s policymaking
circles, is unlikely to get involved in resolv-
ing the Kashmir question without the ex-
plicit request of both India and Pakistan. In
recent years, both Democratic and Republi-
can administrations have stressed the impor-
tance of bilateral negotiations for settling
the dispute. It is most unlikely that Ameri-
can policy on this issue will undergo a dra-
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matic shift in the foreseeable future. Wash-
ington in all likelihood will keep jawbon-
ing General Musharraf to end his regime’s
support for the insurgents while simultane-
ously urging New Delhi to improve its gov-
ernance of Indian-held Kashmir—to ad-
dress human rights violations by its secu-
rity forces, promote economic development,
and restore public order and security. The
largely free and fair legislative elections that
took place in Indian-controlled Kashmir last
fall offer a modicum of hope that order may
be restored, now that there is a legitimately
elected government in place.17 If the United
States can induce General Musharraf to end
the infiltration of insurgents into the state,
and India can restore a degree of political
normalcy there, renewed negotiations to-
ward a settlement of this thorny issue may
yet be possible.

Indian political analysts frequently
lament the fact that the world’s two largest
democracies have so often been at odds. 
Today, freed from many of the constraints 
of the Cold War, the United States and In-
dia share a number of common concerns and
interests. Both have much to fear from glo-
bal terrorism, share concerns about a rising
China, are desirous of maintaining access to
the oil resources of the Persian Gulf, and
have important trade complementarities.
These areas of potential cooperation may 
enable the two countries to bury an often
acrimonious past.•

—March 20, 2003
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