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ROOTS OF CONFLICT
The sovereign states of India and Pakistan came to a loggerhead almost
from the inception of their creation and independence. The traditional
analysis of this veritable civil war—the inhabitants of these two neigh-
boring states constituted a single political nation as subjects of the
British Empire prior to 1947—has focused on three themes: commu-
nalism, colonialism, and nationalism.1 While all three have contributed
to the conflictual relationship between the two countries, none of them,
singly, can provide its definitive cause. This essay seeks to provide a
succinct analysis of the origins and odyssey of this conflict and suggest
some speculation as to its future resolution.

Theories abound surrounding the division of the subcontinent
along religious lines. While official Pakistani historiography highlights
the so-called “two nation” theory—the Hindus and the Muslims are
two distinct communities or nations, each needing its own polity—na-
tionalist historians of India blame colonial politics for the partition.2 A
history of modern South Asia, published a decade ago, seeks to look
beyond the politico-religious categorizations into “the contradictions
and structural peculiarities of Indian society and politics of late colo-
nial India” with a view to probing the pressures and politics behind the
decision to partition British India into two adversarial nations. 3

The late Pakistani intellectual Hamza Alavi argued that “virtually
every significant religious group in Undivided India, indeed the entire
Muslim religious establishment,” opposed the Pakistan movement
of the Muslim League (1906).4 Even some Muslim intellectuals and
political activists wrote and strove for modernization and reformation
of the Muslims, calling for ijtihad (the jihad of the mind), with
little patience for the ranting mullahs or the idea of an Islamic or
Muslim state.5

COMMUNAL CONSCIOUSNESS
However, communalism, an imprecise and ambiguous term that in
South Asia can encompass both sectarian and cultural conflicts be-
tween Hindus and Muslims, did function as an important factor be-
hind the idea of Muslim nationhood. Such an idea took hold of a class
of English educated upper class Muslims (ashraf or mujahir) employed
in the expanding colonial government, the so-called Muslim “salariat,”
of the Punjab, the UP (United Provinces renamed Uttar Pradesh after
independence), Bengal, and Sind.6 They sought sanctuary and security
in the ranking colonial service that was alarmingly shrinking for the
natives following the Great Mutiny of 1857.

Even the seminary educated, anti-colonial, priestly caste of the
Sunni Hanafi school of Islamic jurisprudence in the UP, considered
themselves Indian nationalists rather than upholders of an Islamic or
Muslim state. The Muslims, like other religious groups, were bound
and loyal to the nation of their birth. As a distinguished historian ar-
gues, “however profound the distinction between Hindus and Muslims

may have been, the common ‘Hindi’ sentiment . . . incorporated the
‘Hindus’ and the ‘Muslims’ as the communities constituting the Hin-
dian empire of Akbar (r. 1556–1606) and his successors.” 7 This senti-
ment inspired the Great Mutiny of 1857 in which the Hindu and
Muslim sepoys rebelled against their common enemy, the British East
India Company.

Admittedly, some Hindus of late colonial India appeared to harbor
a communal consciousness or even the two-nation theory. The cele-
brated novelist and intellectual, Bankimchandra Chattopadhyay,
equated Hindu consciousness with nation building. Even though later
in life Bankim refined his stand on communal harmony, he continued
to consider the Muslims as haters of Hindu gods.8

In his critique of Bankim’s celebrated lyric Bandemataram (Hail
Motherland, also Mother Goddess), Soumitra De observes that the
Mother Goddess imagery alienated the Muslims, who regarded it as
idolatrous.9 Even Bankim’s admirer, Aurobindo Ghosh, shrewdly ob-
served that the Hindu formed the base and center of the Indian na-
tionality of his day.10

Long before Mohammed Ali Jinnah’s notoriously misunderstood
“Two Nations Theory” (January 19, 1940) that argued for equality
among the Indian Muslims and Hindus, Vinayak D. Savarkar, the
founding father of the Hindu Mahasabha (formed in 1915 as a Hindu
counterpart of the Muslim League founded in 1906), articulated the
same concept in his article “Hindutwa” in 1923. The next year another
leader of the Hindu Mahasabha, Lala Lajpat Rai, wrote in The Tribune
about “a clear partition of India into a Muslim India and a non-
Muslim India.”11
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FROM PARTITION OF BENGAL
TO PARTITION OFTHE BRITISH INDIAN EMPIRE

Such ethnic and communal consciousness found an echo in the racial
vision of Herbert H. Risley, ethnographer, commissioner for the 1901
census, and author of The People of India.12 He highlighted the effi-
cacy of the Hindu caste system with a view toward advising the gov-
ernment against imposing modernity on the caste-ridden Indian
society that was basically apolitical and apathetic to change. Risley’s
racial vision helped the construction of caste identities and commu-
nalism in India. In a 1903 letter to the governments of Bengal, Assam,
the Central Provinces, and Madras Risley, as home secretary, proposed
Bengal’s partition into two provinces—Eastern Bengal, and Assam
and Bengal.

Risley’s letter, published in the India Gazette, provoked widespread
public discussion and protests throughout Bengal.13 It became clear to
the intellectuals and the nationalists of Calcutta that the scheme for the
partition of Bengal aimed to consolidate and separate the Bengali Mus-
lims in Eastern Bengal, and to amalgamate the Bengali Hindus and the
inhabitants of Bihar to the west and Orissa to the south, in the newly
proposed Bengal. Risley’s unspoken motive became transparent in the
explanation provided by the British Viceroy of India, Lord Curzon, who
carried into effect the Partition of Bengal in 1905. Curzon explained to

his superiors in London that he wanted to dethrone Calcutta “from its
place as the centre of successful intrigue” against the British rule.14 Ris-
ley supported the Muslim League formed in 1906, and was instru-
mental in the award of separate electorates for Muslims in the 1909
Indian Council Act. “It was this award of separate electorates in 1909,”
writes Nicholas Dirks, “that set the stage for the demand of Pakistan
and the eventual partition of the subcontinent.”15

From the partition of Bengal to the partition of the subcontinent,
the years 1905 to 1947 witnessed colonial repression of the national-
ist demands of the Indians, as well as the tragic triumph of the hydra-
headed communalism that splintered and weakened the nationalist
struggle.16 Thus, India and Pakistan locked horns from the instance of
their birth that was preceded by large scale communal bloodshed and
followed by massive migrations and the resultant colossal refugee
problems.17 The bone of Indo-Pakistani contentions is of course the
erstwhile princely state of Kashmir, part of which was forcibly incor-
porated into the Islamic Republic of Pakistan and part into the Re-
public of India. Thus Kashmir remains the prize coveted by Pakistan
since 1947. As “the fear of Hindu domination . . . engendered the first
seeds of the demand for Pakistan” in the 1940s, almost six decades
later, the superior military and economic power of India has “now
translated into fears regarding the Indian threat to Pakistan’s sur-
vival.”18 What follows is a critical review of the veritable civil war be-
tween the two countries whose peoples once belonged to the same
polity—the British Indian empire.

THE FIRST INDO-PAKISTANWAR
Under the scheme of partition provided by the Indian Independence
Act of 1947, Kashmir—one of the 550 princely states of British India
and ruled by the Hindu Maharaja Hari Singh, and geographically as
well as strategically situated between India and Pakistan—was given
the option to accede to either country. On October 22, 1947, the Mus-
lim inhabitants of northern Kashmir, clamoring for Azad Kashmir
(Free Kashmir) and joined by the tribals from the North-West Frontier
sent by Pakistan, agitated against the possible accession to India. The
Maharaja sought asylum in India and, reportedly, signed the Instru-
ment of Accession on October 27. Subsequently, the military forces of
Pakistan and India were deployed on both sides of the international
border for a showdown, though no war was formally declared by ei-
ther state. This was the context for the First Kashmir War during the fall
and early winter of 1947.

On January 17, 1948, the United Nations Security Council
established the UN Commission for India and Pakistan (UNCIP)
to mediate the dispute. It proposed ceasefire, demilitarization,
and plebiscite on January 5, 1949. In April, the Security Council
enlarged the membership of UNCIP, and on July 27, India and
Pakistan signed the Karachi Agreement, which established a cease-
fire line (CFL) along the international India-Pakistan border—a 700
kilometer line from Chammb in the south to Ladakh at map refer-
ence point NJ 9842—to be supervised by the UN Military Observer
Group in India and Pakistan (UNMOGIP).19 A part of Kashmir
bordering Pakistan (including the hilly northern region) covering
an area of more than five thousand square miles and encompassing
nearly one million people came to be known as Azad Jammu and
Kashmir, with its capital at Muzaffarabad, under the indirect rule
by Pakistan. On March 10, 1951, UNCIP was terminated by the
Security Council, though UNMOGIP continued its task of military
observation.
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THE SECOND INDO-PAKISTANWAR
The defeat of the Indian army by China during the 1962 Sino-Indian
border conflict was seen by Pakistan as a window of opportunity to
achieve their aim to recover territory by force during the period when
India had become demoralized. This military calculation of Pakistan’s
president Field Marshal Ayub Khan appeared to be realizable in the
context of serious sectarian disturbances in Kashmir, especially
between 1962 and 1964, when the region’s Muslim population felt
growing resentment of Indian control.

Pakistan’s military began a probe in a disputed border zone with
India—the Rann of Kutch, a 10,000 square mile salt marsh between the
Gulf of Kutch and the Indus River basin. Several border skirmishes in
the Rann escalated into a veritable war—the second Indo-Pak war—in
April 1965, but came to a close on June 30, thanks to British interven-
tion and the formation, under the aegis of the UN, of an arbitral tribu-
nal (December 14, 1965) that three years later would award some 350
square miles of the land to Pakistan.

The relatively weak Indian response and performance in the Bat-
tle of the Rann of Kutch encouraged the Pakistani military to settle the
Kashmir question on the battlefield. A secret guerrilla operation in the
Indian-occupied Kashmir, launched on May 26 and codenamed Op-
eration Gibraltor, escalated into a full-scale battle along the CFL on
August 15, but was routed by the Indian forces. Later in the month, the
Pakistani army counterattacked the Indian military near Tithwal, Uri-
Bedore, and Poonch, followed by an Indian thrust into Azad Kashmir
and occupation of a number of Pakistani mountain positions near the
Kargil area, including the Haji Pir Pass. However, toward the latter half
of September, the battle, especially the tank battle at Sialkot, staggered
in a stalemate.

On September 4, 1965, the UN called for a ceasefire and asked the
governments of India and Pakistan to cooperate with the task of su-
pervising the observance of the ceasefire. Early in September, the UN
Secretary General visited the subcontinent and wrote to the Security
Council on September 16 about the sheer difficulty of reaching a peace-
ful agreement between India and Pakistan because of their insistence
on mutually unacceptable conditions. On September 20, after the hos-
tilities spread to the international borders between India and West Pak-
istan, the Security Council demanded a ceasefire. They increased the
number of members of UNMOGIP and established a temporary ad-
ministrative adjunct of this body, the UN India-Pakistan Observation
Mission (UNIPOM), to ensure supervision of the cease-fire and with-
drawal of forces of both countries from the Rann of Kutch to Kashmir.

The cease-fire resolutions continued to be violated by both bel-
ligerents, and the Security Council met several times from late Sep-
tember through early November 1965. The special UN envoy met with
the representatives of India and Pakistan, and on December 26, 1965,
the cease-fire was achieved. Following a meeting at Tashkent in the
Soviet Union in January 1966, India and Pakistan agreed to withdraw
all armed personnel by February 25 to positions existing before the
war. The next day, February 26, India and Pakistan withdrew their
troops. The UNIPOM was disbanded on March 22.20

THE FORMATION OF BANGLADESH
ANDTHE THIRD INDO-PAKISTANWAR

The Tashkent Conference was followed by a political turmoil in Pak-
istan. Failure in the 1965 war discredited President Khan, who stepped
down and was replaced by Pakistan’s Chief of Army Staff, General Yahya
Khan. Meanwhile, a democratic movement had swept both the western

and eastern part of the bifurcated state of Pakistan. Bhutto founded the
Pakistan People’s Party with a quasi-socialist agenda in 1967 in the midst
of postwar economic debacle, exacerbated further by violent student
riots, but these did not deter Pakistan’s first democratic election in Oc-
tober 1970. The election resulted in the total victory of the Awami
League, the political party of the Bengali-speaking Muslims founded in
Dhaka in 1949, in East Pakistan, thereby destroying the dominance of the
Pakistan People’s Party. The election also provided an opportunity for
the Bengali Muslims of East Pakistan to escalate their long-standing de-
mand for regional autonomy. The subsequent negotiations for power-
sharing between East and West Pakistan reached an impasse, whereupon
the Yahya government deployed massive military force against the East.
On March 1, 1971, after the Martial Law Administrator replaced the
civilian governor of East Pakistan and following the adjournment of
the meeting of the Constituent Assembly, ethnic riots erupted and many
Hindi-speaking Muslims (migrants from the state of Bihar in eastern
India) were massacred.

Beginning on March 25, and continuing over the course of the
succeeding months, about ten million Bengali Muslim refugees fled to
India. This huge population influx became a threat to India’s security
and hence Indian intervention in the predicament of East Pakistan. In-
dian decision-makers also found it expedient to render Pakistan weak
by helping the east secede from the west and thus demonstrate the
weakness of Islam to cohere as a state. As a scholar commented, “if the
bonds of Islam could not ensure national integration then what claim,
if any, did Pakistan have to the Muslim-majority state of Kashmir?”21

India signed the Treaty of Peace, Cooperation and Friendship with the
Soviet Union on August 9. Assured of Soviet support in and outside of
the UN, India finally declared war on December 3.

This Indo-Pakistan War (aka Bangladesh War) also involved the
two superpowers. The US dispatched massive naval support to Pak-
istan in the Arabian Sea in the West and in the Bay of Bengal to the
East. Consequently, the Soviet Union sent six battleships to the Indian
Ocean. For a time it seemed as if the two Cold War rivals would engage
in a proxy war. But the crisis passed away following an unconditional
surrender of the Pakistani forces to the Indian army in Dhaka on
December 16. The following Simla Accord between India and
Pakistan (June 28 to July 2, 1972) resulted in the release of 93,000
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December 16, 1971: Marking the end of the Bangladesh liberation war, Lt. Gen. a.K. niazi of the
Pakistan army signs the Instrument of Surrender in Dhaka.
Image source: http://www.hinduonnet.com/af/india60/stories/2007081560031000.htm.
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Pakistani soldiers held by India as Prisoners of War, resumption of
diplomatic relations between the two countries, and reiteration of their
commitment to desist from the use of force in settling the Kashmir dis-
pute. They also agreed to rename the 1948 CFL as LoC (Line of Con-
trol). Pakistan lost its eastern half to the new nation state of Bangladesh
on December 16, 1971.

INDO-PAKISTAN RELATIONS IN THE POST COLDWAR ERA
In the last quarter of the twentieth century, there were a number of re-
gional developments, including Indian government internal crises such
as Indira Gandhi’s Emergency rule, the Sikh insurgency, the assassina-
tion of Indira, and the declaration of the state of Khalistan. Also, the nu-
clear race between India and Pakistan, and the rise of Jammu and
Kashmir Liberation Front-inspired terrorism in Jammu and Kashmir,
all aggravated Indo-Pakistan relations.

The LoC remained a point of controversy between the two na-
tions. In 1984, India occupied the commanding heights of the strategic
Siachen glacier in Ladakh. Pakistan’s demand that Indian forces with-
draw from their positions and accept the boundary as was applicable in
1972 was countered by India’s insistence that Pakistan accept the
Saltoro Ridge in the Karakoram range as the line of control. The con-
tentious issue persists.

In April 1990, the Indian government became concerned over the
intelligence received in New Delhi on Pakistani troop movements along
the LoC in Kashmir. Consequently, the Indian government decided to
increase its defense budget and publicize new threats from Pakistan and
its strategic ally, the People’s Republic of China. Meanwhile, the Kash-
mir Valley was rocked by political violence. Pakistan officially accused
India of mounting a massive striking force on the Indo-Pakistan borders
between Bikaner and Rajasthan and responded to the Indian moves by
calling up its military reserves by the end of the month. Fortunately, this
brinkmanship was called off by both sides.

This sensible restraint and subsequent attempts at bilateral nego-
tiations in New York notwithstanding, relations between the two coun-
tries remained strained throughout the early 1990s and even aggravated
in May 1998 when they tested a series of nuclear weapons as a show of
force.22 The UN Security Council communiqué of June 4 condemned
the nuclear tests, expressed deep concern about the danger to peace
and stability in the region, and urged “maximum restraint” and “mu-
tually acceptable solutions that address the root causes of those ten-
sions, including Kashmir.”23 Regrettably, despite the Indo-Pakistan
agreement on February 26, 1999 (Lahore Declaration), India test-fired
its new long-range Agni missile on April 11, 1999, followed by Pak-
istan’s medium-range Shaheen missile on April 14 and 15.24

THE FOURTH INDO-PAKISTANWAR
Indo-Pakistan relations deteriorated further during the summer of
1999. The Pakistan-backed Kashmiri militant forces (Hizbul Mu-
jahideen) crossed the LoC and occupied territories on the Indian side
of the line. Reportedly, Pakistani forces disguised as local Mujahideen
endeavored to sever the Srinagar-Leh highway at Kargil and alter the
status of the LoC. Most probably, Pakistan felt emboldened by its nu-
clear shield to raise the Kashmir issue. General Pervez Musharraf of
Pakistan threatened to teach India an unforgettable lesson, and the
chief of India’s army warned: “it may not be applicable next year.”25 The
Kargil conflict lasted from June 6, when India launched its Operation
Vijay, to late July, when 464 militants, 725 Pakistan regular soldiers,
and 474 Indian soldiers were killed, and a few thousand were wounded
on each side. The Pakistani infiltrators began retreating from Kargil on
July 11 and India recaptured the key peaks at Batalik. On July 12, the
Pakistani Premier Nawaz Sharif proposed talks with the Indian Pre-
mier Atal Behari Vajpayee. Throughout the Kargil conflict, the US gov-
ernment remained steadfastly critical of Pakistan’s provocation, and the
determined stance of President Bill Clinton helped bring the otherwise
intractable Pakistan government to its senses.

THE RISE OF TERRORISM
The Kargil odyssey had an unsettling impact on the Pakistan military
vis-à-vis the Pakistan government. In the estimation of the late
former Premier Benazir Bhutto, “Kargil had been Pakistan’s biggest
blunder . . . The Indian government . . . outsmarted, outmaneuvered,
and outflanked the Pakistani leadership at every level.”26 The hawkish
General Musharraf ended the discredited civilian government of
Nawaz Sharif in a coup d’etat on October 14, 1999. He sought to medi-
ate between the Kashmiri militants and separatists and the Indian
government, but had little effect. However, with the emergence of
Jaish-e-Muhammad, joined by the already active extremist group
Lashkar-e-Toiba (and especially following the fall of the Taliban
government in Afghanistan in 2001) Pakistan, together with Azad
Kashmir and the United Front of Afghanistan, have become the hub of
terrorists.27

In fact, on December 13, 2001, just a couple of months following
the September 11 carnage in the United States, the Lashkar and Jaish
suicide squad attacked the Parliament House in New Delhi killing nine
people.28 This incident was followed seven years later with more than
ten coordinated shooting and bombing attacks across Mumbai,
including the terrible bomb attack on the famous hotel, Taj Mahal
Palace and Tower, that lasted from November 26 to 29, killing nearly
two hundred people and wounding over three hundred.29 Although
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Prime Minister atal Behari Vajpayee and his Pakistani counterpart nawaz Sharif
exchanging documents after signing the Lahore Declaration.
Image source: http://www.tribuneindia.com/2003/20030130/edit.htm.
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both occasions brought India and Pakistan to the brink, sober judg-
ments on the part of the two countries prevailed and open confronta-
tions averted.

THE FUTURE
As to an assessment of the political, military, and diplomatic behaviors
of both countries, India was criticized in 2003 for aspiring to a big
power status in South Asia and for “showing [India’s] . . . military
prowess through arms purchases, joint military exercises . . . and their
economic strength.”30 Nevertheless, since 2001 the Indian government
has pursued a forward-looking economic policy. This has resulted in
increased domestic prosperity, expanded globalization, and political
elites opting for policies of negotiation and diplomacy regarding
Pakistan .

Unfortunately, Pakistan’s military regime invested in its military
establishments and in training and equipping terrorists in the sur-
rounding regions. Consequently, Pakistan’s economy is in shambles and
its jingoism has been a politics of despair. Since September 2008, with
an elected democratic government under the presidency of the Pak-
istan People’s Party leader Asif Ali Zardari, the country has been fight-
ing against the Taliban terrorists, intent on destroying its fledgling
civilian government and capturing its nuclear arsenal.31 The time may
be ripe to begin the process for a rapprochement between the two
neighbors. While Indian use of force has to reckon with domestic po-
litical concerns and pressures, Pakistan’s response could prove to be
problematic because of its deep connection with militant Islam, its two-
nation theory based claims on Kashmir, and reliance of its national
identity in an ongoing conflict with India. �
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