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Preface 

The Centre for Security Analysis was host to a Roundtable Discussion led by Dr. 

Stephen Cohen, Senior Fellow, Foreign Policy Studies, Brookings Institution on 9
th

 

September 2006. He spoke on the Politics of the Nuclear Deal and US-India Relations.  
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Politics of the Nuclear Deal and India-US Relations 

Welcome Address 

Prof. Gopalji Malviya, Founder Member, CSA 

On behalf of the Centre for Security Analysis, I welcome Dr. Stephen Cohen, Senior 

Fellow, Foreign Policy Studies, Brookings Institution to the Roundtable Discussion on 

the Politics of the Nuclear Deal and US-India Relations today. Some people feel that 

the nuclear deal with the United States may not come through. Analysts have suggested 

that the sealing of the deal may be difficult because of roadblocks. The Chinese have 

emphasized the possible negative impact of this agreement particularly after the 

developments in Iran and North Korea. Dr. Stephen Cohen is a celebrated scholar. His 

statements have always generated discussion. I am sure it will be the same today. With 

that, I invite Dr. Cohen to speak. 
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Politics of the Nuclear Deal and India-US Relations 

Dr. Stephen Cohen, Brookings Institution 

Thank you, Prof. Malviya, Dr. Lawrence Prabhakar and Gen. Raghavan, for the invitation 

to come here. This is an ideal setting and I am delighted to perhaps talk about my own 

research project, which is the new book I am starting on Indian military modernization. It 

is seen in a large framework and analyses what kind of strategic partner India might 

make, and the partnership that it might conclude with the United States. The book 

assumes that the nuclear deal will go through or that if it doesn’t, then the transformation 

in US-Indian relations will continue on its present track anyway. 

The theologians or the ayatollahs, some of whom I think are dogmatic ideologues, have 

legitimate concerns about their own country’s national interests. Once you get beyond the 

names, they are arguing about different estimates of the future. These estimates of the 

future are shaded by their interpretation of the past and the real question for both 

countries is – will the future be like the past or will the future be different? Both the 

opponents and the supporters of the deal have judgments about the past and about the 

future. 

From an American perspective, critics argue that Indian behaviour in the past has been 

bad, that it is unreliable in the nuclear area, though not as bad as Pakistan. India has been 

unhelpful to American policy and particularly to the non-proliferation regime. They 

project that behaviour into the future and that is the dominant factor for them – India’s 

proliferation behaviour in the future, which they see as a projection of past behaviour. In 

fact, there are two areas where it has not been exceptional. One is leakage out of India – 

there have been a number of little cases but none of them major. This is unlike Pakistan 

where nuclear technology, nuclear material and sensitive material have been transferred. 

The other area is that of non-proliferation.  It is said that India has been very effective in 

not only keeping out of the NPT which was its right but also in trashing the NPT. In other 

words Indian policy has been not only to stay out of the NPT, but also to supply the 

Iranians and other countries with arguments against it. When you read the Iranian 
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literature, they reiterate all the language that India developed 20–30 years ago. So, there 

is a lot of unhappiness among the opponents of the deal who are non-proliferation 

specialists.  

What is surprising is that even the opponents of the deal actually like India, admire it, 

respect it and want India to be a major power. So the argument that the purpose of the 

deal is to constrain and shackle India is nonsense. It is a transformed relationship. Some 

critics of the deal argue that we are going to be pushed around by the Americans. There is 

no American who wants to push India around; well obviously the Americans would like 

India to be more friendly in terms of its Middle East policy, its Iranian policy in 

particular, but that is not the overwhelming American view at all. 

On the Indian side, clearly the opponents project past American behaviour into the future 

and from their point of view, especially the scientists, America has consistently tried to 

keep India down. They believe that their global policy has been to target India and to 

restrain it, from the 1970s. This is simply not true.  Most of the time, sanctions on India 

was focused on non-proliferation. In fact, America did not care about India’s rise in one 

way or other. So, in a sense there has been an Indian self-hypnosis about its importance 

for decades, which simply does not compare with the facts. Now that India is important 

both in terms of economic power and potentially military power, it has been quickly 

recognized by the United States and by the whole spectrum of American strategists and 

that is an unquestionable fact.  

So I think the opposition in both sides rests on the projection of the past. And I think the 

opposition in both countries may be right. There may be bad Indian behaviour in the 

future, and American sanctions that follow, but my judgment is that it is not likely. When 

I testified before the Senate, the critical question was of what India will do if it is given a 

green signal to acquire as much fissile material as possible. I told them that in my 

assessment of the future, India would pursue a very modest nuclear weapons program. I 

do not think it is in India’s strategic interest to become a major nuclear weapons country. 

But it could, and in fact it might have to do that. That is an option open to India. 
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The nightmare scenario of the Indian opponents of the deal is that somehow India would 

get caught in an agreement or be prohibited from acting freely in the future. My judgment 

of the future is that if India’s environment changes to the point where it feels it has to 

start testing and deploying significant numbers of nuclear weapons, we are going to be 

worrying about other things than India. We are going to be worried about an expansionist 

aggressive China, which has pushed India into this mood. I don’t think that is going to 

happen. So my judgment of the future differs from that of the opponents in both countries 

and they have a lot in common.   

Now let me talk about the politics of it. This is probably the best chance we will have for 

many years, to seal a deal like this. The deal may be imperfect but it is the best deal we 

are going to get in a long time. If the deal fails, I do not think it is going to destroy US-

Indian relations because they have been transformed by India’s economic transformation 

and India’s more independent role in the world. For the Americans, it is the third major 

power in Asia or one of the three major powers in Asia, economically not quite so but 

certainly politically in terms of ideology, democracy and strategy. That argument was 

accepted totally by the Bush administration. In fact, some of them went a little bit too far, 

stating that we would like to build up India to be a balance to China. I was quite 

astonished by their statement that the goal of American policy is to build India to a great 

power. That has not been subjected to much critical analysis but I don’t know when 

American policy was to build a country to be a great power. After World War II we 

wanted to revive Japan and Germany not as great military powers, but as great economic 

powers, to restore them. It is interesting that nobody has actually debated or discussed the 

assertion that American policy is and should be to build India as a great power. I think 

that India is going to be a great power whether we help it or not. I think that on the one 

hand, there is American expectation that India will be a new ally, a faithful friend in Asia 

and Indian fear of the same thing on the other.  India will not be a new ally of the sort that 

we are used to having. India will pursue its own course. For the most part, Indian interest 

and American interest can overlap – whether it is strategic, economic, political or even 

ideological. 



 

Page 7 of 24 

What you see in Washington is a bit of an oversell of the relationship. That is what 

happens when you try to persuade American politicians, you make a case which is 

exaggerated. I think India’s importance in the world is by and large, true. On the Indian 

side, Dr. Manmohan Singh has had a difficult time explaining the relationship. I think the 

political constellation is interesting and if he cannot push the deal through, I am not sure 

the next government can do so. So I am waiting to see what the Senate does. I don’t think 

the relationship will founder based on what the Senate does or does not do but I do think 

that it is good to at least begin the process of getting it off the table so that our two 

countries can concentrate on other things. We have a lot of strategic differences and a lot 

of strategic interests in common. China, Pakistan, technology transfer and terrorism in 

India’s neighbourhood are all very important issues. From the Indian point of view, not 

having this deal is going to make it much harder to transfer technology – military and 

otherwise, and I think that is an important factor. 

From an American point of view it is unlikely that another President will be as 

enthusiastic about India as this one has been. George W. Bush came to office, convinced 

that India was an important power. He seems to have tried to do everything his father did 

not do. His father was a great fan of China, Ambassador to China, and head of the CIA at 

one point, and his style was quite evident. George W. Bush, his son, does things that are 

pro-India. He is not a fan of China. He is very independent and ideological, but his father 

was a classical realist in many ways. I think the son really wanted to pursue a different 

path in developing a strategic relationship with India. You are not going to get a President 

with such enthusiasm for India. On the Democratic side, even Hillary Clinton, despite her 

husband’s interest, has no special interest in India. I think we will find out soon whether 

the interest in having a long term relationship with India, which includes the nuclear 

aspect but also goes beyond it, is going to be strong. The House would probably go 

Democratic. The Democrats were somewhat less enthusiastic about the deal than the 

Republicans but there is strong support among Democrats. So again that depends on 

personalities and that is why it is best to get this done soon. We still have a long way to 

go in terms of negotiating the details of the agreement. 
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Let me conclude by saying that from the beginning, I thought that this was going to take a 

long time. It may still take a long time; it gives lot of people lot of opportunities to shoot 

it down. The US should not have made an India-specific agreement; it should have been 

on the basis of some criteria that India met and that other countries might meet. Given the 

past, I would give it a 60:40 chance of getting through the Senate and the House of 

Representatives. Even then, there is going to be lot of negotiation between the Indian 

government and the US government, and between Congress and the executive branch, 

and apparently between the nuclear scientists and the Prime Minister. I find these 

negotiations interesting but not distressing. You have two democracies, and what happens 

is that the critics of the relationship are widely reproduced in the other country as proof 

that we should not go ahead. So every anti-American, every anti-deal comment here is 

eagerly cited by Henry Sokolsky and others. Michael Krepon and others are eagerly cited 

as proof that the Indians are going to betray the deal, that they cannot be trusted. On the 

Indian side, people take bits and pieces out of our dialogue as proof that the Americans 

have forced India to do this, and I find that interesting and sometimes amusing. That is 

the way democracies do business. It is very hard for them to deal with each other, and it 

is much easier to deal with a dictatorship. India has always got along much better with the 

dictatorships of the world as have we. We have a great relationship with Pakistan; that is 

wonderful; there is no problem at all. And actually India’s relationship with Pakistan is 

good; you can talk to the President without fear of contradiction. So I think that the 

politics of the deal is interesting. The nuclear deal may not go through. If that is the case, 

I won’t lose much sleep, but I think that will be an opportunity lost and we should not 

allow that. 
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Discussion 

Prof. Gopalji Malviya 

Thank you Dr. Cohen, there are two points that I would like to raise before throwing the 

floor open for questions. One is the Fissile Material Control Treaty (FMCT) on which 

negotiations are going on in Geneva. If it is accepted by the Big Five, would they like to 

restrain India? The Indian Prime Minister has assured Parliament that India will not 

accept any restriction by the FMCT. Dr. Cohen also spoke of the fear that Americans are 

pushing India. That fear was not born yesterday or today. The fear of American 

diplomacy against Indian interests though they are both large democracies has existed 

since the beginning of the 1970s.  

Dr. Cohen 

On the question of fear, one of the characteristics of the Indian strategic elite has been a 

tremendous lack of self-confidence. In the old days, that permeated the centre as well. I 

see Indian strategists now realizing that India is in fact a major power and does not have 

to worry about being pushed around by the United States. I think that feeling of insecurity 

and the lack of self-confidence are disappearing fast. I think that, at the centre, there is a 

new confidence about India and about Indian influence. That confidence makes some 

Americans to conclude that India is going to be an aggressive expansionist power. But I 

do not see that happening at all. My view is that there are still residual anxieties about 

being pushed around by the Americans. That image is simply not appropriate to 

contemporary India. India has tremendous power and assets and is using them skilfully in 

dealing with Washington.   

Mr. Kamlendra Kanwar 

I think it is perfectly legitimate for the US to think of building up India as a counterweight 

to China. Why are you shy of acknowledging that? I think the Chinese would be virtually 
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unstoppable judging from the way they are going. Today they may not show any 

expansionist designs but in the foreseeable future they will. It is important that India and 

the US, and even Japan, get together and look at in that spirit. 

Dr. Cohen 

Well, if we did get together, we can see an expansionist China for sure. I don’t see their 

attitude as expansionist or aggressive in any sense. I think that they are obsessed with 

their own development. They still remember the time when China was a poor country. I 

urge you to think carefully about one factor that changed the way in which the major 

powers interact with each other. It transformed the US-Soviet relationship, the China-

Soviet relationship, India-Pakistan relationship and the India-China relationship. Each of 

these countries has nuclear weapons and you can no longer think of an expansionist 

country. And you can have a small war, which might go nuclear, and you would only lose 

New Delhi and Calcutta. I can’t find many Indian policy makers who would welcome 

that kind of scenario. So I think that nuclear weapons have forced all the senior policy 

makers of most countries, especially nuclear weapon states, not to necessarily act 

rationally or wisely, but to think twice before they contemplate the end of that road. In a 

sense, nuclear weapons have altered the rules of the game for the major powers. When a 

nuclear weapon state deals with another nuclear weapon state, power prevails. But as the 

Pakistanis learnt in Kargil, you can have nuclear weapons and still lose a war. So, I don’t 

see China as an inevitably threatening rising power. Academic literature argues that 

democracies don’t fight each other and rising powers threaten others. Just because a few 

professors have made that point doesn’t mean it will be the same in the future. I think the 

Bush administration understands that and so does India. India-China trade is the fastest 

growing trade in the world. In my projection, there is a possibility of future India-China 

conflict but it is not something I would begin preparing for. On the other hand it is 

important for India, Japan, Vietnam and America to have a working relationship and if 

there is a threat, and if it is from China, then we can speak the same language and that is 

what the whole military to military relationship is about. 
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Dr. Lawrence Prabhakar 

You mentioned the mindset of the Indian elite with regard to the deal. I think that has 

been best captured by Raja Mohan in his book, Crossing the Rubicon. He says that India 

has moved from the power of argument (high moral posturing) towards the argument for 

power, a realpolitik explanation. The India-US relationship is on an inevitable, 

irrevocable course, irrespective of the President at the White House or the Prime 

Minister here. This is because there are certain drivers that have led the US-India 

relations. India’s strategic autonomy ensures that the United States cannot pressure 

India towards anything. 

Secondly, the United States needs India as much as India needs the US. A new concept of 

balance of power in the 21
st
 century predicts the rise of four major power centres in the 

Asia-Pacific: The US, Japan, India and China. The first three powers will come together. 

So I don’t buy the argument that the Indian elite are apprehensive of the deal. In 

addition, India doesn’t need much of the United States’ nuclear technology. 

Thirdly, India-US defence cooperation is completely autonomous and independent of any 

nuclear transaction. Economic factors will drive India-US relations. The Diaspora 

Indians in the United States, the American multinational corporations and the pro-deal 

people here will be stakeholders. 

Dr. Cohen 

I agree with what you said with one exception, the use of word pressure.  I think if you 

look closely on what is going on, you see that the US has pressured India and India has 

given in on a number of cases, but India has pressured the United States and the US given 

in on a number of cases too. I would say that they pretty much balance out. Now we are 

getting a lot from each other. But from the Indian point of view, India discovered in 

Kargil what the Pakistanis knew all along; that you can use the Americans to pressure the 

other side. Pakistani strategy historically has been to bring in the Americans to pressure 

India. The Indians at Kargil used the argument that the Pakistanis were going to create 



 

Page 12 of 24 

World War III. The Americans worried about it and mounted pressure on Pakistan. So I 

think that India now plays the Americans off against Pakistan and potentially against 

China to India’s advantage. In the past, India could never have done it. So I think 

pressure is a loaded word and what you have is mutual interference. And clearly, over the 

long run, if the balance is one way or the other way, it is an unsatisfactory relationship. 

What kind of relationship will the Indians have with the United States? Will India be an 

Asian Britain? I don’t think so. Will it be an Asian France? Maybe it will be an ally that 

gives us a lot of grief. Still, the relationship is worth preserving because there are a lot of 

things in common. Will it be an Asian Japan, a sort of a loyal ally, I don’t know. I think it 

will be an Asian India. There may well be historical examples, between a major power 

and another not so quite major but still significant power, which have overlapping 

interests. But I think that is what is going to happen. 

Mr. D.V. Venkatagiri 

There has always been a feeling that India’s response to terror is soft and inadequate. If 

India is to respond in future in a way that Israel does, what do you think will be the US 

reaction to that? 

Dr. Cohen 

In your case it would be by invading Punjab or Pakistan occupied Kashmir. I think that 

that is the decision Indians have to make. B. Raman for instance, clearly wants a more 

experimental policy towards Pakistan. But again you come back to this issue of two 

nuclear weapon states and how far one nuclear weapon state can push another? We and 

the Soviets fought each other all over the world but were absolutely careful not to 

confront each other directly for fear of what might happen. After spending billions of 

dollars on intelligence on what the Soviets would do on day one of the US-Soviet War, 

we got it wrong. We assumed that they wouldn’t use nuclear weapons until day two or 

three, and their plan was to use it on day one. How good is Indian information going to be 

about a potential war with Pakistan and what is the cost of miscalculation? I see Pakistan 

entering into a period of extreme political disorder and clearly India has a vital interest in 
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ensuring that that disorder evolves into something that is orderly but also compatible with 

the dialogue and Kashmir and other aspects. And here America also has an interest. A 

little newspaper report that Pranab Mukherjee met Nawaz Sharif stunned me. This is far 

more perceptive and forthcoming than my own government who will not meet with 

Nawaz or with Benazir and simply put all of its chips on the Generals. We have a plan 

with Pakistan and the plan is go with Musharraf all the way. In Vietnam we had no plan 

B, in Pakistan also we have no Plan B, but you have a Plan B. So I think that India’s only 

sensible path is that of political transformation of Pakistan and move in that direction. I 

think the Indians have handled Pakistan reasonably well; the terrorism problem is in part 

Pakistan inspired, in part indigenous, in part a function of the Indian mismanagement in 

Kashmir and there is not going to be an easy solution to it. And for the most part, 

American policy makers don’t care about. We have a global war on terrorism that attacks 

America and not India and the Indian government has been infuriated at the American 

disinterest in the Indian terrorism problem. I don’t blame it, but all countries are ego-

centric. I think you will have to accept that. 

Mr. D.S. Rajan 

You gave me the impression that the Chinese are not worried about the Indo-US Civil 

Nuclear Cooperation Agreement. In China the official view is handed over from the top 

to bottom and everybody speaks in one voice. No Professor can express any viewpoint, 

which is even at slight variance with the officially declared policies, you are well aware 

of that. While the Chinese have not commented adversely on the Indo-US Civil Nuclear 

Cooperation Agreement, their party and state controlled media organs have come out 

with articles where they have said that the US intention is to contain China. These 

sentiments may lie dormant for sometime because China needs the US, but if China 

becomes a militarily and economically modernized nation by 2050, their priority to have 

a stable international environment may become irrelevant. Secondly, the Chinese 

intention to supply six 300 MW reactors to Pakistan must be considered. 
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Dr. Cohen 

The Chinese are very interested in what is going on. They are suspicious but they are also 

curious, they want to know what is behind it. Their primary concern is about American 

interference in Taiwan. This is their first priority. They are not too worried about 

Mongolia, they are not too worried about the Indian factor, Nepal and the rest of it, they 

are worried about Taiwan and they want to bring Taiwan in. The second obsession is the 

access to energy. So, there is a nascent competition between India, China, America, Japan 

and Europe to get access to energy and the truth is that none of these countries is going to 

have energy security. There is not enough energy to make you secure. The Iranians are 

sitting on the gas but they don’t know what to do with it. So that could actually lead to a 

war, you are going to have economic competition, cultural competition, Indian dance 

groups are battling it out in Africa with Chinese dance groups, but that is what countries 

have always done. And I don’t see that as a significant strategic problem. It is not 

containment; it is the way great powers compete with each other. But in terms of the real 

strategy of containment from the American point of view, it is to continue to have China 

integrated in the global economy, dependent on its neighbours and its neighbours 

dependent on China.  

The Chinese I have talked to, especially the younger Chinese, are extremely outspoken, 

even the party members, about what they would like China to become. They are really 

interested in American culture, they want to be part of the global mainstream, and they 

are mostly trying to move China ahead economically and expand their area of personal 

freedom. I agree that the state is powerful in China but there is a lot of hope that wasn’t 

there when I first went to China in the 1980s. I wouldn’t foreclose a positive relationship 

of China with its major neighbours, Taiwan being the one exception. 

Rr. Adm. Mohan Raman 
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Prof. Malviya talked about the Indo-US problems starting from the early 70s. I think it 

goes back a little further. After independence India was probably over-confident and 

1962 was a terrible shock to everybody. The support that we got from America and 

Britain was a source of solace and comfort. But immediately after, Mr. Harriman and 

Mr. Sandys came to India. There was some very definite arm-twisting and a lack of 

confidence brought in a sense of suspicion. This suspicion has ruled Indo-US relations. It 

can only be removed if leaders set out to form bonds. We have lost out on having 

ordinary Americans in large numbers visiting India to judge whether India is friendly. 

One way to have a groundswell of views would be to encourage American citizens to visit 

India in substantial numbers. I feel you are taking a somewhat optimistic view of what 

would happen if the nuclear deal falls through. Everybody is focused on the nuclear deal. 

Therefore if the nuclear deal falls through I fear that this problem of mutual suspicion 

will rise again. If that happens then your prognosis that Indo-US relations will continue 

to improve as in the past will be open to question. 

Dr. Cohen 

I agree with your basic argument. I would point out that it takes an American academic 

today at least six months to get a visa. It takes an American academic one month to get a 

visa to go to China. The Chinese have recognized the importance of cultivating the 

American scholarly community. Thousands of American scholars go there. But here, it is 

still medieval. You are right that there is significant distrust of the United States. When I 

participated in a Council on Foreign Relations study in 1997-98, we said that the 

relationship lacked economic ballast. The economic dimension has added that ballast to 

the relationship. I think that has lent stability to the relationship because it is not simply 

American academics who had lobbied for the deal, but most of us were uniformly in 

favour with some exceptions. More importantly, corporate heavyweights like General 

Electric, General Motors, Boeing, and Microsoft see India as a tremendous asset for them 

and they put a lot of money into lobbying for the deal. So in a sense without that we 

wouldn’t be where we are now. Ironically, they keep a low profile, hundreds of millions, 

maybe a billion dollars worth of Indian investments in America and Tata Consultancy, 



 

Page 16 of 24 

for example, operates all over the United States, and Indian firms are buying up 

American firms all over the place. The economies are so intertwined that in some areas it 

is hard to tell where one begins and the other ends. So that is a new aspect of the 

relationship and from the Indian point of view that is very important for its long term 

growth, because no country has grown to a significant economic power without a close 

relationship with the United States. Your Prime Minister understands that perfectly well. 

South Korea, Germany, Japan, Taiwan, China, all of them had a close relationship with 

the American economy, we benefited, they benefited, and generally it is a win-win 

situation. 

Mr. P.M. Belliappa 

If the deal goes through, how long do you think that the US can postpone signing a 

similar deal with Pakistan? 

Dr. Cohen 

I would say about thirty years, forty years!  There is no interest in Washington at all on a 

deal with Pakistan. Pakistani behaviour was so outrageous and even more outrageous was 

the possibility that the government did not know what was going on. It is hard to tell 

which is worse, whether the Pakistan government knew what was going on, or the 

Pakistan government didn’t know what was going on, which is even more scary. My 

guess is that they didn’t know what was going on. I take Musharraf seriously; I think A.Q 

Khan was on his own kind of a private operation, which makes it even worse. 

The Pakistanis will get what they need from China; that is not an issue anyway.  

Somebody was saying that the Chinese will load them with reactors. But from an 

American point of view I think the administration made a mistake in not having a set of 

criteria that makes Pakistan eligible for a deal like the one India has got, so that you can 

say that this is not an India-specific deal, you have got to be just like India, and obviously 

Pakistan has got a long way to go. But maybe another administration may in fact take the 

India criteria and say this is general. I think that should have been the approach. 
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Mr. Belliappa 

I think the environment aspect of this deal has not come out very strongly. If India gets on 

to the nuclear cycle and is able to exploit its thorium resources then the dependence on 

fossil fuels will be reduced. To that extent there is an interest both in India and the US. 

Dr. Cohen 

I wish I could agree with you but I think that India’s energy demands are going to be so 

great that the dependence is going to grow. There is not going to be energy security, so 

you are going to need all the fossil fuel you can burn, hopefully with better technology. 

But the nuclear aspect is a very small part of it. The deal is about energy, but it is also 

about strategy, security, politics and the environment. 

We just finished a study at Brookings, which is an analysis of the Indian energy situation.  

I don’t think the deal could just be only in terms of energy, but I do think that it is partly 

in terms of energy. I don’t know the science well enough but I do think that lot of Indian 

plans about nuclear power in the thorium cycle may not match up with loss of business in 

engineering. I have heard some criticisms of this by American scientists, who are not 

anti-Indian, but then the stuff that we have been putting up has some serious technical 

flaws too. I think it is important to get India to that global dialogue about better fuel 

cycles and collaborate openly and publicly because we do need them for energy and we 

look forward to that kind of relationship. 

Cmde R.S. Vasan 

This is regarding the technology level that Dr. Lawrence Prabhakar touched upon 

briefly.  One hears that the technology being offered is 30 years old. The last reactor that 

was built in America itself was in 1975 and no reactor has been built ever since. So how 

is this concern going to be addressed?  

Dr. Cohen 
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I would say that the minute I heard about the deal, I concluded that India had won, when 

it got the US government to accept a policy where India could acquire civil nuclear 

technology from the US or from other sources. Even if the deal doesn’t go through, India 

has won because the French, the Russians and the Japanese are at the door waiting to sell 

it to you. So even if the deal fails, from an Indian point of view it has been a tremendous 

victory. It might work out better if you don’t get the American technology but on the 

other hand you would make a lot of Americans unhappy because there is hope that India 

would buy some technology and reactors, even though we don’t have reactor companies 

anymore. We have sold those to Japan, which is trying to become a major supplier. 

Mr. K.V Krishnaswamy 

Are we ignoring the Iranian angle? Have the Americans achieved a major strategic 

objective by distancing India from Iran? 

Dr. Cohen 

How close was India to Iran to begin with? From an American point of view, it is not a 

major factor in American policy. Our Middle East policy is so convoluted that it is not 

quite clear what is going to happen and the India factor is relatively minor. We have 

made fundamental strategic miscalculations in the region, we have enhanced and advance 

Iranian security enormously by removing the one balancing power, Iraq. We haven’t 

replaced it with anything except a pro-Iranian faction. In a sense, we have accomplished a 

great deal on behalf of Iran. So, whether we pressure the Indians to be anti-Iranian or not 

is really a minor factor in the whole scheme of things.   

I would imagine India would not want to pursue a policy towards Iran which angered one 

of its major military suppliers, the Israelis. Therefore there is an Indian recalculation of 

where the interest lies. Clearly, the Iranians were demanding and not giving a lot, 

behaving badly towards the US and to a lot of other states as well. This is a very unstable 

Iranian government and I know there are cultural ties between India and Iran and so forth, 

but frankly there are a lot of unhappy aspects to that relationship. Some Iranian friends of 
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mine are being threatened with imprisonment and this is an astonishing situation in what 

was one of the most liberal and open communities in the world, and certainly in the 

Muslim world.  

Mr. Ravi Katari 

There is a perception that the American military is not able to get enough troops on the 

ground. They don’t have enough men and women interested in getting into the military 

anymore. There is also a perception that as a result, you can’t really get as tough as you 

would like to with Iran, North Korea so forth. How is it going to impact everything? 

Dr. Cohen 

I think you are absolutely right on both counts. Iraq has been a complete catastrophe for 

the American military. And you are right, you cannot be too critical of what we have 

done there. I was in favour of the invasion, I was for getting rid of Saddam but the way 

they did it was unbelievably incompetent. There are limited options now. We cannot do 

things that we might have done before and certainly in the case of Iran, what good is 

military power going to do? 

There was a concern that should the US use military power against Iran, the Iranians 

might retaliate using Hezbollah or some other agent. But in Lebanon, they dropped a lot 

of missiles on the Israelis and the Israelis survived. So in a sense if that is the biggest shot 

that the Iranians could fire, there were probably people in Washington saying let’s take 

out their nuclear installations, let them retaliate with terrorism and then let a revolution 

begin in Iran. I am sure there are people in Washington who had that scenario in mind 

and I could almost identify them.  

I think the President is basically interested in the deal. He probably called from the White 

House, put whatever pressure he could on Congress, but coincidentally the week the deal 

was signed was the week that the President’s power began to decline and so it is harder 

for him to do it now politically at home as it is here perhaps. So for me, if it fails, it could 
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be because of a declining Presidential authority and given that the President has two and a 

half years to go, it is going to be a scary situation.  

Mr. D.S. Rajan 

There is a separate US-China Civil Nuclear Cooperation Agreement.  What is the status 

of this agreement, and how does it compare with the Indo-US Nuclear Deal? 

 

Dr. Cohen 

I don’t know the details of it and I wouldn’t begin to comment on that. I used to argue 

that if we are going to have a nuclear deal with the Chinese why not with the Indians, and 

I think the deal that was signed in the Clinton administration was very, very pro-China 

and anti-India. I thought that was incredibly short sighted because the Chinese were 

sending technology to Pakistan.  I thought that was the high point of American, I won’t 

say hypocrisy, but really weird policy.  

Mr. Shreedhar Rajan 

In the event of the deal falling through, what is the most likely direction that you see 

India taking and will there be any backlash from the US? Are we going to accelerate, go 

ahead with a vengeance, go ahead with testing, the Bharat Karnad way? 

Dr. Cohen 

I doubt India is going to start testing. I just don’t see that as part of the Indian strategy or 

intention. The question is: how much is enough? That is something that the Indians have 

been debating – that is, how many times, to put it crudely, do you want to kill the same 

Pakistani in Lahore – five times, six times, seven times, and how many times are you 

willing to accept New Delhi being destroyed? In other words you probably passed the 

point of overkill with regard to Pakistan and certainly in case of China you can kill 

hundreds of thousands Chinese easily. Is that enough to make you happy if you are 
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secure? I don’t know. If you have the American mentality and the Soviet mentality that 

more is enough, then you are going to feel insecure but my guess is that Indian culture 

and Indian politics would probably say, well we have is enough. I don’t see India 

embarking on a major nuclear arms race. 

I don’t think there is going to be any penalising. India is too powerful and economically, 

culturally, strategically important. 

Prof. Gopalji Malviya 

If the deal goes through, is there any package being prepared secretly for Islamabad by 

this President or the next? 

Dr. Cohen 

I don’t see that; there is no great rush to help Pakistanis out in a nuclear program. There is 

still a lot of anger, real anger towards Pakistan in terms of Pakistan’s bad behaviour. And 

furthermore, Pakistan is entering a period of tremendous instability. You don’t have to be 

a Pakistan specialist to realize that in one year from now things could be entirely different 

and there is no way the US is going to getting involved with a country, on the nuclear 

side, that is in such turmoil.  

Dr. Lawrence Prabhakar 

On Pakistan, what do you think will be the future, which is a great concern to India?  

Dr. Cohen 

I think that the chances are 50:50 that the present system is going to continue. There is 

also a possibility of re-democratization, I give that a small percentage, a possibility of 

Islamization, I give that an even smaller percentage, a possible regional break-up led by 

Baluchistan and followed by Sind and others, I give that a small percentage. The second 

most likely outcome after continuation is a change of regime to a tougher regime, it could 

be Musharraf himself turning nastier and tougher. I think that is what is happening now 
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with Musharraf, after Baluchistan, clamping down on the Press and especially the private 

TV networks. Musharraf and most of his senior advisors are non-Punjabis but an 

intervention by a Punjabi politician with the Punjabi generals could put Pakistan in a 

completely different direction – a militant Punjabi dominated state. 

My major conclusion is that I don’t know and I find it impossible to predict Pakistan even 

six months from now. And it is the uncertainty that makes me nervous. In India, we know 

what is going to happen. It is quite clear that you are going to have another coalition 

government. But in Pakistan, we are not quite sure what is going to happen. And if you 

look at Pakistani history it is very, very unpredictable. There has not been a single 

Pakistani government which has left peacefully, they have been overturned one way or 

the other.  

Dr. Lawrence Prabhakar 

I am tempted to ask one question – do you think a truncated Pakistan is a good thing?  

Dr. Cohen 

But then Punjab would have all the nukes and all the soldiers. They would also have 

anxiety about Kashmir. There are various scenarios which could lead to a transformation 

of Pakistan but that would involve a civil war or some kind of break up and that is not 

going to happen easily. The irony is that in 1971 India could do that by force, you can’t 

do that now, because if you try that, you don’t know what the craziest Pakistani General 

with his finger on the nuclear button will do, you have no idea what is going to happen. 

So, is it worth losing a major city in order to meddle with Pakistan? 

Dr. Lawrence Prabhakar 

Do you think there is a remote possibility of India doing what Israel did to Osirak? 

Dr. Cohen 
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If you could tell me where their nuclear weapons are and how secure they are, I could 

give you an answer but nobody knows that and nobody can tell me that. There is an 

interesting view here in India, maybe in Delhi, not in Chennai, that the Americans are in 

Pakistan in part so that we can nail the Pakistani nuclear program when the time comes. I 

do not know anybody in the United States who believes that. 
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Closing Remarks 

Dr. Lawrence Prabhakar 

The Indian and US policy making systems function differently but at the same time have 

certain common goals to reach. With or without the deal, I think the India-US strategic 

momentum is irreversible and it is going on the right course. As Dr. Cohen mentioned, 

the economic ballast anchors the India-US relations.  

As Condoleezza Rice and K. Subrahmanyam point out in their very eloquent testimony, 

in terms of the global concept of balance of power that is coming up in the Asia-Pacific, 

six powers shall be balancing each other in the 21
st
 century. Convergence and cooperative 

security will be the anchors by which relations in the 21
st
 century will be governed. For 

India-US relations, it will be an autonomous category because it is going to be more in 

terms of military inter-operability, joint forces and joint exercises that would determine 

how India and the US will take care of a world that has more and more failing states. 

On the positive side, we have two areas where India-US relations will have a very good 

future – one is in terms of space cooperation, and the other in high technology. This 

comes both in the July 18, 2005 statement and the March 2, 2005 statement where we 

find that these two elements of high technology as well as space technology and 

cooperation will be the most positive anchors of India-US relations. More than that, India 

and the US have very clear interests, not on the continental realms of Northwest India and 

Northeast India, but in the Southern flanks of the Indian Ocean. That is where India and 

the US will go into maritime security in terms of patrolling the Indian Ocean, in the 

Straits of Hormuz and Straits of Malacca. These augur for a positive future for India-US 

relations. On behalf of Gen. Raghavan, and my colleagues, and the Centre for Security 

Analysis, we thank you for having come down here to share your perspectives. 


