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How has the making of US foreign
policy for south Asia changed in
the 30 years since the era of the

cold war? The first thing to notice is how
much has changed with respect to the
context of “governmental pluralism” that
conditions the making of US foreign policy
for south Asia. In the case of the making
of foreign policy, governmental pluralism
is organised around the state department’s
construction of the geo-strategic world
into regional bureaus. They mark the signi-
ficance of regions in the making of
foreign policy.

In the mid-1970s there were departmen-
tal bureaus for Africa, east Asia, Europe,
the near east and south Asia, and Latin
America. Each region, we argue, can be
profitably dealt with as a separate policy
arena with a distinguishable “govern-
ment”.1  Each has a distinctive constella-
tion of salient bureaus and agencies,
congressional committees, interest groups,
policy NGOs, attentive publics, and secu-
rity, economic and cultural determinants.
The constellations wax and wane depend-
ing on the changing universe of economic
and security issues. For example, the geo-
political exigencies of the cold war ele-
vated the European bureau to a pre-
eminent position for almost six decades.
The near east and south Asia bureau also

attracted a great deal of attention because
of the strategic value of oil resources
located in and around the Persian gulf and
the US’ special relationship with Israel.
Near east Asia’s south Asia appendage
appeared only rarely on US policy-makers’
radar screen.

Enormous changes have occurred since
1975 in the context and parameters of the
south Asia “regional government”. In the
mid-1970s south Asia as a region and
India and Pakistan as countries were on
the back burner. In 1998 they moved to
the front burner after India and Pakistan
tested nuclear weapons in May and June
1998. Since then, in 1999 in connection
with Pakistan’s military occupation of the
Kargil salient in Kashmir, and in early
2002 following a terrorist attack in De-
cember 2001 on the Indian Parliament by
a Pakistan-based group, the nuclear rivals
have engaged in conventional and (near)
nuclear military confrontations.2

Like the dramatic changes in India’s
strategic significance, changes in its eco-
nomic performance and condition have
also made India globally more visible. In
the years since 1991, when India launched
its economic liberalisation policy, its
economy has grown rapidly reaching as
high as 8 per cent of GDP per annum; its
middle class consumers are estimated at
250 million; it has attracted high levels of
foreign direct and portfolio investment; its
rapidly growing information technology

firms are setting world standards; and jobs
in India’s business process outsourcing
(BPO) firms became an issue in America’s
2004 presidential election.3

Major changes in the Indian diaspora
also have enhanced India’s visibility in the
US. In the intervening years, it has grown
from half a million to almost two million.
The Indian-American community not only
has the highest proportion of college and
advanced degrees and the highest median
family income of any ethnic group in the
US,4  it also has one of the most effective
foreign policy lobbying groups, the US-
India Political Action Committee (US-
INPAC) and the largest country caucus in
the US House of Representatives (155
members).5  Indo-Americans are now
visible and effective players in US politics
and in the making of US foreign policy.

Since1975, the state department has been
reorganised in ways that take into account
the increased significance of India and the
south Asia region in US foreign policy
concerns. The 1975 report to the National
Commission on the Organisation of the
Government for the Conduct of Foreign
Policy recommended separating south Asia
from the near east and locating the region
in a separate south Asia bureau. On
August 24, 1992 a bureau of south Asia
affairs was created as a result of congres-
sional legislation.6  We note too that the
south Asian affairs bureau as well as the
near eastern affairs bureau has created an
office of regional affairs that, hopefully,
tries to promote intra-regional coordina-
tion. Another arena of change has been
America’s relation with south Asian states
since the September 11, 2001 attacks on
the World Trade Centre and the Pentagon.
As we have noted, during the cold war,
US administrations pursued a global policy
of containment. Starting in 1952, contain-
ment in south Asia meant Pakistan’s
participation in the Middle East Treaty
Organisation or Baghdad Pact, later Cen-
tral Treaty Organisation (CENTO). India
meanwhile took a leading role in organising
the non-aligned movement. Starting with
Dwight Eisenhower’s secretary of state,
John Foster Dulles, US administrations,
particularly Republican administrations,
followed Dulles’ view that if a country
isn’t with us, it is against us. That made India
as a practitioner of non-alignment suspect.

The Making of US Foreign
Policy for South Asia
Offshore Balancing in Historical Perspective

This article on the making of US foreign policy for south Asia
examines the US strategy of “offshore balancing” in historical
perspective. It spans the cold war period when the US supported
Pakistan against India in checking the rise of the latter, the post-
cold war period when the Clinton administration seemed to be
willing to accord recognition to India’s overwhelming military,
economic and diplomatic preponderance in the region, and the
post-September 11, 2001 period during which India is inclined to
“bandwagon” with the world’s sole superpower.
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In rationalising its de facto support for
Pakistan in south Asia during the cold war
the US often spoke of parity of treatment
for Pakistan and India. Parity and beyond
parity, tilting toward Pakistan denied India
the possibility of becoming the regional
hegemon, a role which India’s size, popu-
lation, endowments and capabilities made
possible. In effect the US acted as an
“offshore balancer” for the south Asia
region. Selig Harrison put it this way:
“During the cold war...American policy
assigned a clear priority to relations with
Pakistan by providing a total of $3.8 bil-
lion in military aid to Pakistani military
rulers that was nominally directed against
the communist powers but was in practice
used to strengthen Pakistan relative to
India.”7 Weighing in support of Pakistan
had the effect of destabilising the region.
Parity and the military support to Pakistan
that it entailed bear a good deal of the
responsibility for regional instability in
south Asia, including three of the four wars
that destabilised the region between 1948
and 1999.

CENTO’s collapse in early 1979 after
the Khomeini-led Iranian revolution and
the flight of Shah Reza Pahlavi was soon
followed by the Soviet invasion of Af-
ghanistan. Overnight, Pakistan became a
“front line state”. Once again, as in the hay
day of CENTO in the 1950s, billions of
dollars of military and economic aid be-
came available to Pakistan, ostensibly for
supporting the resistance movement to the
Soviet invasion and occupation of Afghani-
stan. Ten years later, after the Soviet defeat
and withdrawal from Afghanistan in 1989,
Pakistan for a short time moved to the back
burner, away from presidential attention
and largesse. Then came the attacks of
September 11, 2001 and president Bush’s
call for a war on terrorism. Pakistan turned
on a dime.8  From the sponsor, mentor and
patron (with US money and weapons) of
a Taliban regime in Afghanistan that pro-
vided Pakistan with “strategic depth” and
harboured and protected Al Qaida leader,
Osama bin Laden, Pakistan again became
a frontline state for the US in an American-
led war against terrorism, a war that
included Pakistan’s erstwhile ally,
Afghanistan’s Taliban government. Again
the US was “tilting” towards Pakistan in
the south Asian region by supplying it with
military and economic aid. In the name of
a presidential global strategy, the US was
again poised to destabilise the south Asia
region by challenging India’s potential
hegemonic role. Pakistan again became

the vehicle for the US to engage in offshore
balancing in the south Asia region.9 But
there was a difference; this time the US
was trying to enlist India as well as
Pakistan in a common cause, the “war
against terrorism”.

Sir Olaf Caroe Invents Offshore
Balancing in South Asia

Why and how did offshore balancing
come to the south Asia region? Its origin
can be found in the geo-strategic ideas of
Sir Olaf Caroe, the last foreign secretary
for the British raj in India (1939-45).
Winston Churchill thought India was the
heart of the British empire and that Britain’s
capacity to be a world power depended on
its rule in India. He succeeded in blocking
the viceroy, Lord Irwin’s, and the leader
of the Conservative Party, Stanley
Baldwin’s efforts in 1930-31 to grant
dominion status to India.10  The power and
influence of British India reached into
central, south-east and west Asia, not least
into the Persian gulf and the Arabian
peninsula; Burma, Sri Lanka and
Singapore; Afghanistan and Tibet; and into
east Africa and the eastern Mediterranean.
The raj’s political service11  made foreign
and security policy for this vast trans-
regional space and the British Indian army
backed it up.

In the dying days of the raj at the close
of the second world war, Caroe began to
worry about what he came to call, in a
prescient phrase, “the wells of power”, the
oil resources of the middle east in general
and of the Gulf and the Arabian peninsula
in particular. For a variety reasons he
facilitated, then welcomed the partition of
India into successor states, India and
Pakistan. Indian independence was ex-
pected to bring the anti-imperialist
Jawaharlal Nehru to power, an eventuality
that Caroe feared not least because
Nehru couldn’t be trusted12  to use the
diplomatic and military resources of an
independent India to secure middle east oil
for British use and, more broadly, for the
use of the Atlanticist world of America
and Europe.

Caroe was attracted to Jinnah’s theory
of two nations and to his plan to Partition
the subcontinent into a Muslim Pakistan
and a Hindu India. Like Kipling before
him, Caroe was attracted to Muslim char-
acter and culture13  and sympathised with
Mohammed Ali Jinnah’s call for a Muslim
state on the subcontinent. A Jinnah-led
Pakistan would be a more suitable vehicle

to help secure the “wells of power”. He
would understand the importance of the
spheres of influence, buffer states and
protectorates that Caroe and raj foreign
secretaries before him had developed into
a fine art of imperial security policy.
Although the last viceroy, Lord Louis
Mountbatten, was an admirer of Jawaharlal
Nehru’s political ideas and leadership, he,
like his principal, Britain’s Labour gov-
ernment, was bent on extricating Britain
from India at as early a date as possible,
a result that could best be realised by
agreeing to India’s Partition. By creating
an independent Muslim state of Pakistan,
Partition favoured Caroe’s evolving geo-
political ideas about how to secure “the
wells of power”.

At about this time there were those in
Washington, looking for ways to secure
the oil resources and practice containment
in the middle east. The formulations of
Sir Olaf Caroe attracted attention and soon
found favour in official circles.14  His article
in the March 1949 number of Round Table
and his 1951 book, Wells of Power, led
to invitations from the state and defence
departments to visit Washington. In his
Round Table article he argued that military
operations in Mesopotamia (Iraq) and
Persia (Iran) during the first world war and
second world war “were made possible
from the Indian base” (i e, by the use of
the Indian army). The Partition of India
into independent India and Pakistan “en-
tails a new approach to old problems”. His
new approach substituted Pakistan for
Imperial India. “Pakistan”, he argued, “has
succeeded to much of [undivided British]
India’s responsibility “for the Indian pen-
insula” [!] “the North-west Frontier” (e g
Afghanistan and its surround) and “the
Gulf” (i e, the Arabian Sea as well as the
Persian gulf). Karachi commands the Gulf,
a “Muslim lake” whose “littoral states
control the fuel on which European powers
increasingly depend”. Defending the wells
of power merged with George Kennan’s
recently articulated containment policy in
Caroe’s formulation – the littoral states’
security is threatened as “shadows lengthen
from the north”.

By 1951, when Caroe published Wells
of Power he was disillusioned with Nehru’s
anti-colonialism and non-alignment.
India, he announced, “is no longer an
obvious base for Middle East defence. It
stands on the fringe of the defence peri-
phery. Pakistan on the other hand lies well
within the grouping of south-western
Asia.”15
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Caroe wrote The Wells of Power for
American consumption. It encouraged the
US to step forward as an offshore balancer.
The book was an attempt, he said, “to catch
and save a way of thought known to many
who saw these things from the East (a
euphemism for the British empire in India)
but now in danger of being lost”. “New
workers in the vineyard”, he wrote, “may
find [his perspective]… something worth
regard” as they face “the imminence of
Soviet Russia towering over these lands.”16

The great game in Asia was being rede-
fined: The British game with Russia in
(central, west and south) Asia was now to
be played with substitutes, America and
Pakistan, as a weary and weakened
Britain benched itself and Nehru’s India
fouled out.

Caroe’s hopes were soon richly rewarded.
Among his early important disciples was
Henry Byroade. In December 1951, he had
become assistant secretary of state for the
near east, south Asia and Africa. A West
Point graduate with a military career
behind him,17  he knew very little about
the regions and states for which he was
responsible. In May 1952 Byroade met
Caroe in Washington, and as Caroe tells
it, he persuaded not only Byroade but
also the new US secretary of state, John
Foster Dulles, of the soundness of his
views about the role Pakistan should play
in the geo-politics of west, central and
south Asia.

My Pakistani friends regard me as the
inventor of the Baghdad Pact! I went on
a tour of the US for the British FO (Foreign
Office) in 1952 and had talks with state
department officials and others on these
lines, and perhaps some of the exchanges
we had were not without effect. Indeed
I have more than once ventured to
flatter myself that J F Dulles’ phrase “The
Northern Tier” and his association of the
US with the “Baghdad” countries in Asia
were influenced by the thinking in Wells
of Power. In that book I called those
countries “The Northern Screen” – the
same idea really.
It is in this context that we can say that

Sir Olaf Caroe used the circumstance of
India’s Partition to help launch Pakistan
on a 50-year career as the vehicle of
America’s practice of offshore balancing
against Indian hegemony in the south Asia
region. While this outcome was not neces-
sarily Caroe’s overt objective, he did mean
to make Pakistan the fulcrum of his strat-
egy to protect the “wells of power” and
to contain Soviet Russia and he did mean
to sideline Jawaharlal Nehru’s India.

India as Regional Hegemon
and US Ally?

For roughly 50 years, the US destabilised
the south Asia region by acting as an
offshore balancer. Its actions allowed
Pakistan to realise its goal of “parity” with
its much bigger neighbour and to try to best
that neighbour in several wars. With the
end of the cold war (1989), the Soviet
withdrawal from Afghanistan (1989) and
the collapse of the Soviet Union (1991),
little was left to justify the US acting as
an offshore balancer in south Asia. By
president Clinton’s second term the US
saw no need for a special relationship with
Pakistan. As Strobe Talbott, Clinton’s
deputy secretary of state, makes clear in
his account of his protracted negotiations
with India’s then external affairs minister,
Jaswant Singh, US diplomacy with India
during the Clinton years was deliberately
coordinated by knowledgeable profession-
als. “It was”, he says, “an extraordinarily
collegial process, and it helped keep to a
minimum the personal backbiting,
bureaucratic warfare, and mischievous
leaks that too often accompany
policy-making”.18

Because Talbott’s procedure and atti-
tude capture the essence of deliberative
coordination – coordination based on col-
legiality and persuasion and executed by
foreign policy professionals attuned to the
long run and knowledgeable about the
regional and bilateral as well as the global
dimensions of the national interest – they
merit being presented in his voice. In
preparation for extended discussions with
Jaswant Singh about nuclear proliferation
Talbott tells us that he “…convened a
series of meetings with the team that had
been working on India and Pakistan the
past several years, a mixture of regionalists
and functionalists from the key depart-
ments and agencies of the US government.
The core members from State were Bob
Einhorn and Rick Inderfurth, along with
Rick’s senior adviser, Matt Daley; Walter
Andersen, a career south Asia analyst in
the Bureau of Intelligence and Research;
and Phil Goldberg, a versatile foreign
service officer on my staff who had the
unenviable job of meshing the many moving
parts of the process and managing my role
in it. …These gatherings became a regular,
often daily feature of our lives for the next
two years….” 19

We see a new era in Indo-US relations
beginning with president Clinton’s very
successful visit to India in March 2000.

Notoriously, the president spent five days
in India and five hours in Pakistan. His
visit to India was widely acclaimed and
much celebrated, his visit to Pakistan, tense
and censorious. Strobe Talbott, deputy
secretary of state for most of the Clinton
years, put it this way: “Clinton’s visit to
India – the first by an American president
in 22 years – was, by any standard and in
almost every respect, one of the most suc-
cessful trips ever, not just because of the
rhapsodic reception he received, but be-
cause it marked a pivotal moment in an
important and vexed relationship.”20  The
pivotal moment was marked by prime
minister Atal Behari Vajpayee when, in his
reply to Clinton’s widely acclaimed speech
to the Indian Parliament and nation, he
referred to the US and India as “natural
allies”.21

The president’s trip to Pakistan stands
in stark contrast. Although September 11,
2001 was 18 months in the future, Al Qaida
attacks on US embassies in east Africa and
the presumed presence of Osama bin Laden
in Taliban-ruled Afghanistan, led to secret
service concern about a threat to the
president’s safety. As a result, Air Force
One leapfrogged ahead to Muscat, Oman.
Clinton travelled into Islamabad aboard an
unmarked Gulfstream executive jet with
another Gulfstream executive jet painted
with Air Force One’s colours and the words
“United States of America”, leading the
way. The idea was to deceive terrorists
armed with surface-to-air missiles. In a 15
minute speech to Pakistan’s parliament
broadcast live Clinton told his national
audience that Pakistan “can fulfil its des-
tiny as a beacon of democracy in the Muslim
world…” His message in private to general
Pervez Musharraf, who had recently over-
thrown Nawaz Shariff’s democratically
elected government, was different: return
to democracy; show restraint in Kashmir;
exert pressure on terrorist groups; and help
in capturing bin Laden.22  The events of
Clinton’s visit to south Asia in March 2000
signalled that the US now recognised Indian
hegemony in the region.

The events of September 11, 2001, by
restoring Pakistan to front line status in a
“war against terrorism”, challenged the
Clinton administration’s policy of
treating Pakistan as a failing and an
incipient pariah state23  and recognising
India as the hegemonic state in south Asia.
September 11, 2001 also challenged the
corollary of these policies, the Vajpayee
government’s decision to recognise the US
as a “natural ally”.



Economic and Political Weekly February 25, 2006706

Soon after September 11, 2001, in antici-
pation of waging war in Afghanistan, the
Bush administration restored Pakistan to
its role as a frontline state. As we have
seen, Pakistan responded overnight to an
American ultimatum to abandon its
support for the Taliban regime in Afghani-
stan and its accommodation of Osama bin
Laden’s Al Qaida in Afghanistan and to
join America’s “war on terrorism”. The
US rewarded the Musharraf government
with large-scale military and economic
assistance.24 Because the amount and
quality of the military equipment went
well beyond what was needed for the war
on terrorism, many analysts in India, the
US and elsewhere saw the massive mili-
tary aid to Pakistan as rekindling an arms
race with India. It looked as though the
US was resuming its role as an offshore
balancer in south Asia.

But there was a difference; this time the
US was trying to enlist India as well as
Pakistan in a common cause, the “war
against terrorism”.25  The US, in the words
of Ashley Tellis, a quasi-official voice
located somewhere between the world of
career professionals and president’s men,26

“would invest the energy and resources to
enable India – the pre-eminent regional
state…to secure as trouble free an ascent
to great power status as possible (empha-
sis added).”27

Tellis was trying to persuade India to
join Pakistan as an ally of the US, the
world’s only superpower.28 In the lan-
guage of Stephen Walt, India was being
asked to bandwagon29  with the US, i e,
to gain the benefits and prestige that go
with joining the most powerful and, pu-
tatively, the winning side. Another grand
strategy that many Indian policy-makers
are considering is for India to balance
against what they perceive to be a
unilateralist and imperial US. Whether
India should bandwagon with the US or
balance against the US depends in part on
the answer to another question. Should
India regard China as more of a threat than
the US? If so, to bandwagon with the US
is not only to join what appears to be the
winning side but also to balance against
an increasingly powerful and allegedly
dangerous Asian neighbour, China.30 A
third grand strategy for India to consider
is to work with like-minded actors (such

as the EU generally and France and Ger-
many in particular; the six nation China,
Russia and central Asia states in the Shang-
hai Cooperation Organisation; Brazil and
South Africa) to promote a multipolar
balance of power. Such a strategy would
be consistent with India’s non-alignment
policy during the cold war era and with
the Clinton administration’s orientation to
the south Asia region.

New Delhi seemed to be taking with a
grain of salt Washington’s blandishments
about being a “pre-eminent regional state”
and a “great power” 31  and its offers of
access to what the US labelled “advanced
defence equipment”.32  Sometimes India
seemed inclined to bandwagon with the
US, sometimes to balance against it and
sometimes to act on its own in a
multipolar world.

Acting on its own hasn’t always suited
the Bush administration’s global agenda.
When secretary of state Condoleezza Rice
visited New Delhi on March 16, 2005, she
made it clear that America’s global secu-
rity interests took priority over India’s
efforts to become more energy indepen-
dent and to do so in ways that encouraged
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regional cooperation. According to the
April 2005 number of India Review, a
publication of the embassy of India,
Washington DC: “The two sides differed
over their approach to Iran, with secretary
Rice expressing her country’s ‘concern
over India’s move to source natural gas
from Iran through a proposed $ 5 billion
pipeline that would run through Pakistan’ ”.
Not only would the gas pipeline project
help India meet its increasingly severe
need for additional sources of energy33 but
also it would break with five decades of
Indian and Pakistani intransigence about
regional economic and security coopera-
tion. Indian and Pakistani interdependence
and mutual benefit on the gas pipeline
project would require cooperation and
reduce the risk of regional war between
the nuclear-armed neighbours.34

Since its inception in 1985, the South
Asian Association for Regional Coopera-
tion (SAARC) has belied its name and
fallen short of its purpose, regional co-
operation. As India’s foreign secretary,
Shyam Saran, put it in March 2005 on the
eve of the pipeline agreement, “…SAARC
is still largely a consultative body…. [it]
has shied away from undertaking even
a single collaborative project in its 20
years of existence. In fact there is a deep
resistance to doing anything that could be
collaborative.” The Iran-Pakistan-India
pipeline project and other planned pipeline
projects such as those linking India to
Turkestan through Afghanistan and
Pakistan and to Myanmar through
Bangladesh give promise of widening
circles of mutual benefit and regional
interdependence.

But there is a fly in the ointment. Ac-
cording to some of the president’s men in
the Bush administration, Iran is a hostile
country, an “axis of evil” country, a coun-
try that kept US citizens hostage for 79
days, a country that seeks nuclear weap-
ons35  and to enhance its power in the
middle east and central Asia, a country that
threatens our close ally, Israel, a country
that is home for Muslim extremists and
state sponsored terrorism, a country that
is against “us” in a global war against
terrorism.36  The goal of US policy for
some of the president’s men in Bush’s
second term, and that seems to include
secretary of state, Condoleezza Rice as
well as UN representative John Bolton,
appears to be to punish Iran, perhaps to
change its regime. Professionals read the
situation quite differently. They see a pipe-
line agreement as not only contributing

to regional stability in south Asia but also
to strengthening democracy and reform
in Iran.

At the end of June 2005, the Indian and
US defence ministers, Pranab Mukherjee
and Donald Rumsfeld, signed “a new
framework for the US-India defence rela-
tionship for the next 10 years”. The agree-
ment was designed to strengthen “our
countries’ security, reinforce our strategic
partnership, and build greater under-
standing between our defence establish-
ments”.37 And at the end of July, prime
minister Manmohan Singh and president
George W Bush issued a joint statement
resolving “to transform the relationship
between the countries and establish a
global partnership”.38

Did these acts of “bandwagoning” with
the world’s sole superpower preclude India
from moving ahead with the Iran – and
other – gas pipeline projects? Nothing was
said or implied about India’s pipeline
negotiations. Pranab Mukherjee, India’s
minister of defence, went out of his way
in the context of signing the 10-year defence
relationship with Washington to remind
the US that India would continue its long-
standing arms purchase relationship with
Russia. And the Indo-US joint statement
was silent on the energy front – except for
“the two leaders [discussing] India’s plans
to develop its civilian nuclear energy
programme”.

It became clear at the end of August 2005
that India was still able to practise a grand
strategy of balancing in a multipolar world
when prime minister Manmohan Singh
visited Afghan president Hamid Karzai in
Kabul. It was the first visit by an Indian
prime minister in 29 years. The president
and the prime minister not only agreed to
implement both the Iran and the
Turkmenistan gas pipeline projects but also
that Afghanistan, a country closely tied to
the US and the EU, should join the SAARC.
At a joint press conference Karzai said he
was “glad to have had the same positive
response from president Musharraf of
Pakistan” as he had from prime minister
Manmohan Singh of India.39 India and
Pakistan seemed to be poised to cooperate
on the economic and security future of
Afghanistan.

By late summer 2005 there seemed to
be a good prospect that Indian petroleum
minister Mani Shankar Aiyar’s policy of
using “pipelines of power” to promote
interdependence and cooperation in south
Asia might successfully challenge Sir Olaf
Caroe’s “wells of power” as the dominant

geopolitical strategy in south Asia. If
“pipelines of power” could displace “wells
of power” as Pakistan’s as well as India’s
orienting strategy there was a good pros-
pect that the 50-year reign of “offshore
balancing” by the US and its consequence,
regional instability, could be brought to
a close.40
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