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I
n January 2003, Mohammed Khatami,
the president of Iran, visited India as that
country’s chief guest for India’s Republic

Day celebration. This is an honor customarily
accorded only India’s closest friends. During
the course of Khatami’s visit, he and the Indian
prime minister,Atal Bihari Vajpayee, signed the
New Delhi Declaration,which boldly set forth
the vision of a “strategic partnership” between
the two countries. The two leaders also
pledged to collaborate on energy, trade, and
other economic issues, to strengthen their
cooperation on counter-terrorism, and to
broaden their “strategic collaboration in third
countries,” which most analysts took to mean
Afghanistan. The Khatami visit, one promi-
nent Indian analyst subsequently declared, was
notable not only for its symbolism, but for its
substance.1

Two months later, Iranian and Indian war-
ships conducted joint naval exercises. Indian
arms sales to Tehran are said to be in the
works, and India has agreed to help train

Iranian military personnel. Bilateral exchanges
of defense and intelligence officials have
become routine. Indian aeronautical engi-
neers will help Iran maintain and upgrade its
Russian-made MiG-29 fighter aircraft.
According to some press accounts, New Delhi
will have the right to use Iranian military bases
for combat operations against Pakistan should
another Indo-Pakistani war break out. India
has also agreed to assist in the development of
Iranian port facilities and with the construc-
tion of road and rail links in Iran. The two
countries, along with Russia, have talked of
creating a Russo-Iranian-Indian transport cor-
ridor. Such a trade route, if fully developed,
could have a major impact on political and
strategic as well as economic realities in the
region.

Clearly, something potentially significant is
transpiring in relations between New Delhi
and Tehran.

Inasmuch as Iran is one of the charter
members of President George W. Bush’s “axis
of evil,” and in light of the widespread talk in
Washington of a new “strategic partnership”
between the United States and India, the Asia
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ABSTRACT: India and Iran—one the object of much wooing from Washington, the other
a member of President Bush’s “axis of evil” —announced the creation of a “strategic partner-
ship” in 2003. This Special Report explores the new cordiality in relations between New
Delhi and Tehran, as well as the ways this partnership may impact upon the interests of other
regional players. Christine Fair explains the calculations that make Iran an attractive partner
for New Delhi, and concludes that the bilateral relationship is here to stay. Jalil Roshandel
offers an Iranian perspective on the relationship. Pakistan, geographically situated between the
two, views closer links between its neighbors with considerable alarm, a subject examined by
Sunil Dasgupta. P.R. Kumaraswamy asks how this new Indian-Iranian collaboration may
influence New Delhi’s economic and strategic ties with Israel. In addition, all four essays
address the implications for the United States of the new warmth in Indian-Iranian ties.
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Program and the Middle East Program, constituent
components of the Woodrow Wilson International
Center for Scholars, decided last autumn to take a
second look at the newly invigorated relationship
between India and Iran. This Special Report grows
out of that October 16, 2003, conference.

In this report’s first essay, C. Christine Fair of
the United States Institute of Peace explores India’s
conception of its strategic environment and notes
that American officials and analysts seldom define
India’s strategic environment in terms as expansive
as is common in India. Fair then surveys the history
of the Indian-Iranian relationship since India’s cre-
ation in 1947, with the end of the Cold War and the
collapse of the Soviet Union serving as important
milestones in this story. By the 1990s,Tehran and
New Delhi shared interests in a stable Central Asia,
in opposing Sunni extremism as it gained strength in
South and Central Asia, and in containing the influ-
ence of the Taliban once that group seized power in
Afghanistan. India’s desire for a friend in the Islamic
world and its greatly expanded need for secure sup-
plies of energy also dictated a closer partnership
with Tehran.

Iran for its part looked to India for help in escap-
ing from the U.S. policy of containment and as a
source of high-tech goods and assistance. And each
country came to see the other as an increasingly
important security partner. The terrorist attacks on
New York and Washington on September 11, 2001,
Fair judges, also served to bring India and Iran clos-

er together. “While these two states have been talk-
ing about ‘strategic relations’ for some time with few
concrete results,” Fair notes, “the last year has seen
substantive advances in relatively little time.”

The concluding section of Fair’s essay broadens
her focus by bringing in other regional actors,
including China, Pakistan, Israel, and the Gulf States,
and looking at how each may be affected by the
emerging partnership between Tehran and New
Delhi. The new vitality in Indo-Iranian relations, for
instance,may encourage Pakistan to repair its tattered
ties with Tehran, and even to reach out to Israel. This
section also examines the mixed implications of this
partnership for the United States. While acknowl-
edging that many Americans, for perhaps under-
standable reasons, will be unsettled by the new
warmth in ties between India and Iran, Fair also
argues that this relationship could help advance long-
standing U.S. objectives, including regional security,
democracy promotion, the fight against HIV/AIDS,
and the containment of Wahabbi extremism.

The India-Iran relationship, Fair concludes, is
likely to become increasingly important to both
states in the years ahead. Nonetheless, India’s desire
to build a close partnership with the United States
and its pursuit of robust defense ties with Israel will
place limits on the degree to which Tehran and New
Delhi will be able to forge an across-the-board part-
nership.

Iranian-born Jalil Roshandel looks at some of
these same issues from the perspective of Iran. He
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opens his essay by exploring the strategic calcula-
tions in Tehran that would, in 2003, lead to the dec-
laration of an Indian-Iranian strategic partnership.
As Roshandel ably demonstrates, Iran turned toward
India in the early 1990s as a way to escape interna-
tional isolation and a variety of regional challenges.
But the choice of New Delhi as a partner was not
preordained; the originators of Tehran’s “looking
East” policy—former Prime Minister Mir Hussein
Mousavi is singled out for special mention in this
regard—do not appear to have displayed any partic-
ular preference among India, Pakistan, China, Japan,
or the countries of Southeast Asia. Beijing,
Roshandel writes, met Iranian overtures with a sur-
prising lack of enthusiasm, perhaps not wishing to
jeopardize its links to the United States. India
appealed to Tehran because unlike Islamabad, New
Delhi’s historical ties to the despised United States
had been strained. Over time, creating an enhanced
partnership with New Delhi assumed increasing
importance for Iran’s decision makers, especially as
Tehran came to see itself as the logical, even
inevitable, transit route for a new Indian-Iranian-
Central Asian nexus.

What do the two countries hope to get out of
the enhanced relationship announced last year?
Roshandel underscores three benefits for the new
partners.
• First, each seeks more developed economic links,

especially in the energy sector. India is a major
importer of oil and natural gas, and Tehran, with
ample supplies of both, is eager to fulfill that
need. Roshandel notes, however, that India also
faces political and strategic considerations, such as
the importance it places on military purchases
from Israel, that may impede the development of
a thriving economic partnership with Iran.

• Second, both Tehran and New Delhi value aug-
mented political cooperation in areas of common
interest, starting with Afghanistan.

• Third, the two hope for enhanced cooperation in
the military sphere. Although officials from both
insist that such cooperation is not aimed at any
third country, Pakistan and the United States, for
starters, are likely to be uneasy over this expand-
ed military partnership. Roshandel, introducing a
theme explored more closely in the essay by
Sunil Dasgupta, suggests that Pakistani defense
planners cannot completely rule out the possibil-

ity that in a future war between India and
Pakistan, New Delhi may have access to Iranian
military bases. Such an occurrence, Roshandel
notes, would present Islamabad with the specter
of a two-front war and must of necessity alter
Pakistan’s strategic calculations in a fundamental
manner. But Iran also fears growing ties between
India and Israel, the subject of this report’s final
essay and a factor that may impede the creation
of close military links between New Delhi and
Tehran.

Other regional players have observed this emerging
partnership between Tehran and New Delhi with 
considerable interest and, on occasion, alarm. As
Sunil Dasgupta makes clear in his essay, Pakistan,
geographically situated between India and Iran, has 
followed the evolution of ties between India and 
Iran with special care, particularly in light of the 
intimate military links Islamabad once enjoyed with 
Tehran. As Dasgupta puts it, a close political, eco
nomic, and possibly military relationship between 
India and Iran “poses a serious challenge” to impor
tant Pakistani interests.

Pakistan and Iran at one point enjoyed close ties,
and indeed, Iran lent Pakistan valuable financial and
even military support in the latter’s 1965 war with
India. But beginning with the 1979 revolution in
Iran and the re-establishment of the U.S.-Pakistani
alliance in the 1980s, the Iranian-Pakistani relation-
ship gradually soured. Nonetheless, Islamabad and
Tehran maintained a working relationship through-
out the 1980s and, we now know, entered into a
secret nuclear partnership in 1986-87. In the 1990s,
the two found themselves on opposite sides in the
Afghan civil war. Rising anti-Shia violence in
Pakistan has also led many Iranians to question the
possibility of productive ties with majority Sunni
Pakistan. This deteriorating Pakistani-Iranian rela-
tionship provides the immediate backdrop as
Pakistan contemplates Tehran’s new ties to
Islamabad’s traditional enemy in New Delhi.

In response to growing Indian-Iranian linkages,
Pakistan has stepped up its efforts to neutralize India’s
position in Iran and to maintain its own influence
there. The proposed Iran-Pakistan-India gas pipeline
is one manifestation of this strategy. Rather than
finding itself surrounded by potential adversaries,
Pakistan,were this project to come to fruition,would
be an essential partner to both India and Iran. But
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since New Delhi has vetoed any pipeline running
through Pakistan, the idea appears dead, at least until
such time as India and Pakistan find a way of over-
coming their historical animosities.

More interesting, Dasgupta tells us, is the diagno-
sis of a relatively small but influential group of
Pakistani business leaders and professionals who
argue that the geopolitical realities of the region will
inevitably drive India and Iran together unless
Pakistan reorients its policies toward Afghanistan
and, intriguingly, Kashmir. Absent fundamental
changes in Pakistani policies, this regional peace
camp maintains, the government’s hope of prevent-
ing Indian-Iranian entente is groundless.

Islamabad is especially worried about defense
collaboration between India and Iran and in
extremis, the danger of a two-front war against both
India and Iran. This possibility, Dasgupta judges,
even if remote, may encourage Pakistan to develop a
more robust nuclear arsenal. But Islamabad must
not overreact to the new warmth in Indian-Iranian
ties, since to do so may create the very threat of
encirclement Pakistanis most fear.

For Pakistan, the logical choice is to continue its
recent rapprochement with New Delhi, while
simultaneously improving ties with Tehran.
Pakistani strategic planners can also take comfort
from the realization that should India move too far
in the direction of Iran, this will undoubtedly slow
progress in Washington’s courtship with Islamabad’s
old rival in New Delhi.

The final essay in this collection, by Indian schol-
ar P.R. Kumaraswamy of Jawaharlal Nehru
University, looks at how the new Indian-Iranian
partnership impacts on New Delhi’s close relation-
ship with Israel. India’s bilateral ties with these two
bitter enemies, Kumaraswamy judges, operate inde-
pendently of one another. This is not to say that
either Tehran or Tel Aviv is oblivious to India’s links
with the other. Israel in particular is apprehensive of
growing New Delhi–Tehran proximity. Iran, on the
other hand, is largely indifferent, at least publicly,
toward India’s growing cordiality with Israel.

India was late in extending formal diplomatic rela-
tions to Israel, finally doing so only in 1992. Indeed,
New Delhi, arguing that religion should not be the
basis for nationhood, voted at the United Nations in
1948 against the creation of Israel. In recent years,
however, as if to make up for their tardy start, Indo-

Israeli ties have flourished, with counter-terrorism
and weapons sales emerging as key elements in this
partnership. A seminal moment in the evolving
friendship between the two, Kumaraswamy writes,
occurred during the 2001 Durban World Conference
against Racism, when India refused to go along with
efforts by Arab and Islamic countries to condemn
Israel and Zionism. The cordiality of these ties was
highlighted by the visit to New Delhi last September
of Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon.

The absence of an adverse reaction from the
Muslim world to India’s burgeoning ties with Israel
has surprised some analysts. Indeed, according to
Kumaraswamy, Iran has been “extremely accom-
modative and understanding” of India’s new links
with Israel. While Pakistan and occasionally Egypt
have grumbled about the warmth in Indo-Israeli
relations,Tehran “has consciously avoided making its
ties with New Delhi a hostage to the Israeli angle.”
Tel Aviv and New Delhi, for their part, have been
careful not to present their cooperation as driven by
an anti-Islamic agenda. As an Israeli official
explained to journalists during the Sharon visit last
fall, the two countries “are not fighting Islam, we are
fighting agents of terrorism.”

Kumaraswamy and Roshandel disagree on
whether Indian ties with Israel give Tehran pause;
the latter believes they do. But there can be little
debate on the opposite question of whether Israel is
complacent about the Indian-Iranian relationship.
To the contrary,Tel Aviv worries about the growing
political and economic ties between the two, and
about the potential diversion of Israeli military tech-
nology through India to Iran. Indeed, these fears
sparked considerable discussion during Sharon’s visit
to New Delhi last fall, a visit that coincided with
new terror bombings in Israel. For Sharon,
Kumaraswamy writes, Iran is the “epicenter of ter-
rorism.” In Indian eyes, Pakistan occupies that posi-
tion, and New Delhi is unlikely to bow to the pref-
erences of many Israelis that it carefully circum-
scribe its relations with Iran or other hardline Arab
states. Indeed, within weeks of the Sharon visit to
India last September,Vajpayee made a state visit to
Syria, a country deemed just short of pariah status
by both Israel and the United States.

Quite clearly, its close ties with Iran place New
Delhi somewhat at odds with the United States as
well as with its friends in Israel. As Dasgupta
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observes, India will have to work hard to persuade
its friends in Washington and Tel Aviv that growing
ties between India and Iran will not jeopardize
important U.S. or Israeli interests. But so long as the
cordiality between India and Iran exists, Dasgupta
warns,“the door of doubt remains open.”

Nonetheless, Iran offers India too many political
and economic advantages for New Delhi to walk
away from its friends in Tehran. And neither Israel
nor the United States would be wise to push India
too vigorously on its partnership with Iran. As
Kumaraswamy rightly declares, Israel “will have to
recognize, accept and accommodate India’s interests
in cultivating friendly ties with Iran.” The same
might equally be said of American policy makers.

Indeed, it would be naïve for Washington to
expect New Delhi to automatically accept a U.S.
definition of which countries constitute acceptable
partners. And it would surely be foolish were
Washington to demand that India, as the price for a
better relationship with the United States, forsake its
ties with Iran. To the contrary, many would argue
that an India with friendly relations with Tehran
might be well positioned to assist the United States
in its own tortured dealings with Iran.

Nonetheless, many in Washington who talk with
great enthusiasm about a new Indo-American part-
nership give the impression that the two coun-
tries—perhaps drawn together by shared values or a

common devotion to democracy—will inevitably
see eye-to-eye on most major foreign policy ques-
tions. Of course this is nonsense; the war in Iraq
should surely have dispelled this delusion. So, if the
authors whose essays grace this report are correct,
will Iran.

In a city known for its bickering and partisan
divisions, it is a great pleasure to acknowledge the
wonderful collaboration that resulted in last
October’s Wilson Center conference on the new
Indian-Iranian partnership, and in this report. Haleh
Esfandiari, who heads the Center’s Middle East
Program, is both a knowledgeable regional expert
and a splendid colleague. Thanks to Jillian Frumkin
on the Middle East Program’s staff and Amy
McCreedy, program associate with the Asia
Program, for their able assistance in organizing the
conference and editing this publication. Special
thanks to the Asia Program’s Timothy Hildebrandt,
whose wizardry in the realm of desktop publishing
has carried this project to fruition. Finally, our deep
appreciation to the Ford Foundation, without
whose financial support neither our conference nor
this report would have been possible.

ENDNOTES

1. K.K. Katyal, “New warmth in Indo-Iran ties,”
The Hindu, January 29, 2003.
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O
n January 26, 2003, Iran’s president
Mohammed Khatami was the chief guest
of India’s Republic Day parade. This is an

honor bestowed only upon India’s closest friends.
President Khatami was accompanied by a high-level
delegation, which included Foreign Minister Kamal
Kharrazi, Defense Minister Ali Shamkhani, Minister
for Science and Technology Mostafa Moeen, and
Petroleum Minister Bijan Zangneh. During
Khatami’s visit, the two nations penned the “Delhi
Declaration” and the “Road Map to Strategic
Cooperation,” which promulgated a plan for the
evolving partnership between the two countries.

The Indo-Iranian tête-à-tête was significant for a
number of reasons. First, the timing was provocative
because the visit took place while the United States
was amassing a large show of force in the Persian
Gulf to mount military action against Iraq. India,
the newfound U.S. strategic partner, vociferously
objected to the U.S.-planned military action in Iraq
while rolling out the red carpet to one of the found-
ing member states of the Axis of Evil. Second, this
display of amiability between Iran and India dis-
comfited Islamabad, which still anticipates that it can
count on Iran for strategic depth in the event of a
conflict with India. This meeting between Pakistan’s
two massive neighbors, occurring at a time of
heightened Indo-Pakistani tension, suggested that
Islamabad’s hopes may be ill-founded. Finally, the
agreements signed by the two states addressed sever-
al issues, including the expansion of defense ties,
cooperation in the areas of science and technology,
and a broad set of engagements that both sides call
“strategic” levels of cooperation.

While the timing of President Khatami’s New
Delhi visit and some of the resultant agreements cast
an air of significance to the meeting, in many ways
there is nothing particularly new about the direction
and contours of the Indo-Iranian relationship. India
and Iran have managed to maintain some level of
détente even through the toughest moments of their
histories. What then are the unique or substantially

important aspects of this latest turn of the Indo-
Iranian relationship?   This paper argues that while
the current trajectory of the Indo-Iranian relation-
ship is in many ways a continuation of past policies,
it is likely to become increasingly important to both
states in the near future.

Many of the issues that undergird the Indo-
Iranian relationship have been remarkably durable:
e.g., security of sea lanes, integrity of energy sup-
plies through the Persian Gulf, the relevance of India
as a source of technology and low-cost development
initiatives, India’s desire to use Iran as a commercial
corridor to markets in Central Asia, and security and
stability of Afghanistan and of Pakistan. Since the
terrorist attacks on the United States of September
11, 2001, and the subsequent U.S. military actions in
Afghanistan and Iraq, the neighborhood in which
Iran and India are situated has been fundamentally
altered. As a result of the transfigured security envi-
ronment, many of these issues of common interest
have gained newfound salience.

The Indo-Iranian relationship can be analyzed by
imposing a framework that examines their engage-
ments in three distinct phases. The first ostensible
phase begins in 1947 with India’s independence and
extends to 1989 with the collapse of the Soviet
Union and the conclusion of the Cold War. The
second posited phase is 1990-2001. This phase is
bound by the beginnings of a new world order born
in the detritus of the Cold War and by the terrorist
attacks on the United States of September 2001.
The third phase is the contemporary post–9-11
period. Notably, because this author is a scholar of
South Asian security issues and has come to study
Iran as an extension of those analytical efforts, this
paper will necessarily reflect the perspective of New
Delhi specifically and the vantage point of South
Asia generally.

This paper will explore the significance and
impetus of the Indo-Iranian relationship throughout
these phases. Before turning to an analysis of these
three periods, it is useful to first understand India’s
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conception of its strategic environment, within
which India has actively launched diplomatic efforts
to look east, west, north and south. Therefore, the
first section exposits the features of India’s extended
neighborhood and the equities that New Delhi
claims in this region. The next section turns to an
analysis of the Indo-Iranian relationship in the three
chronological periods noted above, drawing out the
key drivers and sources of limitations. The final sec-
tion will suggest ways in which other regional actors
(e.g. China, Pakistan, Israel, and the Gulf States) may
respond to emergent trends in the Indo-Iranian
relationship.This section concludes with a discus-
sion of the implications of this relationship for the
United States and its relationship with India.

Indian analysts often describe their strategic envi-
ronment in terms of the entire Indian Ocean basin.
According to this view, India’s strategic neighbor-
hood stretches to the Strait of Hormoz and the
Persian Gulf in the west; some analysts will even
claim the eastern coast of Africa as the western most
border of this strategic space. To the east, India’s
strategic neighborhood includes the Strait of
Malacca and extends up to the South China Sea.To
the north it contains Central Asia, and to the south,
it reaches out to Antarctica.

INDIA’S STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENT1

Indian analysts often describe their strategic envi-
ronment in terms of the entire Indian Ocean basin.
Such persons explain that India’s strategic neighbor-
hood stretches to the Strait of Hormoz and the
Persian Gulf in the west; some will even claim the
eastern coast of Africa as the western-most border of
this strategic space. To the east, India’s strategic
neighborhood includes the Strait of Malacca and
extends up to the South China Sea.To the north it is
comprised of Central Asia, and to the south, it
reaches out to Antarctica.

In contrast,American analysts do not articulate a
similar view of India’s extended neighborhood, in
part because the entire Indian Ocean basin does not
exist as a discrete entity within the U.S. military and
policymaking bureaucracies. Different U.S. organi-
zations divide up this region into the areas of
Southwest Asia, Central Asia, South Asia, and
Southeast Asia. The U.S. military divides India’s
extended neighborhood within two Unified

Commands: Pacific Command (PACOM), which
includes India, and Central Command (CENT-
COM), which includes Pakistan. The U.S. Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA) includes India within its
Near East South Asia office.The CIA therefore does
not situate India within Southeast Asia and beyond.
The United States Department of State includes
India within its Bureau of South Asian Affairs,
which also includes Afghanistan, Bangladesh,
Bhutan, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka.
This means that State Department cartography of
India’s neighborhood does not include Southwest,
Central or Southeast Asia. As Juli MacDonald notes,
these varied U.S. government offices “apply multiple
and overlapping analytical policy filters that include
India in different contexts.”2 American analysts are
more likely to describe India as sitting at a “strategic
crossroads” where Southwest, Central and Southeast
Asia converge.3 One of the consequences of the
ways in which the various apparatus of the U.S. gov-
ernment examine India is that there are few means
to examine India’s foreign policy holistically.

Within this extended strategic neighborhood,
India has a number of strategic interests. First and
foremost, it seeks to be the preeminent power with-
in the Indian Ocean basin. Second, New Delhi
believes that it has a natural role in shaping regional
security arrangements to foster stability.Third, India
is willing to be proactive to prevent developments
that are fundamentally inimical to its interests.
Indian interviewees explained that here “proactive”
does not mean pre-emption in the sense promulgat-
ed by U.S. President George W. Bush. Rather, when
asked how India seeks to achieve these objectives
and project power throughout this expansive neigh-
borhood, interlocutors identified two instruments of
soft power: economic and political influences.
These individuals expanded upon the utilization of
these instruments by explaining that India seeks to
promote itself as role model for economic and polit-
ical development.

Consonant with this expansive set of interests
within the entire Indian Ocean basin, India has pur-
sued actively a “Look East” policy in which Prime
Minister Vajpayee has made a number of openings to
the states of Southeast and Northeast Asia. India
also has a very sophisticated greater Middle East
policy that includes Israel, Iran, and several Arab
states. In addition, India is continuing its efforts to

     



consolidate its strategic footing in Central Asia and
in Afghanistan, for which Iran and Russia have had
tremendous import.

PHASES OF INDO-IRANIAN RELATIONS:
KEY DRIVERS AND LIMITATIONS

1947-1989: Relations tethered to Cold War
alignments

In March of 1947, the Iranian delegate to the “Asian
Relations Conference” in New Delhi extended
Iran’s friendship and amity to the newly independ-
ent India. At the time, cooperation was logical as
both states were stepping out of various entangle-
ments with imperialism and occupation. But the
friendship soon grew complicated. Iran and India
found themselves enmeshed in the complex web of
international relations of the Cold War. Iranian
monarch Mohammad Reza Shah saw communism
as a threat to both the integrity of the Iranian state
and the Shah’s regime. The Shah’s concerns were
exacerbated by the activities of Iran’s influential
communist Tudeh party. In response, the Shah pur-
sued a policy of brutal oppression against the Tudeh
party, brought Iran into alignment with the West
and, in 1955, entered into the Baghdad Pact with
Iraq, Turkey, the United Kingdom and Pakistan.
Prime Minister Nehru denounced the Baghdad
Pact (CENTO) as a dangerous approach to interna-
tional relations and led India into the Non-Aligned
Movement. While India claimed that it was
unaligned to either power bloc, it in fact developed
very close ties with the Soviet Union, which
became a major military supplier.

The India-Iran relationship was further compli-
cated by improved relationships between Iran and
Pakistan when the two countries joined the
Baghdad Pact, albeit for different reasons. Iran joined
the Baghdad Pact because of genuine commitment
to the pact’s security principles,while Pakistan chose
participation in the Baghdad Pact principally to
obtain military support and resources to fortify it
against its fast emerging nemesis: India. Although
the Baghdad Pact brought Iran and Pakistan closer,
Iran was very amicable towards the fledging state of
Pakistan even early on. Iran was the first nation to
recognize Pakistan and established formal diplomat-
ic relations in May 1948. One year later, the Shah

visited Pakistan, at which time he and Prime
Minister Liaquat Ali Khan penned a Treaty of
Friendship.

In contrast to the alacrity with which Tehran
acknowledged Pakistan, formal diplomatic relations
between Iran and India were formalized only in
March of 1950. However, within one year, Iranian
Prime Minister Mohammed Mossadeq nationalized
the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC). Oil
nationalization had become a serious issue: Iranians
were increasingly vexed at the indifference of the
British towards this growing Iranian concern and
the yawning disparity in oil revenues shared by the
Iranian and British governments from the exploita-
tion of Iranian oil. India was ambivalent about the
issue and perhaps leaned towards the side of the
British. Nehru remarked that “The Iranian govern-
ment has taken up a very strong and unbending atti-
tude and perhaps it may be criticized to some
extent.”4

Throughout much of the 1960s, India and Iran
drew closer. This was in part due to the détente
between the superpowers and the different regional
priorities of the United States, which de-empha-
sized the significance of Iran. Iran, disenchanted
with the contingent nature of such external support,
began looking for alternatives to the United States.
In its quest,Tehran sought to normalize its relations
with the Soviet Union.

The 1970s was also a period of growth in the
Indo-Iranian relationship, despite a bumpy start
when Iran sided with Pakistan in the 1971 Indo-
Pakistani war. While Iran formally supported
Pakistan,Tehran declined to take a hard line against
New Delhi and rebuffed Islamabad’s efforts to acti-
vate reciprocal defense obligations under CENTO.

In the aftermath of the 1973 Arab-Israeli war and
the surge in oil revenues, Iran’s coffers had expanded
and Iran felt well positioned to pursue joint devel-
opment projects with other countries. India, having
emerged as the decisive winner in the 1971 Indo-
Pakistani war, was perceived by Iran to be a major
regional power. It was in the mutual interest of both
to pursue strong political links with each other.
Both states were careful to avoid any entanglement
in each other’s defense commitments and priorities
and were steadfast in their efforts to keep differences
of opinion over such matters from derailing their
mutual economic and development objectives.
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During the 1970s, there were also numerous high-
level visits between India and Iran. Both Prime
Ministers Indira Gandhi and Morarji Desai visited
Iran in 1974 and 1977 respectively. In February
1978, the Shah of Iran visited India. Both sides held
very similar views on a number of major interna-
tional issues, such as disarmament, the ongoing
security problems in the Middle East, and keeping
the Indian Ocean free of aggression and outside
interference.

The 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran was initial-
ly seen in India as an assertion of national identity
and independence from superpower rivalry.
However, this favorable view was not sustained as
once again bilateral relations waned in importance.
The new regime in Tehran quickly became
embroiled in a long, bloody war with Iraq. Iran also
became keen to export its Islamic revolutionary zeal
and pursued positions towards Kashmir that discom-
fited New Delhi. Despite India’s displeasure with
Iran’s Kashmir stance, India did not vociferously
rebuff Tehran. India believed that realists within the
Islamic Republic sought to maintain robust eco-
nomic ties with India despite differences of opin-
ion.5 The 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan was
yet another sticking point. Iran vehemently
opposed the conflict on its northern frontier and
found Indira Gandhi’s “behind the scenes” opposi-
tion to Moscow to be too subtle. Despite these
numerous challenges and significant sources of
political difference, both Iran and India continued to
cooperate economically throughout the 1980s.

1990-2001: The Soviet Union’s demise opens
new opportunities

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the conclu-
sion of the Cold War presented India and Iran with
a number of challenges as well as opportunities.
Both countries faced uncertainty as to what would
be the fate of its robust and long-standing arms sup-
ply relationship with the former Soviet Union.
Moreover, in the wake of the Cold War, India and
Iran grew unsettled when the United States
emerged as the global hegemon.

As the Soviet Union crumbled, chaos ensued in
Central Asia, disconcerting both Iran and India for a
number of reasons. First, the new states that
emerged from the detritus of the Soviet Union were

politically unstable and ill at ease with their neigh-
bors. Iran was leery of becoming entangled in their
disagreements and the ever-present possibility that
any emerging ethnic conflict in Central Asia could
spill into Iran and embolden any fissiparous tenden-
cies among Iran’s diverse ethnic minorities. India
shared Iran’s interest in a stable Central Asia: Central
Asia had long been a captive market for Indian
goods exported to the Soviet Union. Iran became
the only viable corridor through which India could
access the natural resources and economic opportu-
nities of Central Asia and Afghanistan.

Iran and India’s vexation with the emergent
problems in Central Asia were further exacerbated
with the upsurge in Sunni Islamic extremist move-
ments that fanned throughout South Asia and
Central Asia in the early and mid-1990s. The con-
solidation of power by the Taliban (backed and nur-
tured by Pakistan) was a major source of mutual
anxiety both for New Delhi and Tehran. In this
regard, both Tehran and New Delhi converged in
their interests in checking cross-border terrorism as
well as the spread of narcotics from Afghanistan.

Thus, the Cold War’s conclusion brought to both
states a number of challenges. However, it also pre-
sented both states newfound opportunities. Central
Asia became an open field where both states could
project their equities and jockey for influence in the
area. Russia, India and Iran engaged in a number of
joint ventures to build infrastructure in support of
moving goods between India and Russia, via Iran
and/or Afghanistan. India sought to establish robust
relationships with Iran and the states of Central Asia
at least in part to strategically outmaneuver Pakistan.
The convergence of interests with Iran presented
New Delhi with an attractive option of cultivating
robust relations with a key Muslim state, at least in
part to deflect Pakistan’s rhetoric in international
forums and to mollify the increasingly disenchanted
Muslim population within India. Iran, for its part,
saw in India a potential means to break out of its
isolation caused in part by the containment policies
of the United States. India’s value in this regard has
only expanded in recent years as India has forged
key relations with the United States, Israel, the
European Union and the states of Southeast and
Northeast Asia. Tehran also looks to India as a cost-
effective source of high-technology inputs and assis-
tance in the development of information technolo-

     



gy. Finally, both states see tremendous value in mil-
itary cooperation—a point to which I return in the
subsequent section of this paper.

In the early 1990s, a policy of economic reform
brought about a period of sustained economic
growth in India, which expanded the country’s
demand for hydrocarbon energy sources. Iran, for
its part, was both endowed with one of the world’s
largest supplies of natural gas as well as oil, and des-
perate to find new markets for these products.
Energy interests, with Iran as a supplier and India as
a consumer, cemented Indo-Iranian relations and
motivated both states to explore ways of getting
Iran’s hydrocarbons to India’s market.

This general rapprochement of the 1990s was
also facilitated by Tehran’s subtle shifts towards the
recalcitrant Kashmir issue. 1991 witnessed a series
of high-level exchanges. During a visit of the Indian
external affairs minister,Tehran first acknowledged
Kashmir to be an integral part of India. This was
subsequently reiterated during 1993 visits to Tehran
of the Indian foreign minister and Prime Minister
Narasimha Rao.

By the late 1990s both Iran and India converged
on several key issues: (1) stability in Central Asia,
Afghanistan and Pakistan, (2) security of energy sup-
plies, (3) checking the deleterious consequences of
Wahabbist/Deobandi extremism emanating from
the Taliban-controlled Afghanistan, Pakistan and
elsewhere, and (4) the mutual benefit from econom-
ic cooperation in a broad swathe of areas.

This cluster of shared concerns brought about a
number of key milestones. For example, in 2000
Iran and India agreed to build a North-South
Corridor, which would permit facile movement of
goods across Central Asia and Russia.6 As a part of
this accord, India agreed to help expand the Iranian
port of Chahbahar and lay railway tracks that would
connect Chahbahar to the Afghan city of Zaranj.

Cooperation between the two states increased in
the area of defense as well. In March 2001, Indian
Defense Secretary Yogendra Narain met with his
Iranian counterpart, Ali Shamkhani, and agreed to
initiate a security dialogue to examine key issues of
mutual concern.7 This meeting was followed by
Prime Minister Vajpayee’s historic visit to Tehran in
April 2001, which resulted in the Tehran
Declaration. This document aimed to enhance
bilateral cooperation, to articulate their mutual

interests in establishing a broad-based government
in Afghanistan, and to express their apprehension
over international terrorism and their mutual pref-
erence for a comprehensive convention against
international terrorism at the United Nations.8

Despite positive developments in Indo-Iranian ties
in this decade, there were persistent limits to the depth
and breadth that the relationship could take. Many of
these limits continue to frustrate and circumscribe the
relationship. First, throughout the 1990s, India sought
a rapprochement with the United States. India’s desire
to cultivate robust security ties with the United States
has been and will remain a serious constraint on the
Indo-Iranian relationship. Second, India has simulta-
neously pursued robust defense ties with Israel. In
fact, Israel has become the second largest supplier of
military equipment to India. Third, India is also seek-
ing more robust ties with a number of Arab states,
which have been less than thrilled by the upswing in
Indo-Iranian relations.9

September 11, 2001–Present: Changing security
environments

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, brought
to the region a number of far-reaching changes.
First, the attacks brought to the fore the significance
of South Asia within the larger context of the glob-
al war on terrorism. This gave a greater impetus to
the fast-developing Indo-U.S. strategic relationship.
Second, the global focus on terrorism and the trends
in political Islam have also encouraged India and
Israel to deepen their already extent robust relation-
ship. Third, stakeholders within India, Israel and the
United States have also pushed for an Indo-U.S.-
Israel triangular relationship to “fight terrorism.”10

It should be noted that Pakistani observers view this
as little more than a patina for an axis to fight Islam
and to counter legitimate political claims of
Muslims such as Palestinian and Kashmiri liberation,
to name but two.11 Fourth, the military action in
Afghanistan (Operation Enduring Freedom)
brought the official rule of the Taliban to an end.
This was a welcome change in both Tehran and
New Delhi. Fifth, the recent military engagement
in Iraq (Operation Iraqi Freedom) has also resulted
in the ousting of Saddam Hussein. While his exit
from Iraqi politics and capture was welcomed in
Tehran and elsewhere, U.S. efforts to do so without
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global consensus or UN cover was discomfiting
both to Tehran and New Delhi.

While aspects of the war on terrorism and the
involvement of the United States in the subcontinent
have clearly been positive for New Delhi, other
aspects have been less so. The war on terrorism again
motivated the United States to resuscitate its ever-
tentative relationship with India’s vexing western
neighbor. India, while seeking enhanced military
supply relations with Washington, has argued that
Washington should strictly limit its military assis-
tance to Islamabad.12 India has also watched with
dismay as the United States made President Pervez
Musharraf, who is viewed dubiously in New Delhi
as the author of the Kargil conflict, a critical partner
in the war on terror. From New Delhi’s perspective,
Washington has largely turned a blind eye on
Pakistan support for militancy in Kashmir, and has
acted with relative public insouciance towards
Pakistan’s demonstrable nuclear proliferation.

While Iran no longer has to contend with the
odious Taliban and Saddam Hussein regimes, it too
has had much to fret about in this new environ-
ment. While the United States has been a close
neighbor due to its military presence in the Gulf
since 1990/1991, the U.S. footprint in the region
has expanded dramatically since 9-11. The United
States has a robust military presence in Afghanistan,
Pakistan, Uzbekistan, and obviously Iraq. Iran is
clearly concerned that the United States will culti-
vate regimes in these countries that are pro-
American and hostile to Iran’s equities in the
region.

This changed environment has also opened up
opportunities for both India and Iran. Afghanistan is
now more open and both states are considerably
more free to use whatever means at their disposal to
influence the eventual outcomes in Kabul and else-
where. Both states are hoping that the demise of the
Taliban, the U.S. presence in Pakistan, and the
enhanced international concern surrounding
extreme Sunni Islamic movements (e.g., strands of
Wahhabi and Deobandi belief) will check the spread
of Sunni militarism. The convergence of shared
threats and perceived opportunities have encour-
aged Iran and India to move more swiftly on key
areas that undergird their developing strategic rela-
tions such as: threats of terrorism (particularly from
militant Sunni groups), security of the sea lanes of

control (e.g., Strait of Hormuz), and integrity of
energy supplies. Moreover, the possibility of
Afghanistan eventually being stabilized has opened
up new commercial and development possibilities
that compel both India and Iran to work together
with other key collaborators such as Russia.

It should also be noted that both states need each
other politically now more than ever. India, with
the political consolidation of the Hindu nationalist
party (the BJP) and its associated “saffron alliance,”
faces ongoing challenges arising from the fears and
political alienation of its burgeoning Muslim popu-
lation. The 2002 gruesome massacre of Muslims in
the state of Gujarat persists as a political thorn in
India’s side. There have been a number of recent
revelations that the state of Gujarat has failed to
prosecute those responsible for the violence.
Reports suggest that intimidation and threats of
bodily harm have been used to coerce witnesses and
to compel victims to retract their charges. Media
coverage also alleges the direct intervention of cor-
rupt judges who are sympathetic with the Hindu
nationalist project.13 While India’s relations with its
Muslims in the plains have been deteriorating, in
recent years, the Kashmir dispute has increasingly
become connected with Hindu-Muslim politics in
the Indian hinterland. (For most of the dispute’s his-
tory, it was isolated to the northern parts of India.)
These developments, coupled with India’s increased
relations with Israel and its concomitant diminishing
of support for the Palestinian cause, have compelled
India to fortify its relations with countries of the
Muslim world.14

Iran, for its part, also needs India now more than
ever. Iran has been branded a member of the axis of
evil, and Iran will have to redouble its efforts to
overcome the U.S. efforts to contain it. Yet Iran
understands the importance of détente with the
United States as a country actively shaping most of
the key states in Iran’s neighborhood, particularly
Afghanistan, Iraq and possibly Pakistan. Under
President Khatami, Iran has done much to break out
of its isolation. India may provide Iran with some
enhanced means to do so. For example, India has
long supported the admission of Iran into the World
Trade Organization, which the United States has
consistently resisted.

Much of this convergence in interests became
overly manifest during one of the key milestones of

   



the Indo-Iranian relationship in this post–9-11 era:
the January 2003 visit of President Khatami to New
Delhi. The state visit included the signing of the
New Delhi Declaration and seven additional
Memoranda of Understandings and agreements.The
key areas of focus included international terrorism
and the shared position of both states that the Iraq
situation should be resolved through the United
Nations. Both states expressed an interest in pursu-
ing enhanced cooperation in the areas of science
and technology, including information technology,
pharmaceutical development and manufacture, food
technology and space (e.g., satellite launch).15 The
enduring mainstays of the engagement, hydrocarbon
and water issues, also figured prominently, as did
mutual interests in exploring education and training
opportunities. (India has a robust post-secondary
education infrastructure from which Iran could
benefit tremendously.)  Naturally, both concurred
that there should be close cooperation on efforts to
reconstruct and rehabilitate Afghanistan.16

One of the key instruments signed was the
“Road Map to Strategic Cooperation.” This docu-
ment follows the New Delhi Declaration closely
and establishes a targeted framework to fulfill the
objectives set forth by the Declaration. The key
areas mapped out include concrete steps on oil and
gas issues (e.g., the ever-challenging pipeline proj-
ect), the commitment to expand non-hydrocarbon
bilateral trade and other forms of significant eco-
nomic cooperation, the joint effort to further devel-
op the Chahbahar port complex, the Chahbahar-
Fahranj-Bam railway link, and the Marine Oil
Tanking Terminal. Perhaps the most controversial
commitment spelled out more robust defence coop-
eration between the two.17

While these two states have been talking about
“strategic relations” for some time with few con-
crete results, the last year has seen substantive
advances in relatively little time. For example, both
are moving to forge institutional defense linkages.
They have established working groups on terrorism
and counter-narcotics. Both of these initiatives are
al-Qaeda focused. As noted, the salience of issues
surrounding sea-lanes of control and political dis-
comfort with the emerging hegemonic presence of
the United States in the Persian Gulf motivated the
first Indo-Iranian naval exercise in March 2003.
This naval exercise was perhaps notable because its

timing was simultaneous with the mounting U.S.
presence in the Persian Gulf and Arabian Sea. It was
also striking because among the burgeoning U.S.-
Indian defense ties, the U.S.-Indian naval relation-
ship has been the most dramatic in its depth and
breadth.

Iran is also hoping that India can be a key partner
in its efforts to fortify and modernize its defenses, as
noted in the previous section. Iran hopes that India
can provide expertise in electronics and telecommu-
nications. According to the Indian press, India has
trained Iranian naval engineers in Mumbai and at
Viskhapatnam. Iran is also seeking combat training
for missile boat crews and hopes to purchase from
India simulators for ships and subs. Iran also antici-
pates that India can provide mid-life service and
upgrades for its MiG-29 fighters, and retrofit its
warships and subs in Indian dockyards.18 There were
also reports that Iran hopes that Indian technicians
will refit and maintain Iran’s T-27 tanks as well as its
BMP infantry fighting vehicles and the towed 105
mm and 130mm artillery guns.19

While the interest between India and Iran in
closer and more robust ties may have intensified, the
same obstacles and limitations that bound them in
the past will continue to do so. India will have to
find ways of balancing its relations with Iran, while
simultaneously managing its deepened relations
with the United States, Israel and other states within
its Greater Middle East policy. Right now, it does
not appear as if the benefits to New Delhi in woo-
ing Tehran outweigh the costs to its other key rela-
tionships. Moreover, while the changed strategic
environment of both have pushed Iran and India
together in many ways, it remains unclear at this
juncture how enduring this convergence will be.
For example, other states such as Pakistan, Saudi
Arabia and even Israel may also shift their policies to
exploit the changed regional environment.

CONCLUSIONS: IMPLICATIONS FOR THE

UNITED STATES AND KEY REGIONAL

ACTORS

Pakistan is one state that has surely felt the impact of
the ever-strengthening ties between India and Iran.
In early 2003, bogus reporting circulated of an
Indo-Iranian military agreement that permitted
India access to Iranian airbases in the event of a war
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with Pakistan.20 While that report was putatively
spurious, the Pakistani press responded with surprise
and outrage that Islamabad had managed so poorly
Pakistan’s relations with its neighbor to the west.
However, astute observers have remarked that even
though there was no such defense pact, the new
defense relationship between India and Iran affords
New Delhi a number of advantages. As one
Pakistani security analyst wrote:

Any Indian presence on Iranian military bases, even if it is
solely for the purpose of training the Iranians, would allow
India a more subtle “operational” use of early warning,
intelligence gathering, etc facilities against Pakistan. An
Indian military presence in Iran with or without strike
capability would enable India in the event of war with
Pakistan to create a “holding threat” along its western bor-
ders. Indeed, Indian leverage with Iran has steadily grown
with the souring of ties between Pakistan and Iran. 21

From Islamabad’s vantage point, changes in its
immediate backyard are less than salutary for
Pakistan’s perception of itself as an inherently inse-
cure state. Tension with Iran emerged in the mid-
1990s over the Taliban. (One may recall that in
1998, Iran nearly went to war with Afghanistan and
made a number of threats towards Pakistan when
eight diplomats and an Iranian reporter were slain in
Mazar-e-Sharif, Afghanistan. Iran held Pakistan
responsible for those deaths because of its close asso-
ciation with the Taliban.)  Afghanistan has proven to
be a persistent concern to Islamabad. Not only did
the Taliban fail to provide Pakistan with much
sought, but ultimately chimerical, strategic depth,
but the future of Pakistani-Afghan relations is inde-
terminate at this juncture. All signs are that
Islamabad is nonplussed over the form of govern-
ment shaping up in Kabul and the paucity of
Pashtun representation. Even China, Pakistan’s
ostensibly robust military partner, has shied from
taking hard diplomatic and political stands in
Pakistan’s favor. During Pakistan’s foray into Kargil,
China supported the position of the international
community that Pakistan needs to respect the sanc-
tity of the de facto border, the Line of Control.22

The current warming trends between China and
India are also putting Islamabad on notice.

From Pakistan’s perspective, it may well appear
that India is successfully prosecuting a policy to

strategically strangle and isolate Pakistan.23 Pakistan
likely has a number of options, some of which may
not have a palliative effect on regional security.
Certainly one option that Islamabad may consider is
the continued reliance upon proxy forces to project
its equities in Afghanistan, Kashmir and elsewhere.
Pakistan may pursue relatively unexplored asym-
metric strategies using proxies based in Bangladesh,
Sri Lanka, Nepal and elsewhere. This is surely unde-
sirable and will have an immediate impact on U.S.
objectives for the region, including stabilizing
Afghanistan and minimizing the possibility of con-
flict between India and Pakistan. Pakistan may also
seek to renew efforts to fortify its relations with
Iran. While there is evidence that this is proceeding,
Pakistani-Iranian relations are still largely tactical in
nature. Pakistan has also been intimating that it
would like some sort of rapprochement with Israel.
This has been most evident in President Musharraf ’s
various statements in 2003 that Pakistan would con-
sider recognizing Israel. This would hopefully
dampen the threat that Islamabad perceives from
Israel and its partnership with India and the United
States. Pakistan may also turn to other key states
such as Saudi Arabia and other “Muslim” states in its
ongoing quest for political support.

24
Given the his-

torical involvement of Saudi Arabia and other Arab
states in fomenting sectarian conflict in Pakistan and
in supporting militant Sunni organizations, this
could be deleterious for Pakistan’s internal security
and for the region.

As noted, other states in Southwest Asia are likely
watching the Indo-Iranian relationship with some
caution. Israel will certainly use whatever leverage it
has to limit the extent of Indo-Iranian rapproche-
ment.25 Arab states, fearing an alliance between
New Delhi and Tehran to project interests in
Afghanistan and Central Asia, may step up efforts to
proliferate Wahabbist influence in the region. Arab
States and Pakistan may find again that they share
many common interests in the region.

Finally, how might warming in Indo-Iranian ties
affect U.S. equities in the region?  There certainly
are a number of concerns. First, opening up the
North-South corridor and the concomitant oppor-
tunities to move goods also suggests the possibility
of transferring illicit goods. Without proper moni-
toring, the North-South corridor could easily
become a facile transit route for narcotics, small

     



arms, and even for weapons of mass destruction
and/or their key components and related technical
information. Second, the United States is looking
to India as an important strategic partner. India may
be hesitant to engage in policies to contain Iran.
Indo-Iranian space cooperation may unsettle those
in the United States who understand satellite launch
capabilities to be an existential intercontinental bal-
listic missile capability. (This could certainly retard
eventual Indo-U.S. cooperation in this area.)  Third,
such persons would further be unsettled by the
summer 2003 reports that the former chairman and
managing director of the Nuclear Power
Corporation (Dr.Y.S.R. Prasad) took a job in Iran
after his retirement in July 2000.26 This, coupled
with the episodic but vocal statements of mutual
interest in civilian nuclear cooperation, likely
unnerves those Americans who continue to be leery
of India for resuming nuclear tests in 1998.

On the other hand, India’s bilateral ties with
Iran may make India more, rather than less, valuable
to the United States. This relationship may be an
important element in bringing stability to South
and Central Asia, which would benefit all parties
concerned. Should such projects as the gas pipeline
come to fruition and pass through Pakistan, this will
create much-needed economic opportunities for
the three states. Such a pipeline could also be an
important area of cooperation between India and
Pakistan. Second, both Iran and India—like the
United States—are anxious about the spread of
Saudi-sponsored Wahabbist ideology. Their efforts
to circumscribe the expansion of these sentiments
may be welcomed by the other regional and extra-
regional actors engaged in the same struggle. Third,
enhanced exchanges of Iranian students within
Indian educational institutions may also expose
Iranians to yet another model of democracy.
Fourth, Iran faces a number of social challenges
such as HIV transmission (mostly through intra-
venous drug use) and drug addiction. India too is
wrestling with these challenges and has promulgat-
ed policy approaches that are suitable for a society
that considers itself to be culturally conservative.
India may offer Iran some guidance on how to do
the same.
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I
n a rare moment of cooperation during India’s
54th Republic Day celebrations in January
2003, Iran and India declared a “strategic part-

nership.” However, the origins of the New Delhi
Declaration, signed by Iranian President
Mohammad Khatami and Indian Prime Minister
Atal Bihari Vajpayee in January 2003, go back more
than a decade.That the agreement’s foundation was
laid in the early years of Hashemi Rafsanjani’s presi-
dency is perhaps not surprising to those who follow
Iran’s regional activities. The partnership that has
emerged only recently is, in a sense, overdue.

BACKGROUND

To understand how the New Delhi Declaration
finally became possible, one must look back to the
years following Iranian leader Imam Khomeini’s
death (1980) and the Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988).
Iran was involved in a multi-dimensional challenge
to survive as a political regime that had to build a
coherent foreign policy and national identity amid a
maelstrom of obstacles and challenges.

First, Iran was facing tremendous pressure from
the West. The fatwa against novelist Salman Rushdi
and the Mykonos Restaurant shooting incident1

endangered relations with other countries (particu-
larly in Europe) by implicating the Islamic Republic
in terrorism. Iranian support for Hezbollah encour-
aged terrorism while failing to alleviate the
Palestinians’ plight, and brought pressure and con-
demnation from the United States and Israel.
Meanwhile, Iran suffered isolation, embargoed by
the United States as part of Washington’s dual con-
tainment policy against Iran and Iraq, and was also
continuously monitored for development of
weapons of destruction.

Iran also had problems at the regional level. It
had failed in its efforts to expand influence among
the newly independent Central Asian states, unable
to export even such mundane goods as spaghetti and
macaroni—perhaps because it had so excessively
exported the Qur’an and ideologically motivated

books.2 Meanwhile, Iran was threatened by the
Taliban, and drugs from Afghanistan contaminated
Iran’s young population. The Taliban had been
organized by Islamabad, profiting from Western
(especially U.S.) and Saudi government support,
along Iran’s eastern border. Iran also had difficult
relations with Azerbaijan, which invited the Iranian
Azeri population to join in forming a “greater
Azerbaijan.” Iran tried to counter these dreams of
Azeri unity by supporting Armenia’s claim against
Azerbaijan over the Nagorno-Karabakh region. In
1992, Iran tried to help mediate Tajikistan’s civil war
in order to display a peaceful profile and to eventu-
ally increase its influence.

Iran’s response to these international and region-
al challenges, which would lay the foundation for
the New Delhi Declaration, was a shift toward
“looking East.” The most important issue for
Rafsanjani’s government was dealing with Iran’s
strategic predicament without compromising the
revolution’s Islamic ideals. Iran had had no allies
during the grueling war with Iraq, the outcome of
which failed to reduce Tehran’s strategic and securi-
ty concerns. It therefore tried to reduce its vulnera-
bility through ambitious regional plans.3 The col-
lapse of the Soviet Union seemed to offer new
avenues and opportunities that the Iranian govern-
ment was determined to make the most of, in spite
of tremendous external and internal obstacles.

Modifications to the constitution eliminated the
position of prime minister in 1989, giving more
power to Rafsanjani as president. The last prime
minister, Mir Hussein Mousavi, was relegated to a
small office in a building detached from the presi-
dent’s office. Mousavi’s position was a formality and
a “fifth wheel,” and his research and recommenda-
tions rarely resulted in policy. Yet he strongly sup-
ported Iran’s striking out East (instead of mending
ties with the West) and was one of the masterminds
behind this movement.

Mousavi believed Iran could gain nothing from
the West, which (he claimed) had historically acted
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against Iranian interests. The East offered greater
promise for a prosperous future; at the least, it
involved fewer security risks. Therefore, every effort
must be made to reorient Iran’s foreign policy in
that direction.4 Mousavi’s concept of the East was
broad and probably vague, but included Afghanistan,
Pakistan, India, Southeast Asia, and even China and
Japan—any country that was situated geographically
east of Iran.

Iran’s decision to bypass Pakistan and sign an
agreement with India was the result of several fac-
tors. Of key importance was the old belief that “the
enemy of my enemy is my friend.” Iran had simply
learned to distrust the West through experiences like
the 1953 coup, in which the United States support-
ed the Shah, and even older British and European
interventionist policies. In the late 1980s, Pakistan
was still seen as a close ally of the despised United
States.

Meanwhile, Iran’s parliament and foreign min-
istry were making their own individual studies and
arrangements based on “looking East.” Soon steps
were taken to develop relations with India and
China, as well as with Central Asian countries such
as Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and
Kazakhstan.

Rumors had it that the Chinese rejected these
overtures for fear that closer ties with Iran (which
from the Iranian side would mean cooperation in
nuclear issues) would jeopardize Beijing’s expanding
relations with the United States. India seemed
interested, however. By 1996, trilateral cooperation
among Iran, India and Central Asia became modus
operandi.5 Two major think tanks, the Institute for
Political and International Studies (IPIS) in Tehran
and the Rajiv Gandhi Institute for Contemporary
Studies (RGICS) in New Delhi, were involved
closely and arranged several joint research projects.6

During 1996, members of Parliament and other
authorities traveled to such locations as Indonesia
and China, though these exploratory missions pro-
duced no tangible results.

Though initial achievements were minor, the
idea that “looking East” would build on its small
beginnings and eventually pave the way for eco-
nomic interdependence and stability seemed theo-
retically convincing. The concept had support espe-
cially among decision-makers and policy planners.7

The broadening of cooperation always involves

some complications which, along with Iran’s diplo-
matic naivety, delayed implementation. Gradually,
however, Iran expanded its horizons. Looking East,
particularly toward India, became formal policy by
1997. Among other goals this policy was designed
to:
• help Iran obtain wider access to resources in

Central Asia.
• facilitate access of countries like India or even the

Persian Gulf states to landlocked Central Asian
countries, always with the final goal of profiting
Iran.

• search out (initially small) economic benefits for
Iran as a transit country that provides roads, trans-
portation and storage between Central Asia and
the Indian Ocean.

• create mutual interdependencies that would
eventually reduce harmful dependencies on the
West.

Iran, India and the Central Asian states all suffered
from weak economies, and therefore a kind of barter
trade seemed to offer the most suitable mode for
economic deals. Financial conditions were easy for
all parties, though the volume of the transactions
remained insignificant.

Iran was somewhat successful in demonstrating
its potential to link the Arab Persian Gulf to the
newly independent states of Central Asia. However,
air transportation proved more practical than
ground links due to the type, volume and value of
goods. Moreover, cultural and moral impediments
also dissuaded Iran from acting as a link between
Central Asia and the Persian Gulf. Chief among
these was a concern that the sex trade would expand
from Russia and other former Soviet republics
through Iran to the Persian Gulf states.

Overall, the policy of “looking East” tended to
have international and political, rather than eco-
nomic, significance. Iran was careful to avoid or
bypass controversial issues like the export of Islamic
revolution or goals. In the past, Tehran’s direct
approach towards Central Asia had frightened the
former communist leaders of those countries, who
feared the export of the revolution to their Muslim
populations. But using trade between Iran and
Central Asia as a wedge effectively widened Iran’s
horizons.Today, via Turkmenistan, Iran and Central
Asia are connected by highway and railroad,
although political obstacles keep these transporta-
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tion links from being fully used. It is worth men-
tioning that Turkmenistan, in addition to many cul-
tural, ethnic, and historical commonalities, has a
long border (of 600 miles) with Iran.

A STRATEGIC ALLIANCE:
THE NEW DELHI DECLARATION

After more than a decade of Iran’s “looking East,”
Tehran and New Delhi signed the unprecedented
New Delhi Declaration early last year.8 Prime
Minister Vajpayee’s 2001 visit to Iran was the first by
an Indian prime minister since 1993, and ever since
he has maintained a brisk pace of official meetings
to strengthen the two countries’ ties.The result was
the January 2003 agreement, which aims for mutual
benefit on three fronts: economic, political, and mil-
itary.

On the economic front, the agreement acknowl-
edges the two countries’ interdependence and the
importance of boosting cooperation, particularly in
the energy sector. Iran’s role as energy supplier to
the growing Indian market cannot be underestimat-
ed. Iran has the world’s second largest natural gas
reserves, and India is one of the world’s largest gas
importers. As emphasized by the New Delhi
Declaration, Iran is strategically located to serve as
India’s gateway to Middle Eastern and Central Asian
energy suppliers.

Plans for pipelines from Iran to India are still
unclear.The two major options are through Pakistan
or under the Indian Ocean. The former has
immense potential to promote security in the
region, since it depends upon expanding coopera-
tion among Iran, India and Pakistan. It remains to be
seen whether a dire need for energy will prompt
India and Pakistan to overcome their long conflict
over Kashmir, or whether they will instead decide to
examine other options.

Under the terms of the Agreement, Iran and
India will make efforts to encourage bilateral trade
and economic cooperation not only in energy, but
in other areas as well. They will boost non-oil trade
and investment in infrastructure projects. For exam-
ple, discussion will continue on projects in Iran such
as the Chahbahar Free Trade Zone port complex,
the Chahbahar-Fahraj-Bam railway link, and the
Marine Oil Tanking Terminal. In turn, Iran will
invest and participate in infrastructure projects in

India. To date, Indian cooperation in response to
Iran’s interest in nuclear technology remains embry-
onic.

Currently, Iran’s exports to India—mainly ship-
ments of crude oil—equal about $1 billion annually.
Last year Iran imported less than $200 million worth
of goods from India, mainly iron ore, chemicals, and
textiles.9 Trade both ways should grow in volume
and variety, as India’s needs grow and the situation
continues to change in Iran.There exist economic
advantages for both sides to increase their economic
ties, but India appears reluctant to move forward and
prefers to have more ties with Israel for instance.
India keeps its Iran option open for two major rea-
sons. First, relations with Iran are strategically
important for India’s relations with Pakistan.
Second, even a superficially good relationship with
Iran can be sold politically to Muslim Indians who
might have some sympathy towards the Islamic
Republic of Iran.

Iran and India find themselves coming together
not only economically, but also politically. The for-
eign policies of the two countries have always had
commonalities; in particular, both detested
Afghanistan’s Taliban and feared the militant Sunni
Islam that the Taliban represented. (It is worth
remembering that India has more Muslims than
either Iran or Pakistan.)  Though the Taliban are no
longer in power,Afghanistan remains unstable and a
regional concern. Both Iran and India have had dif-
ficult dealings with Pakistan as well—it is well
known that India blames Pakistan for fanning a
secessionist struggle in India’s majority-Muslim state
of Kashmir. One more factor that has helped solder
ties between the two countries is Iran’s desire to sur-
vive under American pressure and the U.S.-led
embargo—in a sense, Iran is still “looking East.”

On the military side, India and Iran agreed to
explore opportunities for joint training and
exchange of visits, while declaring that defense
cooperation is not aimed against any third country.
That the military aspect of the deal will go much
further is unlikely. Both India and Iran fear the pos-
sible seizure of Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal by Islamic
fundamentalists—but both Iran and India have their
own religious thugs who might attempt to do the
same thing. In the worst-case scenario of war with
Pakistan, the possibility that India might access
Iranian military bases, thereby encircling and con-
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taining Pakistan, cannot be excluded. Such a move
would fundamentally alter Islamabad’s strategic cal-
culations. Depending on the strength of India-Iran
relations, Iran could get access to advanced Indian
military technology.

One of Iran’s anxieties that hinders close relations
with India is concern about the Israeli-U.S.-India
axis. Until recently, critical comments that Israel is
trying to “encircle” Iran have come mainly from
extreme right-wing conservatives, since Iran has
been preoccupied with internal debates on human
rights and Shirin Ebadi’s Nobel Peace Prize.10 But
suspicions have grown since Israeli Prime Minister
Ariel Sharon’s visit to India last fall and India’s sub-
sequent deal to buy billions of dollars of Israeli-
made airborne early-warning radars.

An Iranian fear that Israel is encircling Iran
through an invisible network of relations with
neighboring countries has existed for the past two
decades, particularly since the Soviet Union’s col-
lapse. Israel has a significant presence in Azerbaijan,
Armenia, Uzbekistan,Turkmenistan,Turkey, Qatar
and other places. Many Muslim and Turkic-speaking
countries from China’s borders to the
Mediterranean have excellent relations with Israel.
The fact that Turkish-Israeli military cooperation is
at its peak point has only multiplied Iran’s concern.

CONCLUSION

Stability in the Middle East and the Indian subcon-
tinent is of paramount importance to all countries,
perhaps particularly to the United States. A strong
and stable Iran can help contribute to this stability.
Though the current Iranian regime may be viewed
as rickety or undesirable, the desire of young
Iranians to change the system from within will like-
ly prevail.

The Iran-India agreement of 2003 has been
hailed for contributing to peace and stability, but its
strategic aspects are undervalued. Why is it “strate-
gic”?  Indeed, both sides could easily live without it;
in fact, no major part of the agreement has actually
become operational. Yet its implementation will
encourage three major regional players—namely
Iran, India, and Pakistan (particularly if the pipeline
project proceeds through the later)—to cooperate in
ways that enhance regional security. Iran-India rela-
tions have taken over a decade to develop to this

critical point. The United States and the entire
world should welcome such an agreement that
improves world peace and tranquility rather than
fanning the flames of competition and conflict.
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A
close political, economic, and possibly mil-
itary alliance between India and Iran poses
a serious challenge to Pakistan. Though

Pakistanis are uncertain and disagree over the true
nature of the new relationship, there is special con-
cern about reports last year—which Tehran has since
denied—that Iran might allow India access to mili-
tary bases. Close policy coordination between the
two countries could also undercut Pakistan’s posi-
tion on issues such as Kashmir.While military con-
frontation involving the three states is nearly impos-
sible, invigorated ties between New Delhi and
Tehran could open a protracted episode of political
maneuvering in the region. Many Pakistanis believe
that the new Iran-India relationship could surround
and isolate Pakistan, but those in charge in
Islamabad are confident that they can manage the
consequences of anything India and Iran might do
together. In 1994, when India, Iran, and Russia had
together aided the Tajik Northern Alliance against
the southern Pashtun tribes in the Afghan civil war,
Pakistan assembled a force of Islamic seminary stu-
dents, the Taliban, to dramatically assert its influence.
Pakistan’s Foreign Office says Iran has provided
assurances that Tehran has no deal with New Delhi
on military bases.The irony of all this, of course, is
that Iran used to be a strong ally of Pakistan and had
assisted the country militarily and financially in its
wars with India.

Pakistan’s direct response to the new India-Iran
relationship depends on three variables:
• Islamabad’s relationship with India, which is like-

ly to remain wary in the future despite the recent
positive turn;

• Pakistan’s relationship with Iran, which in the
past has alternated between good and bad; it
reached its nadir in the mid-1990s with Pakistan’s
support of the Taliban; and 

• the actual content of the alliance between India
and Iran.

The first variable is least important, since a near-
term improvement in India-Pakistan relations is

unlikely to lead the Pakistan army, which holds veto
power on foreign policy and security decisions, to
reconsider India’s long-term intentions.The other
two more directly influence Pakistan’s response.The
shape, size, and content of Indo-Iranian ties will
determine how threatened the Pakistan army feels,
while the health of Pakistan-Iran relations will be
critical in Islamabad’s evaluation of the alliance.This
essay primarily explores these two elements to the
neglect of the first.

PAKISTAN’S RELATIONS WITH IRAN

The foundation of the close relationship between
Pakistan and Iran was laid in the 1950s when the
United States enlisted the two countries into
CENTO (Central Treaty Organization), which was
to be the West Asian component of the worldwide
alliance structure designed to contain communism.
The organization did not last, but Pakistan and Iran
remained close. In the 1965 war between India and
Pakistan, the Shah freely provided military and
financial assistance to Pakistan.The two countries
formally agreed on a military pact, which provided
Pakistan an Iranian armored division in case of a war
with India, and Iran a Pakistani armored brigade in
case of a war with Iraq. In the 1970s, when Baloch
nationalists in Pakistan rose up in rebellion, insur-
gents crossed the porous desert border between the
two countries to hide among Iranian Baloch tribes.
The Shah responded by giving the Pakistan army
helicopters for the counterinsurgency effort. This
history of military cooperation makes the India-Iran
military relationship particularly galling in Pakistan.

In 1977, Pakistan and Iran, along with Turkey, old
members of CENTO, signed the Treaty of Izmir,
formalizing an intergovernmental initiative called
the Regional Cooperation for Development
(RCD).The RCD structure stopped functioning in
1979 after the Iranian revolution, but would reap-
pear later. In 1985, the RCD was renamed the
Economic Cooperation Organization (ECO).
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Under Pakistan’s leadership, the ECO admitted
seven new regional states as members in 1992, after
the fall of the Soviet Union.As late as 1997, Pakistan
was still making efforts to get the ECO jumpstarted,
though by then it may have been too late. Since the
Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan, the idea of
regional cooperation and trade westwards had been
a driving force of Pakistan’s regional policy.Thus,
India’s going around Pakistan into Iran and possibly
onward to Central Asia directly hurts Pakistani
ambitions.

The 1979 revolution in Iran brought the first
serious strains in Pakistan-Iran relations. The
Pakistani government was in the awkward position
of having had a close relationship with the Shah and
his regime. General Zia-ul Haq, Pakistan’s new mil-
itary leader and then chairman of the Organization
of the Islamic Conference (OIC), had visited Tehran
during the monarchy’s last days with the hope of
bringing about a ceasefire between the clerics and
the Shah. Still, there was much in common, especial-
ly in the streets. In a reprise of the attack on the U.S.
embassy in Tehran, Pakistani mobs comprising both
Shia and Sunni Muslims attacked the U.S. mission in
Islamabad, leading to a hurried evacuation that came
very close to becoming fatal for the entire American
diplomatic community. (As it was, two U.S. service-
men and two Pakistani employees of the embassy
died in the melee.)  Incriminating documents from
the embassy turned up in Tehran, where they were
published as pamphlets showing U.S. complicity in
regional despotism.

Soon after, superpower politics intruded upon
the Tehran-Islamabad relationship. The Soviet
Union invaded Afghanistan in 1979, and Pakistan
joined the United States to support the Afghan
resistance. Pakistan’s status as a frontline ally of the
United States diminished its relations with Iran.The
United States bore particular animus toward Iran for
holding its embassy staff in Tehran hostage. Pakistan
also accepted growing Sunni Wahabi influence in
Afghanistan and Pakistan, which came as part of
Saudi assistance for the Afghan war effort.This even-
tually led in the 1990s to Shia-Sunni violence inside
Pakistan in which Iran would become implicated.

Despite the geopolitical intrusion represented by
Afghanistan, Pakistan and Iran maintained a work-
ing relationship throughout the 1980s.The Pakistani
government used Shia religious leaders to reach out

to Iran and posted influential diplomats to Tehran.
President Zia-ul Haq visited Iran a number of times.
Iran, too, conciliated Pakistan by maintaining a
degree of supportive rhetoric on the Kashmir issue,
much to India’s annoyance. Though Pakistan and
Iran reportedly transacted a secret nuclear deal in
1986-1987, the two countries were now engaged in
a more ambivalent relationship.

This ambivalence began to wear off as Iran and
Pakistan competed for influence in Central Asia and
Afghanistan following the Soviet disintegration.
Pakistan viewed Afghanistan as the prize through
which trade and energy routes could pass in a
north-south corridor from the Ferghana Valley to its
port city of Karachi. One particularly ambitious
proposal, which fanned regional conflict, was an oil
and gas pipeline from Turkmenistan to Pakistan.
Further, a government in Kabul comprising south-
ern Pashtuns amenable to Islamabad’s interests
would give Pakistan the strategic depth that the
army had sought since its birth. Similarly, Iran want-
ed influence in Afghanistan to ensure that the trade
routes and the pipelines passed through its territory
to the ports of Abadan and Bandar Abbas. Tehran
also saw a sphere of influence in Central Asia as a
way of breaking out from its U.S.-imposed isolation.
Moreover, Iran had direct cultural links with the
Shia Hazara community in western Afghanistan.

The ensuing Afghan civil war pitted Iran (with
Russia and India) against Pakistan (with Saudi sup-
port) fighting through their proxies. The conflict
devastated Afghanistan and particularly the city of
Kabul, which was repeatedly won and lost. The
destruction crushed Pakistani hopes of turning
Central Asia into its own hinterland. In 1994,
Pakistan garnered Saudi assistance and American
approval to back the Taliban, a devout group of
Sunni Wahabi extremists from southern Afghanistan
and Pakistan’s own Northwest Frontier Province.
The idea was to bring order to a lawless land and
serve as Pakistan’s proxy in the north. In short order,
Islamabad did achieve those goals.The Taliban’s reli-
gious zeal and ruthlessness won most of the country
except the far north. But the Taliban also brought its
own extreme laws and practices. When they
emerged victorious from a murderous battle, they
massacred their opponents en masse. They meted
out rough justice ordained by historic religious
texts. Mazar-e-Sharif, the main city in western
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Afghanistan and home to the Shia Hazara, was a
particular target of Taliban ire. There they killed
thousands. Iran not only lost its influence in the
country, but also was deeply disturbed by Pakistan’s
support of the vicious Taliban.The final straw was
when the Taliban executed 10 Iranian diplomats and
a journalist in Mazar on August 8, 1998.

The Afghan civil war extended into Pakistan
itself through Shia-Sunni violence. Though the
country’s population had always been overwhelm-
ingly Sunni, overt sectarianism emerged only in the
1980s. Generous Saudi assistance for Islamic semi-
naries and schooling propagated extreme Wahabi
practice. It found a natural political and religious
partner in the indigenous puritanism of the
Deoband school of Hanafi Islam, which was domi-
nant in southern Afghanistan and the Northwest
Frontier Province, and has also created a hardcore
cadre in the Punjab where the Barelvi-Hanafi
school traditionally dominated. In the Punjab, the
growth of sectarianism was also tied to exploitation
by Shia landowners of a peasant class of Sunnis.
During the 1980s, President Zia supported the
Wahabi and Deobandi expansion both to further
the Afghan war effort and to undercut the main-
stream political opposition.

Tehran took a dim view of the persecution of
Shias, while Pakistan accused Iran of taking sides in
an internal conflict.The extent of Iranian help to
Pakistani Shia militancy is a matter of some debate,
but it is clear that the Pakistani state has been unable
to stop the sectarian violence. Pakistan’s rulers reject
sectarian violence, but find it difficult to deal with
the problem.They are disconnected from the pur-
veyors of the violence. Most Sunni extremists are
outside state control, educated in madrassas, and
often employed in the informal sector. Many, mor-
ever, have done tours of duty in Afghanistan or
Kashmir. Also, there is no way to stop the violence
against Shias without ceasing support for the state’s
efforts, through militant Sunni groups, in
Afghanistan and Kashmir.

The confrontation between Pakistani and Iranian
proxies in Afghanistan notwithstanding, both coun-
tries have tried to revive their relationship. In 1997,
the ECO agenda and constitution were revised to
provide a new basis for cooperation, but the two
states have failed to find common ground. Leaders
from the two countries have visited each other and

proclaimed friendship, but are unable to proceed
further. By expanding its ties with India, Iran
seemed to be indicating a long-term revision of its
view of Pakistan, though both Iranian and Indian
leaders have explicitly said that their new relation-
ship is not aimed at any third country, including
Pakistan.

CONVERGING DOMESTIC VIEWS

Except for a small hardline element, most of
Pakistan’s ruling elite believe that their government
must redouble its effort to improve relations with
Iran. Indeed, there is the expectation that Islamabad
should be able to wean Iran away from India.
President Musharraf, mainstream Pakistan army offi-
cers, the government of Prime Minister Mir
Zafarullah Jamali, and the bureaucrats and diplomats
all hold the view that they can maintain a relation-
ship with Iran sufficient to prevent the emergence
of a full-fledged military alliance between India and
Iran.These pragmatists have renewed their efforts to
neutralize Indian influence in Iran following the
announcement of the invigorated ties between the
countries.

Some critics of the government have different
assumptions and make different calculations. The
Islamists-many of them Sunni extremists-hold Iran
responsible for helping Shia militancy in Pakistan,
but are nevertheless willing to accommodate Iran-
and indeed India-to gather strength to fight the
biggest enemy, the United States. Many of the
Islamists are allies of the Taliban and some support al
Qaeda. Many thoughtful Islamists, in fact, view
Iran’s Islamic state as a limited model for their own
aspirations. They find Tehran’s defiance of the
United States as something to emulate.
Consequently, they are willing to accept an uneasy
peace with Iran in Afghanistan and limited gains in
the sectarian power balance inside Pakistan, if that
would improve relations between the two countries.
Most, however, stop short of publicly using Iran as a
model because of the highly Sunni character of their
mobilization.The Islamists have a tactical perspec-
tive, but if Iran responds positively, they would be
willing to reciprocate in the long-term as well.
Among the mainstream political players, the
Islamists were the group most likely to favor transfer
of nuclear technology to Iran. They have come out
in strong support of Abdul Qadeer Khan, the father
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of Pakistan’s atomic bomb, who recently admitted
his role in the transfer of Pakistani nuclear technolo-
gy to Iran.

A second group of critics suggests an even more
fundamental reordering of Pakistan’s strategic inter-
ests. They argue that Iran and India are driven to
combine their forces by the geopolitical situation. In
their view, Islamabad can neutralize the alliance by
developing new ties with both India and Iran.They
recognize that this would be possible only if
Islamabad abandoned its expansive policy interests
in Kashmir and Afghanistan. According to this
group, the U.S. presence in Afghanistan protects
Pakistan’s nominal interests there, and Kashmir
might not be winnable, given India’s growing eco-
nomic and technological strength.A more congenial
regional security environment would stem the waste
of resources in war abroad and put them toward
much needed development at home. This view is
not widespread, but is influential among the coun-
try’s business elite, economists, and professionals.
They find short-sighted the pragmatists’ hope of
preventing Iran from growing closer to India with-
out making fundamental changes in Pakistani policy.
They are also skeptical of the state’s ability to stop
sectarian violence while continuing to support what
is, after all, a Sunni mobilization on behalf of its
interests in Kashmir and Afghanistan.

While these viewpoints do not agree on the
diagnoses, they do agree that Pakistan must strength-
en its own relations with Iran. Based on this broad
base of support, Prime Minister Jamali visited Iran in
October 2003 with an agenda prominently featur-
ing India and Kashmir. Politically, Pakistan has been
expecting the India-Iran convergence and sought to
insert itself, quite literally, in the middle by pushing
for a pipeline project to bring Iranian gas to India
through Pakistan. While Iran initially agreed to a
pipeline running through Pakistan, India rejected
the proposal for fear of Pakistani control of the gas
supply. Iran and India are now exploring ways of
avoiding Pakistan in transporting the gas. Pakistan
stands to lose more than $500 million in annual
transit fees. Islamabad has countered India’s refusal
with the suggestion of a pipeline from Iran to
Pakistan, without extending it further east. Most
experts believe Pakistan does not have the market to
make the project viable, but the offer reflects
Islamabad’s concern about the growing India-Iran

relationship and its own efforts to neutralize it.
In the short- to medium-term, excepting a major

breakthrough in India-Pakistan relations, a reorder-
ing of Pakistani priorities in line with the wishes of
either the Islamists or the regional peace camp is
unlikely.The pragmatists will hold dear their alliance
with the United States while trying to defuse or
counteract regional threats.The pragmatic leader-
ship, however, has broad support to pursue better
relations with Iran, but whether it can achieve this
goal without fundamental changes in priorities is
doubtful.

THE CONTENT OF AN INDIA-IRAN ALLIANCE

Politically and diplomatically, the alliance between
Tehran and New Delhi could very well keep
Pakistan off balance. India is clearly keen to neutral-
ize Pakistan’s influence in the Muslim world. New
Delhi has asked for membership in the OIC. An
alliance with Iran could make it easier for India to
defeat Pakistan’s objections to its entry and quickly
jeopardize the support Pakistan has enjoyed in
Islamic forums. The legitimacy Iran bestows on
India by virtue of this alliance is likely to diminish
Pakistan’s traditional role as a torch-bearer for the
Muslim ummah. In return, India will help Iran
escape the “rogue” status conferred on it by the
United States. Pakistani hardliners will be deter-
mined to prevent India from gaining this advantage.
They are likely to point out to the United States
India’s growing closeness to a country in the “axis of
evil” in order to gain sympathy for their beleaguered
position.

One area the India-Iran relationship will seek to
influence directly is Afghanistan and Central Asia,
where Tehran and New Delhi will specifically seek
to limit Pakistani influence. Both countries have
active assistance programs in Afghanistan and are
well-connected in the Karzai government in Kabul.
As part of its agreement with New Delhi, Iran has
allowed India a land route to Afghanistan that
Pakistan had long denied to New Delhi.The effect
of this India-Iran initiative may not be evident yet
because the United States presently dominates every
other player in Afghanistan. But if and when U.S.
withdrawal becomes imminent, the others will assert
their interests aggressively.An alliance between India
and Iran puts in place the rudiments of a coordinat-
ed strategy to take advantage of the opportunity.
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Faced with this eventuality, Pakistan is likely to
intensify its demand for including moderate Taliban
in Karzai’s cabinet as a guarantee of its own interests;
the U.S. will probably agree.

Economically, India and Iran have areas of inher-
ent compatibility. India’s growing economic
strength makes the country an attractive trading and
investment partner. Iran wants Indian foreign direct
investment in infrastructure such as oil and railways,
but also in manufacturing cheap consumer goods.
India, for instance, will invest $200 million in the
road from an Iranian port in the south to
Afghanistan. Indian companies are likely to partici-
pate in other large projects as well.As India’s energy
needs grow rapidly, the country is looking to devel-
op long-term supply relationships that will not be
affected by political upheaval.The two countries are
exploring the possibility of bringing Iranian natural
gas to India by an offshore pipeline, but are most
likely to settle on tanker-carried supply of liquefied
natural gas. India has been building large LNG han-
dling facilities and already has long-term contracts
with Qatar and Oman.Together with the military
and technology agreements, these projects could
provide the basis for a strong economic relationship.

FUTURE MILITARY IMPLICATIONS

New Delhi and Tehran have released details of
Indian technical help for upgrading Iranian MiG-29
fighters, T-72 tanks, armored carriers, ships, and
other weapons. India recently undertook these
upgrades for its own fleet of military aircraft, tanks,
and ships. India can also offer medium-technology
weapons such as medium-range howitzers, and
importantly, jointly train with the Iranian forces.The
broad range of cooperation involving all three mili-
tary services is quite a turnaround in the strategic
situation in southern Asia in the last two decades.

More dramatically, a few speculative reports have
suggested that Iran has agreed to allow Indian forces
the use of its air bases and other facilities in the
event of a war in the subcontinent, but these reports
remain unverified. If basing agreements do come
about, it would represent a serious threat for
Pakistan’s security. The Pakistan army has long
feared a two-front war that would divide its forces
between the western and eastern borders and allow
India an easy victory. Islamabad’s obsession with

maintaining influence in Afghanistan is in part driv-
en by this fear. The army is unlikely to tolerate a
government in Afghanistan that might work in con-
cert with India. Though Pakistan shares a much
shorter border with Iran than it does with
Afghanistan, the possibility of similar two-front
coordination between India and Iran cannot be
taken lightly.That India might be able to use Iranian
air bases opens the possibility for India to dominate
the skies, which would be disastrous for Pakistan’s
conventional capability. Despite the unlikelihood of
a war that pits both India and Iran openly against
Pakistan, the army will not be willing to accept the
increased risk.The possibility that India could sur-
round Pakistan in the event of a war will force the
Pakistan Army to dramatically rethink its military
strategy and push further and harder toward devel-
oping nuclear weapons.

While it is to be expected that Pakistan prepare
for the worst Indian intentions, the army cannot
expend unlimited resources in developing capabili-
ties for a two-front war—indeed if Iran is consid-
ered a war front, it will be the third, after India and
Afghanistan. For this reason, the army’s view of the
actual military threat emanating from an India-Iran
alliance is very important. Both New Delhi and
Tehran recognize Pakistan’s dilemma in making this
determination.They have not officially announced
the content of their new relationship, but selectively
leaked its details to keep Pakistan guessing.The chal-
lenge Pakistan’s rulers face is not to overreact to
Iran’s role, but also not to be unprepared if India and
Iran have actually formed a military alliance aimed
at their country. An overreaction from Pakistan,
which may equate Iran with India and involve some
saber-rattling missile tests on the western border, can
turn Tehran hostile, leaving little room for Pakistan
to neutralize Indian influence politically. Equally,
Iran is unlikely to enter into a relationship with
India that is openly hostile to Pakistan. An openly
hostile relationship with Iran could be disastrous
because it would bring the Afghan conflict right
into Pakistan. It would also necessitate a military
build-up on the Iranian border, with the conse-
quence of dividing Pakistan’s forces, exactly what
the Indians probably want. Currently, Pakistan
enjoys a terrain advantage against India on its east-
ern front, which it would lose if India could attack
from the western border as well.The trick, therefore,
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will be to keep the military reaction limited and, if
possible, hidden while engaging Tehran politically.

The most direct response to the possible military
component of the India-Iran alliance, if the Pakistan
army believes the most extreme reports, would be to
accelerate the development of the nuclear arsenal.
While critics point out that Pakistan’s nuclear rear-
mament is already in the highest possible gear given
the country’s resources and constraints, the sure
knowledge that India and Iran are militarily allied
against Pakistan will definitely increase the sense of
insecurity and paranoia in Islamabad. Pakistan could
develop new missiles and harden vulnerable
nuclear-related targets.Though it is a matter of some
guesswork, Pakistan maintains important nuclear
facilities in the Chagai Hills in the province of
Balochistan, which borders Iran and Afghanistan.
The closer reach to these targets the Indian Air
Force might have as a result of the alliance with Iran
would necessitate further defensive measures.The
development of offensive missiles can remain
rhetorically focused on India, but without making
things obvious convey to the Iranians the danger
they bring upon themselves should they continue to
proceed with a military alliance with India.
Pakistan’s willingness to remain in alliance with the
United States, however, will serve as a constraint on
Pakistani ambitions in this regard.

More realistically, Pakistan can move to address its
air inferiority problem. The problem as it stands
today is that the country’s air defenses are concen-
trated on the eastern front. The possibility that
Indian Air Force fighters might intrude from the
west would require a similar investment in air
defense on the Iranian border. This is a resource
problem-perhaps intended by India and Iran to
stretch Pakistan-that would have to be resolved.
Pakistan established its eastern air defenses during
the bonanza of U.S. assistance in the 1980s.Though
the country is once more a U.S. ally,American aid is
much reduced and earmarked for social develop-
ment, though reports of diversion are rife.

Astute Pakistanis also point to the limits of an
India-Iran alliance, particularly the military compo-
nent, if indeed this amounts to anything.What India
can do with Iran is limited by its own and growing
relationships with Israel and the United States, both
of which view Iran with great hostility. Israel and
the United States are wary that India might help

legitimate Iran’s claims against their interests in
international forums.Though New Delhi might be
willing to risk American antagonism on the issue, it
is less likely to jeopardize its flourishing military ties
with Israel by getting too close to Iran. Israel consid-
ers the Iranian Hezbollah as one of the primary
instigators of violence in Palestine. This would
ensure that India puts its own brakes on the alliance.

For many of these reasons, the military elements
of the alliance, as dramatic as they may be, are
unlikely to come about. The political-diplomatic
aspects, however, are at the front and center, and tie
into the big power game currently ongoing with
respect to Afghanistan and Central Asia.The ques-
tion is to what extent the political machinations will
bring Pakistan into play and wrest control over
Pakistan from the hands of its traditional rulers.

INTERNATIONAL IMPLICATIONS

In what could be another episode of the Great
Game, Pakistanis are in something of a squeeze.
India seems embarked on soft containment of their
country. New Delhi has improved its relations with
China enough that Beijing did not come out in full
support of Pakistan during the Kargil War in 1999.
India has at least some influence in Kabul, though
obviously the United States is the most important
player in that country. Now with an alliance in the
making between India and Iran, Pakistan fears find-
ing itself surrounded.

Pakistan is allied with the United States, the most
dominant power in the region and in the world, but
the alliance both works for and against Islamabad.
The United States has until now guaranteed
Pakistan’s nominal interests in Kabul, but equally
limited Pakistan’s intervention in that country.
Pakistan’s real allies in Afghanistan, the leftover
Taliban and a few Pashtun groups, are opposed to
the United States.This has somewhat immobilized
Pakistani policy. Pakistan may be able to force the
U.S. hand by increasing or cutting support to the
remaining Taliban, though any leakage to al Qaeda
or complicity in international terrorism would
bring down the wrath of America. Meanwhile, the
United States is in a parallel process, trying to devel-
op a new and robust military relationship with
Pakistan’s archenemy, India.The ultimate card the
United States holds against Pakistan is that it will
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execute a full-fledged alliance with India aimed at
containing or punishing Pakistan. Pakistan’s more
dependable ally, China, seems unwilling to become
overtly involved in the Afghanistan game except to
keep its own Muslim population passive, while
Saudi Arabia, another long-time friend, has been
forced to withdraw from Afghan politics by the
United States.

Still, the country’s rulers have taken a rather san-
guine view of being able to manage the fallout of an
India-Iran alliance based on their understanding of
the geopolitical situation. Thus, the India-Iran
alliance presents a threat to Pakistan, but also brings
opportunities. Given Washington’s distaste for Iran,
the new alliance could slow down progress in U.S.-
India ties, which is by far a more important political
goal from Pakistan’s point of view.The United States
is very likely to take a dim view of India trying to
rehabilitate Iran in the community of nations, espe-
cially when such efforts run contrary to American
efforts to punish Iran with economic sanctions.
Further, India could lose momentum in its military
relationship with Israel, which also sees Iran as a
mortal enemy. This could retard India’s efforts to
improve its surveillance and intelligence technology,
much of which comes from Israel. India will have to
work to convince the United States and Israel that it
is not going to help Iran further its anti-American
and anti-Israeli objectives, but so long as the alliance

exists, the door of doubt remains open. Most dra-
matically, reports emanating from Pakistan suggest
that as part of the new alliance India is likely to help
the Iranian nuclear program. If that happens, both
the United States and Israel are likely to hold India
responsible for arming their enemy.

The best hope in Pakistan is that India might fail
to resolve these contradictions and, that the Indo-
Iranian relationship falls under the weight of its own
ambitions.The worst outcome, however, would be if
Pakistan’s rulers failed to recognize the seriousness
of Pakistan’s own situation and, instead of reordering
their priorities in Kashmir and Afghanistan, pursued
their expansive goals with greater vigor, thereby
putting at stake the country itself and their control
of it. Misplaced confidence in being able to maneu-
ver themselves politically out of a sticky situation
might lead to a larger failure, where Pakistan’s tradi-
tional rulers—the military, the establishment, and
the landowners—lose control and their country, like
Afghanistan, is laid waste in the grinder of big power
politics.The recent upswing in Pakistan’s relations
with India reduces the burden on Islamabad to
respond forcefully and urgently to the alliance. If
Pakistan could simultaneously improve its relations
with Iran, as most of the country would like to do, it
could defuse the underlying anti-Pakistani premise
in the new relationship between its neighbors.
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I
ndia’s emerging relationships with Iran and
Israel are independent of one another.While
Iran has adopted an indifferent posture toward

India’s closer ties with Israel, the latter has been
apprehensive of growing New Delhi-Tehran prox-
imity.The manner in which India has approached
and sought to balance its ties with the other two
regional powers re-emphasizes the non-parallel
nature of the relationship.

INDO-ISRAELI NORMALIZATION

Following the normalization of relations between
India and Israel in 1992, both countries have
strengthened and consolidated a wide range of
political, economic, cultural and above all strategic
cooperation.1 Despite criticisms from some sec-
tions, the bilateral relationship has been stable and
enjoys widespread domestic support and endorse-
ment in India.Within the framework of joint work-
ing groups (JWG), senior security officials from
both countries periodically meet and discuss issues
of strategic importance. Consultations between the
security establishments of both countries have
become normal and routine with counter-terrorism
emerging as the key element in their strategic dia-
logue.

Moreover, in recent years India obtained a host of
military inventories from Israel including remotely
piloted vehicles (RPVs), Barak ship-borne anti-mis-
sile systems for the navy, ammunition for the Bofors
field guns during the Kargil operations, and upgrad-
ing of its MiG jets. Management of porous borders
with Pakistan is a new avenue for cooperation, and
India seeks to curtail if not eliminate cross border
infiltration from Pakistan through Israeli electronic
surveillance and border fencing systems. After
months of negotiations, both sides have agreed to
the supply of Phalcon airborne early warning sys-
tems to India. Estimated to cost over a billion dol-
lars, this is the largest single defense contract
between the two countries. Media reports in India

suggest that India has also expressed its interest in
the supply of the Arrow anti-ballistic missile defense
system.When Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon
visited India in September 2003, both sides dis-
cussed Israeli partnership in the development of a
new class of attack submarines for the Indian navy.
Both sides are also exploring new avenues of coop-
eration in missile and space technology. Thus the
growing military cooperation between the two
countries is accompanied by an ambitious Indian
shopping list of arms from Israel.

The growing military cooperation between the
two countries is accompanied by an ambitious
Indian shopping list from Israel.These developments
in turn have renewed Israeli anxieties over increas-
ing politico-economic relations between India and
Iran. Eager to promote highly lucrative defense deals
with India, Israel is keen to escape a technological
boomerang whereby its military technology reaches
its Middle Eastern adversaries like Iran, via New
Delhi.Therefore, during his deliberations in New
Delhi, Sharon demanded explicit guarantees from
Indian leaders that the latter would not transfer any
acquired technology to a third country, especially
Iran. Assuring Israel that there was no possibility of
any “leaking” of Israeli technology, India rejected
Israeli calls to shun Iran. The Delhi Declaration
issued at the end of Sharon’s visit presented both
countries as “partners” against terrorism and con-
demned “states and individuals who aid and abet
terrorism across borders, harbor and provide sanctu-
ary to terrorists and provide them with financial
means, training or patronage.” While India could
interpret this to mean Pakistan, for Israel this would
mean Iran.

A joint approach toward terrorism that identifies
Islamic fundamentalism as a common adversary has
its downside. Given its historic relations with Islam
and its substantial Muslim population, India could ill
afford to align itself with any anti-Islam forces. Such
a course would be contrary to India’s domestic pol-
itics as well as its national interests.Therefore, with-
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out altogether ignoring the use of religion by vari-
ous terrorist groups operating against them, both
countries have been careful not to present their
cooperation as an anti-Islamic alliance. As a senior
official who accompanied Prime Minister Sharon
told reporters in New Delhi, “We are not fighting
Islam, we are fighting agents of terrorism.”2

Since the establishment of diplomatic relations in
1992, the Iranian angle has figured in the Indo-
Israeli dialogue. Indeed when a senior Indian foreign
ministry official visited the Jewish state in March
1993, Israel expressed its apprehensions over possible
nuclear cooperation between India and Iran. The
formal Indian denial of such cooperation got wide-
spread media coverage.3

The September 2001 Durban World Conference
against Racism proved to be a defining moment in
the Indo-Israeli relations. The conference agenda
was set when the organizers met in Tehran for
preparations and included a strong condemnation of
Israel.This resulted not only in the United States
and Israel pulling out of the meet, but also in India
for the first time refusing to go along with the Arab
and Islamic countries in condemning Israel and
Zionism. Otherwise, the Iranian angle remained
dormant, at least in the public sphere, until Sharon
resurrected it during his India visit.

MIDDLE EAST DIPLOMACY

India’s historic links with the Middle East, especially
with its Islamic countries, has been an impediment
toward an improvement of Indo-Israeli relations.
The prolonged Indian unfriendliness toward
Zionism and toward the demand for a Jewish
national home can be traced to its traditional pro-
Arab orientation. Perceived negative reactions from
the Arab and Islamic countries played a role in the
delayed Indian normalization of relations with
Israel. In the early 1990s, New Delhi adopted a cau-
tious approach toward Israel and was more than
willing to “balance” its ties with Israel with high
profile contacts with and visits by Palestinian leader
Yasser Arafat.The outbreak of the Al-Aqsa intifada
in September 2000 reiterated the centrality of the
Palestinian issue to peace and stability in the Middle
East and thereby compelled even a pro-Israeli polit-
ical partly like the ruling BJP to look for non-Israeli
allies in the Middle East.As highlighted by a contro-

versial remark by then Foreign Minister Jaswant
Singh in Jerusalem in the summer of 2000, India’s
domestic Muslim population influences if not
shapes the country’s policy toward the Middle East,
especially Israel.

The decade-old relationship with Israel discloses
that contrary to prolonged Indian apprehensions,
the Middle East has been indifferent to Indo-Israeli
normalization. Far from taking exception to it,
important countries such as Iran and Saudi Arabia
have responded to the new Israel policy of India by
actively engaging with New Delhi. Iran is more
eager to promote its energy exports to India and has
been indifferent to Indo-Israeli ties. Likewise,
reports of growing Indo-Israeli military ties in the
Arab media have not slackened the Saudi desire to
promote political ties with India. One can go to the
extent of arguing that the Arab and Islamic coun-
tries of the Middle East have desisted from linking
their bilateral ties with India to the larger Arab-
Israeli conflict. Even the Palestinian leaders have
come around to recognizing the inevitability of
greater Indo-Israeli ties.

INDIA’S TWIN TRACKS

For some time now, Israel has been troubled about
growing political and economic ties between India
and Iran, and has periodically expressed this unease
in its bilateral exchanges with India.This reached its
climax during Sharon’s visit, and at one point threat-
ened to overshadow arms sales–related negotiations.
In his talks with his Indian counterpart, Sharon
expressed apprehensions over possible diversion of
Israeli military technology to a country it considers
“the epicenter of terrorism.” Some of Sharon’s
entourage publicly talked about the desire and abili-
ty of Islamists to attack the United States, Israel and
India, with Iran serving as the nerve centre of inter-
national terrorism. Following the meeting, an
unnamed Israeli official told reporters: “We got
answers to the questions raised and we are satisfied
with the answers.”4

Presentation of Iran as “epicenter of international
terrorism” underscores the fundamental difference
between India and Israel. Both in public and private
India feels that such an honor should go to its
neighbor Pakistan, a position Israel is not prepared
to embrace. Because of strong political and econom-
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ic stakes in its ties with Iran, India is unlikely to heed
Israeli demands over Iran. Likewise, possible political
ties with Pakistan, a major Islamic country, would
prevent Israel from making a common cause with
India against Pakistan.

Israeli animosity toward Iran is rooted in the sup-
port of the latter for militant anti-Israeli groups such
as Hezbollah and Hamas, but no such fears exist in
India vis-à-vis Iranian motives in the subcontinent.
Indeed, its disapproval of the extremism of the
Taliban as anti-Islamic and its refusal to go along
with Pakistan on the question of jihad in Kashmir
make the Islamic republic a political ally for India in
the Middle East. Sharon’s offensive against Iran inci-
dentally coincided with renewed international con-
cerns over Iranian nuclear ambitions. Pakistan and
North Korea, rather than India, are the prime sus-
pects behind the Iranian nuclear program.

India’s expanding political and economic rela-
tions with Iran seemed to have dominated Sharon’s
political agenda.The twin suicide bombings in Israel
during his stay in New Delhi appeared to have
sharpened the focus on Iran. The Iranian angle is
seen by some sections in India as a calculated ‘back
peddling’ on the part of Sharon and a warning for
potential disruption of military supplies.

Even though Iran did not go as far as Pakistan
and perceive Indo-Israeli ties as an anti-Islamic
move, negative remarks against Iran during the
Sharon visit did not go unnoticed in Tehran. The
public focus on Iran toward the end of Sharon’s visit
resulted in a minor diplomatic row, with the Iranian
embassy depicting the Israeli leader as “the leader of
state terrorism.” It criticized the Israeli prime minis-
ter for “using hostile language against a third coun-
try [and thereby violating] diplomatic norms and
international law.”5

Israeli demands for Indian “reciprocity” in the
international arena would run into trouble as the
countries do not see eye-to-eye on Iran. Observing
that there is no veto in bilateral relations, Indian
Foreign Minister Yashwant Sinha admitted that
Israelis “may have security concerns but we have
explained in some detail where Indo-Iranian rela-
tionship stands and they should not have any con-
cerns on that count.”6 In the unlikely event of
Tehran turning hostile against New Delhi, India is
unlikely to share let alone endorse Israeli positions
on the Islamic republic.

The issue of Israeli military technology “return-
ing” to the Middle East was valid even for Sino-
Israeli military ties. On a few occasions, China func-
tioned as a conduit for Israeli technology reaching
Arab countries. In the 1980s, the Middle East being
the prime customer for Chinese weapons did not
inhibit Israel from actively exporting military hard-
ware to China. Until the Phalcon deal was throttled
by the United States in 2000, Israel pursued its mili-
tary ties with China without worrying about the
boomerang effect. Hence, one could argue that
Indo-Israeli military ties should not be any different
from Sino-Israeli ties regarding “illegal” transfer of
Israeli technology. Moreover, despite its long political
and economic ties, India, unlike China, had never
supplied arms to the Middle East. Notwithstanding
nascent military developments such as Indian naval
vessels making port calls in Iran, larger strategic com-
pulsions would preclude India from joining any anti-
Israeli forces in the Middle East or elsewhere.

INDIA-ISRAEL-U.S.TRIANGLE

Commenting on the growing relations between
India and Israel, U.S. State Department spokesper-
son Richard Boucher observed, “We’re always glad
when our friends make friends with each other and
work together.”7 Even though he sought to play
down the ties as “simply bilateral,” tacit American
backup for such a relationship did not go unnoticed
in all three countries.

Since the Islamic revolution, Iran has been a
vociferous critic of Israel and has provided ideologi-
cal as well as logistical support to militant groups
such as Hamas and Hezbollah, which have been
conducting a violent campaign against Israel. Both
Israel and the United States accuse Iran of involve-
ment in various terrorist attacks against the West.
Israel shares President George W. Bush’s portrayal of
Iran as a partner in the axis of evil.Therefore, the
question of Iran places India at odds with Israel as
well as the United States. If economic interests pre-
vent Europe from endorsing American moves
against the Islamic republic, Indian interests in Iran
are economic as well as political. Iranian importance
is enhanced by their shared distrust toward Pakistan
and its Afghan policy.

As a result, it is possible to argue that India’s ties
with Iran, important due to political as well as eco-
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nomic reasons, could be a major stumbling block
not only in New Delhi’s relations with Israel but
also in its newly found friendship with the United
States. Because India sees consolidation of its rela-
tions with the Jewish state as a means of improving
its ties with Washington, the Iranian factor is bound
to affect Indo-U.S. relations.

The Sino-Israeli Phalcon controversy under-
scores the role of the United States in impeding
Israel’s strategic exports to countries that
Washington considers unfriendly.8 India appears to
have learned the importance of including the
United States in any major strategic relationship
with Israel. It is in this context that one should view
the increasing speculations about an India-Israel-
U.S. cooperation, if not a triangle. American clear-
ance of the Phalcon deal to India is a clear manifes-
tation of this convergence of interests. Simul-
taneously, this underscores the need for an Indo-
Israeli understanding vis-à-vis Iran. Otherwise, the
triangle, which became a hot topic of discussion fol-
lowing a speech by Brajesh Mishra, Prime Minister
Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s national security adviser, to
the American Jewish Committee (AJC), would be a
non-starter.9 Quite obviously, the Iran factor could
be a major obstacle for the formulation of an India-
Israel-U.S. triangular relationship.

NON-PARALLEL INTERESTS

It is important to note that Iran, known for its anti-
Israeli rhetoric, has been extremely accommodative
and understanding of India’s new fondness for Israel.
Indeed, when India normalized relations with Israel
in January 1992, Iran was the only Middle Eastern
country to express its displeasure. Even Palestinian
leader Yasser Arafat grudgingly accepted the
inevitable. Since then, however, Israel has never been
a factor in the Indo-Iranian relations.While Pakistan
and occasionally Egypt have been critical of grow-
ing Indo-Israeli relations, Tehran has consciously
avoided making its ties with New Delhi a hostage to
the Israeli angle.

President Mohammed Khatami’s advocacy of a
dialogue among civilizations fits well with Indian
secularism and its desire for amicable coexistence
among people of different religious faiths. But the
prevailing political situation in the Middle East and
the strength of the conservatives within Iran prevent

Khatami from pursing a similar course towards
Judaism, Jews, and Israel.

Besides its regional influence in the Persian Gulf
and Central Asia, Iran’s position on Afghanistan is
not different from India’s, as both have become
weary of the prolonged involvement of Pakistan in
the Afghan quagmire. Given Indo-Pakistani ten-
sions, India needs an Iranian land corridor for its
supplies to Afghanistan. Iran would be a strategic
asset should India opt for a containment policy vis-
à-vis Pakistan. At the regional level, Iran occupies a
pivotal role in the growing economic ties between
India and Central Asia, and its role as an important
player in the Organization of Islamic Conference
(OIC) gives additional leverage to Iran. Moreover,
Iran is seen by many as the strategic supplier of
India’s energy needs, especially the growing demand
for natural gas. Long before India established diplo-
matic relations with Israel, Pakistan has been warn-
ing the Islamic world of an Indo-Israeli axis against
the Islamic world; such rhetoric intensified follow-
ing the establishment of Indo-Israeli relations. Any
Indian endorsement of the Israeli position vis-à-vis
Iran would bring more troubles for India.

No other country in the world offers India the
political and economic assets Iran does.Therefore,
even while articulating its genuine concerns vis-à-
vis Iran over issues such as terrorism, nuclear ambi-
tions or technology leakage, Israel will have to rec-
ognize, accept and accommodate India’s interests in
cultivating friendly ties with Iran.

The Iranian angle also underscores the emerging
national consensus on India’s Middle East policy. A
section of Indian public opinion has been critical of
the growing Indo-Israeli partnership and attributed
it to the ideological leanings of the BJP-led govern-
ment in New Delhi. Such criticisms intensified dur-
ing the Sharon visit. Nevertheless, by distancing
itself from the Israeli demands for isolating Iran, the
Vajpayee government has sought to fashion a non-
partisan approach in its Middle East policy. A day
after Sharon left Indian shores, the foreign ministry
formally briefed all the Arab ambassadors in New
Delhi about the Sharon visit. Indeed, weeks later,
Prime Minister Vajpayee made a state visit to Syria, a
country strongly despised by Israel and the United
States.This once again underscores India’s regional
compulsions and the need to court the Arab coun-
tries and balance its perceived pro-Israeli leanings.
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Ancient cultural roots, shared democratic values,
cultural pluralism, the struggle against religious
extremism, violence and terrorism, and a newly
found common approach to international issues
bind India and Israel. At the same time, the Iranian
angle also underscores some of the non-parallel
aspects of Indo-Israeli relations. In the past India had
to accept Israel’s military ties with China, its princi-
pal rival, and likewise, that it would be unable to
influence let alone impede Israeli-Pakistani normal-
ization. Similarly, given the strong political and eco-
nomic interests that India shares with Iran, Israel will
be unable to undermine Indo-Iranian relationship.
While India might tolerate political relations
between Israel and Pakistan, any military-security
ties between the two would be strongly resented in
India. Similarly while Israel might not object to
political and economic ties between India and Iran,
any strategic component between the two, like
nuclear cooperation, would mar Indo-Israeli ties.

Iran, however, is not the only cause of disagree-
ment between India and Israel. Of late, an increasing
rapprochement and possible normalization between
Israel and Pakistan is reflected in Israel distancing
itself from New Delhi on the vexed Kashmir issue.10

From a staunch pro-India stance in early 1990s, it
has come around to advocating an amicable resolu-
tion through dialogue. 11

One cannot rule out the possibility that should
there be a reappraisal of its Iran policy, Israel might
consider India as a conduit to Tehran.As the Indian
and Israeli militaries move toward cooperation in
more sensitive and highly competitive and restricted
areas, both sides are eager to work out a modus
vivendi on the Iranian issue.

In short, while respecting each other’s redlines, at
times both India and Israel will have to cohabit with
non-parallel if not conflicting interests.
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