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An Idea of a Confederation for South Asia 

Vs The European Model 

 

 

2007 is a very special year, not only for India, but for Europe as well. 

India (and hopefully the subcontinent) celebrates the 150th 

anniversary of the Sepoy Rebellion of 1857 (known as the First War of 

Independence) as well as the 60th Anniversary of her Independence 

from the British while Europe commemorates the 50 years of its 

coming together. 

All these celebrations last the entire year giving us time to reflect on 

the past and ponder on the future. 

The Indian Mutiny saw Indians revolting (through armed uprisings) 

against British occupation of the subcontinent for the first time. The 

large scale rebellions brought about the end of the East India 

Company's rule and led to direct rule by the British government (the 

Raj) in India.  

Ninety years later, Lord Mountbatten landed on the subcontinent to 

liquidate the Jewel of the Empire. He was given one year to do the job; 

he completed the process in two and half months with disastrous 

consequences.  

However, on August 15, India was free. No one has forgotten the 

words of the first Prime Minister: “Long years ago we made a tryst 

with destiny, and now the time comes when we shall redeem our 

pledge, not wholly or in full measure, but very substantially. At the 
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stroke of the midnight hour, when the world sleeps, India will awake to 

life and freedom. A moment comes, which comes but rarely in history, 

when we step out from the old to the new, when an age ends, and 

when the soul of a nation, long suppressed, finds utterance.” 

It was indeed a day of rejoicing. After decades of struggle, India was 

independent. But India was divided. Today the tragedy of the partition 

is still ever-present in the sub-continent. Whatever other progress the 

nation has made in the fields of economy, development or education, 

this milestone remains heavy on the subcontinent’s neck.  

On the momentous day of August 15, 1947, Sri Aurobindo the great 

nationalist leader and yogi who had initiated the purna swaraj 

campaign in the first years of the 20th century, wrote: “India is free 

but she has not achieved unity, only a fissured and broken freedom... 

It is to be hoped that the Congress and the nation will not accept the 

settled fact as for ever settled or as anything more than a temporary 

expedient. For if it lasts, India may be seriously weakened, even 

crippled: civil strife may remain always possible, possible even a new 

invasion and foreign conquest. …By whatever means, the division must 

and will go. For without it the destiny of India might be seriously 

impaired and even frustrated. But that must not be.” 

If one looks at all the serious problems in India today, one sees that 

they are all related to the division of the subcontinent.  

Just ten years after the subcontinent was partitioned, the six European 

States (France, West Germany, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands and 

Luxembourg) decided to focus their energies on integration and union. 

On 25 March 1957, the Treaties of Rome establishing the European 

Economic Community (EEC) and the European Community of Atomic 

Energy (Euratom) were signed in the Capitol in Rome.  
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The EEC Treaty proposed to have a customs union and a common 

market between the Member States while the Euratom set up the 

bases for collaboration between the six States in the field of atomic 

energy. 

It is interesting to ponder on the fate of the old continent today closely 

united by institutions and our subcontinent, more divided than ever, 

with no unity in sight. 

One of the solutions which have come up again and again, at least 

from the Indian side has been a loose confederation of India and 

Pakistan (and with eventually other South Asian States). 

Not later than January 2006, President A P J Abdul Kalam spoke of the 

“possibility of a confederation between India and Pakistan …in 50 years 

time”. A few days later, Pakistan Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz while 

talking informally with the press at the swearing-in ceremony of four 

new members of the Legislative Council of Pakistan-occupied Kashmir, 

dismissed the possibility by declaring, "it may be the ‘Indian rulers' 

way of thinking".  

 

Nehru’s Idea of a Confederation 

This remark by the Indian President and the immediate response from 

the Pakistan PM is only the last in a long series of such exchanges. 

Nehru was one of the first political leaders to seriously think about 

such a scheme. After the 1962 China War, he was a broken man; he 

also probably knew that life neared its end and had a sort of obsession 

to find a solution to the Partition tangle.  

One should remember that the Prime Minister was then under 

tremendous pressure, both internally as his policy towards China was 

questioned (he was eventually forced to sack his arrogant Defense 
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Minister) and externally with the Western powers wanting their pound 

of flesh to support India against the Communist regime in China.  

The United States and Great Britain realized that with India in a 

difficult situation, the opportunity had come to ‘sort out’ the main 

consequence of the Partition: the Kashmir issue. Only two days after 

the unilateral Chinese cease-fire (November 20, 1962) Averell 

Harriman, the US Assistant Secretary of State and Duncan Sandys, the 

British Secretary of State for Commonwealth Relations rushed to the 

subcontinent to ‘help’ India. Because their action was hasty and not 

well-intentioned towards India, the government resisted the pressure 

and finally their plan to impose a Western solution to the problem did 

not work.  

A year later, Chester Bowles, the US Ambassador to India in his first 

letter to President Johnson after Kennedy’s assassination, made a 

clearer analysis. He noted: “If the Pakistanis had seized on this 

opportunity to establish a better relationship with India by a strong 

statement of support against China, or at least a beneficent neutrality, 

a wholly new atmosphere would have been created between Karachi 

and New Delhi... But Pakistan chose to endorse China's border claim, 

assert that India had attacked China, and have Mao Tse-tung as a 

friend.“ 

Realizing that India was squeezed by foes and friends alike, Nehru 

decided to propose a new concept: a confederation between India and 

Pakistan, the two brothers-turned-enemies. 

On December 19, 1962, during an interview with Selig Harrison, The 

Washington Post correspondent, he mentioned his idea of a South 

Asian Confederation. Many years later, Harrison elaborated: “The 

essence of the Nehru plan was his conviction that the Kashmir and the 

East Pakistan problems are inseparable parts of the same larger 
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problem. Both are accidents resulting from the hurried partition in 

1947, he believed, and both symbolized in differing ways the 

artificiality of the Pakistani Two Nations concept with its emphasis on 

Hindu and Moslem religious identity as the sole basis for the political 

structuring of the subcontinent.” 

Dr. S. Gopal, Nehru’s biographer wrote: “That Nehru was sincere in his 

desire for a general improvement in relations with Pakistan and was 

searching for a long-term settlement encompassing all matters and not 

just Kashmir becomes clear from his serious consideration once again 

of the idea of a confederation.” 

The interview for The Washington Post was given a few days before 

the first round of talks between the foreign Ministers of India and 

Pakistan, organized by Harriman and his British colleague. 

Nehru thought that such a confederal relationship between India and 

Kashmir could lead to a similar arrangement between the two halves 

of Pakistan and in due time enable a larger confederation between 

India, Pakistan and their smaller neighbours (Nepal, Bhutan, etc.). 

According to Dr. Gopal: “The advantages to Pakistan would be a link 

with Kashmir as well as a safety-valve for the growing irredentist 

feeling in East Bengal. To India the idea was attractive because it gave 

up the communal approach, moved away from the 'Two Nation' theory 

and opened out vistas of peace and cooperation with Pakistan.” 

Interestingly enough, Nehru put forward the example of Europe to The 

Washington Post: “Look at Europe, at the Common Market. This is the 

urge everywhere. There are no two peoples anywhere nearer than 

those of India and Pakistan, though if we say it, they are alarmed and 

think we want to swallow them.” 

Six years after the signature of the Treaty of Rome and while the 

Common Market was taking its infant steps, Nehru thought to start an 
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association on the lines of the European Economic Community. 

Nehru confided to Harrison: “Confederation remains our ultimate 

goal”. Though he wanted his remarks to remain off the record, they 

were published and immediately criticized by the Pakistani leaders who 

declared that India’s only ambition was to control South Asia: “She 

would obviously be the dominating member of any confederation.” 

A couple of days later, on the eve of the scheduled round of talks in 

Rawalpindi between Indian Foreign Minister Swaran Singh and his 

Pakistan counterpart, the Prime Minister’s Office had to issue a 

clarification: “he had not offered [a] confederation with Pakistan, 

although some kind of link could be considered”. A foreign Ministry 

spokesman had added that “there are no preconditions for the 

Rawalpindi talks”. One of Pakistan’s arguments was that Nehru’s 

proposal completely betrayed the futility of the ‘Kashmir negotiations’. 

Two months later in a letter to General Habibullah, Nehru mentioned 

again: “logically and reasonably the only right course for India and 

Pakistan still appeared to be to pull together while retaining 

considerable autonomy”.  

During the following months, six rounds of negotiations were held 

between India and Pakistan under the auspices of the Western powers, 

but unfortunately nothing was achieved. The concept of a 

confederation remained dormant for more than a year, but as Gopal 

remarked, “the idea was not out of his [Nehru’s] mind.” The historian 

rightly pointed out: “The trend in the world appeared to him to be in 

favour of large groupings or confederations of independent countries; 

and, while not elaborating on the possibility of such a grouping in 

South Asia because it would irritate Pakistan, the idea to him remained 

attractive.” 

It has to be noted that a similar concept, though not in detail was 
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floated by other political leaders. One could quote from Atal Bihari 

Vajpayee’s speech in the Rajya Sabha on February 13, 1964: “To 

speak of Akhand Bharat is not a crime. I dream that one day India and 

Pakistan will be one. If Germany can dream of unity, if Korea and 

Vietnam can dream of unity, so India too can dream of unity. But this 

dream will not be realised by force. The army will not be used. It will 

not happen through a war. It will happen through a change of heart. It 

will happen when the people of Pakistan want it.” 

The future Prime Minister added at the end of his speech: “I dream 

that India and Pakistan will form a federation, and that from the point 

of view of security, transport and external relations we will come 

closer. Today it is only a dream but, howsoever bitter is the reality 

today, we cannot abandon this dream.” 

It has to be pointed out that the terms ‘federation’ and ‘confederation’ 

are sometimes given a similar meaning. According to the Wikipedia 

Encyclopedia: “A confederation is a state or entity similar in pyramidal 

structure to a federation but with a weaker central government. A 

confederation may also consist of member states which, while 

temporarily pooling sovereignty in certain areas, are considered 

entirely sovereign and retain the right of unilateral secession.” 

In some cases the distinction between a federation and a 

confederation is ambiguous. Though contrary to a federation, a 

member state of a confederation may participate in more than one 

confederation. In some cases, nations which are federal in structure 

called themselves ‘confederation’ (i.e. Canada or the United States). 

In the case of the Nehru’s idea for South Asia, though it was termed a 

‘confederation’, the concept remained vague. 

 

Another Attempt 
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In December 1963, the Kashmir Valley witnessed the most serious 

situation since the raiders’ invasion of October 1947. It was sparked 

by the theft of a holy relic, a hair of the prophet Mohammed from 

Hazratbal Mosque in Srinagar. For days, Kashmir was practically in a 

state of insurrection with constant protests and riots. The waves 

spread throughout the Muslim world and particularly to Pakistan. The 

situation in the region was so bad that hundreds of thousands of 

members of the Hindu minority had to flee East Pakistan to take 

refuge in India.  

A week after it had disappeared, the relic mysteriously reappeared. 

The Indian intelligence agencies believed that it was the act of an 

insider. It is only after respected religious leaders testified that the 

relic was genuine that calm returned to the Valley.  

This incident greatly shook Nehru. To make things worse, on 6 

January, 1964 in Bhubaneshwar, he suffered a stroke from which he 

would never recover. These tense times probably put pressure on him 

to try something for Kashmir and Indo-Pakistan relations. A new 

opportunity to advance his idea of a confederation came in April 1964 

when Sheikh Abdullah was released from jail and invited for marathon 

talks to Delhi. 

In a speech in the Lok Sabha on 24 April, 1964 Nehru admitted that 

both Pakistan and China seemed to have 'larger objectives' in mind 

with regard to India, but he still “cherished the hope that India and 

Pakistan would be able to come together, much closer, even 

constitutionally closer.” 

Abdullah’s position was that if the conflict between India and Pakistan 

continued (and Kashmir was not granted autonomy), “there would be 

far-reaching consequences in the form of communal tension in other 

parts of India as well as in East Bengal”.  
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Historian S. Gopal wrote later: “[For Abdullah it was up to] Nehru, who 

understood Abdullah's position as an old friend and colleague and 

blood-brother, to settle the problem of Kashmir by reaching some 

agreement with Pakistan which would create a sense of peace and 

cooperation.” 

At the end of April, Nehru and Abdullah met for three days. Who spoke 

first about a confederation between India and Pakistan? 

Gopal says that, “Nehru had said nothing to him [Abdullah] about a 

confederation but [Abdullah] must have known that this idea was alive 

in Nehru's mind. So Abdullah now brought forward as his own proposal 

the possibility of a confederation of India, Pakistan and Kashmir. This 

was more limited in scope than Nehru's idea, for it did not envisage 

the autonomy of East Bengal; and Nehru was not happy about it, 

believing it to be both premature and lacking in balance.” 

But apparently, the Indian Prime Minister did not object to Abdullah 

taking the proposal to President Ayub Khan. According to his 

biographer, Nehru’s “attitude to Abdullah at this time was a blend of 

guilt at having allowed him to have been kept so long in detention and 

of concern at the consequences of his activities.”  

In May 1964 Abdullah left for Rawalpindi to meet Ayub Khan and 

discuss the Nehru (or his?) formula. Ayub immediately rejected the 

idea as `absurd': it would lead to the enslavement of Pakistan.  

It is said that Nehru was relieved, as he probably had only a moderate 

trust in Abdullah. The Sheikh’s visit to Rawalpindi was in some other 

ways fruitful as he was able to persuade Ayub to agree to come to 

Delhi for talks with Nehru. He had requested the Pakistani President 

not to reject any proposal till it had been discussed with the Indian 

Prime Minister. Nehru did send a formal invitation to Ayub Khan which 
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reached the Indian High Commissioner for transmission on 27 May 

1964 morning. Nehru died later that day. 

Though both India and Pakistan still stick to the backward policy to 

withhold permission from scholars to study their respective historical 

archives (whether there is a Right to Information or not in India, this 

does not change the mindset of the babus), a rather accurate image 

emerges from secondary sources.  

It appears that East Bengal was the real issue for the military dictator 

of Pakistan. Gopal confirms that what worried Ayub was East Bengal, 

which was bound to claim ‘self-rule’ in case Kashmir was granted 

autonomy. The tensions between the two wings of Pakistan had 

already started building up in the mid-sixties and when Abdullah spoke 

to the Pakistani Field Marshall about a confederation, the General 

dismissed it right away as a ‘trick to split Pakistan’. 

According to Harrisson who, as mentioned, had interviewed Nehru in 

December 1962, the Ayub Khan told Abdullah that: “Nehru knew very 

well that even exploratory negotiations on the idea would fan fires of 

Bengali separatism and lead to demands for separate, coequal status 

with West Pakistan, India and Kashmir in a confederal setup. Nehru 

was playing with fire, the Pakistani leader warned, given India’s own 

potential separatist threats in Tamilnad, Kerala and West Bengal”. 

But Nehru had a different vision. He had spoken of a “more or less 

parallel process” in India and Pakistan with both sides of the Line of 

Cease-fire (now LoC) in Kashmir getting progressively larger 

autonomy. He also thought that both parts of Kashmir as well the two 

Bengals would start trading and interaction between people would 

thereby increase. In turn this would bring some relaxation in the 

relations between the two nations. With an emerging new trust 

between Karachi and Delhi, it would then become possible to envisage 
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a loose confederation encompassing smaller South Asian States. Nehru 

was aware that such a move would increase the demand for autonomy 

in Kashmir and East Pakistan, but contrary to Ayub, he believed that it 

would not “inevitably [go] to the point of full autonomy [independence 

for Kashmir and West Pakistan]”. For him, Srinagar and Dacca could 

only find “advantages in retaining links with a larger unit”.  

The official Pakistani reaction was not long to come, Karachi violently 

denounced the concept. Obviously, a confederation meant that the 

‘Two Nations’ theory would be kept in the background and Pakistan’s 

hope to one day reunite all the Muslim populations of the subcontinent 

would be gone. Selig Harrison wrote: “The goal of an Indo-Pakistan 

confederation became a bogey in the relations between the two 

countries for months to come.”  

As we have seen the dice of destiny decided otherwise; Abdullah was 

still in Pakistan when Nehru passed away and the idea of a 

confederation was put in the cold freezer.  

When Lal Bahadur Shastri became Prime Minister, he declared in one 

of his first broadcasts: “We must reverse the tide of unfortunate 

relations” between India and Pakistan. He agreed that Ayub Khan’s 

declaration after Nehru’s death “showed both wisdom and 

understanding and it has come just at the appropriate time” but he 

added that a “great deal of patience will be necessary”. He however 

stated that India and Pakistan’s destiny was to be friends. 

The New York Times wrote: “Mr Shastri should move slowly but he has 

said that he would see Pakistan’s President Ayub in London at the 

Commonwealth conference in July.” 

It is obvious that the main bone of contention yesterday, like today 

was the ‘Two Nations’ theory. All Pakistani claims on Kashmir originate 

in the ‘Theory’ and its corollary: Gulab Singh’s State being 
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predominantly Muslim, Kashmir should come back to the Muslim 

Nation created at the time of the Partition for this purpose. For India, 

Kashmir represents the symbol of a secular State where all 

communities can live in harmony, respecting each other, including the 

minorities, which are dealt on equal terms.  

On March 25, 1971 the myth of the ‘Two Nations’ theory exploded. The 

Pakistani army committed against its own co-religionists, one of the 

worse genocides of the century. The US Consul General in Dacca 

cabled Washington: “We are mute and horrified witness to a reign of 

terror by the Pakistan military.” A few months later, it was India, 

Hindustan, which helped the Muslim populations of Bangladesh to free 

themselves from the Pakistani yoke. 

The continuous tragedy of the subcontinent is that Pakistan does not 

seem ready to go beyond a point where the Theory would become 

‘irrelevant’. They believe that their nation may loose its ‘identity’ if the 

‘Two Nations’ theory was blown in the wind. 

Sixty years after Independence, the myth is not dead, the Pakistani 

leaders continued to stick to the Theory, though Islamabad seems to 

ready to redefine the doctrine. The Government recently stated that it 

was "Muslim deprivation not religion" that led to Partition. Should this 

be confirmed, it would indicate a marked change in the Pakistani 

stand. In December 2006, The Daily Times quoted some Pakistani 

officials who declared: “The new national curriculum for Pakistan 

studies for Grades IX and X explains the Two-Nation Theory and 

Pakistan's ideology with specific reference to economic and social 

deprivation of Muslims in India."  

Only the future will tell us if there is a change of heart in Pakistan, but 

in India during the last decades, several Indian leaders such Malayan 

Singh Yadav or L.K. Advani spoke of a confederation. The latter 
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declared in an interview to Rediff.com in 2003: “We were of the view 

that we should not have agreed to Partition [in 1947]. We were of the 

view that it was not going to help either country. I am still of that 

view. Partition has not been to the benefit of either country. And I 

visualise a time when both these countries would voluntarily agree to 

some kind of a confederation. For me, that would be Akhand Bharat.” 

Here again it is more of a cultural or ideological concept. To our 

knowledge, detailed thoughts have never been invested on the 

workability of the scheme. 

In any case, as long as the trans-border terrorism continues unabated 

there very little chance to find a modus vivendi, not to speak of a 

closer cooperation between India and Pakistan. 

 

Together since 1957 

The fact that Europe will be celebrating “50 years Together” in 2007, 

when the sub-continent is still “Separated for 60 years”, is a good 

occasion to have a closer look at the old continent. 

One man, Jean Monnet has been central to the construction of the 

European Union. He had the intelligence to propose certain basic 

principles which became the bed-rock of the future Union.  

At the end of World War II Europe was going through one of the most 

traumatic periods of its history (in fact like the subcontinent in 1947); 

paradoxically this helped create the ‘circumstances’ under which a 

successful partnership could take shape. 

Before we look at the few principles on which Europe was constructed, 

it is necessary to point out that the European experiment had the full 

support of other allies, particularly the United States. This is a crucial 

point as the subcontinent never had this good fortune. The US 

Archives show how important the reconciliation between France and 
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Germany was for the US Department of State to avoid the recurrence 

of a conflict; US patronage certainly made the difference. In the case 

of South Asia, the role of the Western powers was more ambivalent to 

say the least. We have already seen it with the visits of Harriman and 

Sandys in 1962.  

A telegram from Chester Bowles the US Ambassador to India 

addressed to Harriman in 1964 shows that the American ‘interests’ in 

the region were not neutral. Washington was only interested to have 

an independent Kashmir to be able to control the region. 

On January 30, Bowles cabled Washington: “When I left Washington 

late November, understanding was that Department would take 

initiative aimed at winning support, first in India and then in Pakistan, 

for autonomous Kashmir. You will recall that this decision was to be 

taken at high level, and not to be referred to in any but most tightly 

controlled communications. Need for this program has if anything 

become even greater in light developments of past six weeks. …Indian 

Government has been forced consider seriously, as one means 

restoring popular rule Jammu and Kashmir, the release of Sheikh 

Abdullah, which would mean entire acceptance in principle of ultimate 

autonomy in some form. Time is ripe for careful covert campaign to 

bolster possibility such a step." Part of this cable is still classified.  

To come back to the old continent, the West’s support made a huge 

difference. Then the first principle on which Jean Monnet worked was: 

any association, partnership or union should be built between equals. 

Though at the end of the World War II, Germany was the looser, from 

the first days of the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC), 

France and its neighbour acted as equals. This principle remained even 

after the successive enlargements of the European Community (which 

became the European Union with the Maastricht Treaty in 1992).  
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For some reason, Pakistan has always felt that India “would obviously 

be the dominating member of any confederation.” Unfortunately, no 

Indian leader (including Nehru) has been able to dissipate this strong 

suspicion of India’s neighbour. Perhaps there is some truth in it!  

The uniqueness of Europe is not only due to the political will of its 

leaders to share their ‘sovereign’ power with other nation States, but 

also to create an institutional structure consciously biased in favour of 

smaller member states. 

Another principle set by leaders like Monnet, Adenauer or Schuman is 

that the association had to be based on a voluntary union. Unless and 

until the nations of South India feel the strong necessity to unify their 

efforts in a concrete and institutionalized manner, no significant 

progress can be made towards erasing the consequences of the 

Partition.  

It has to be noted, and it is a huge difference with Nehru’s plan for 

South Asia, that Europe has progressed by steps. It has never been 

question of jumping into a confederation at once. This probably 

explains the failure of the European Defence Community in 1954 which 

was a step too far, too early. Today, Europe is still institutionally in the 

process of construction (for example, a common Constitution could not 

be agreed upon when the French and the Dutch rejected it through a 

referendum in 2004).  

Another unique feature of the Europe Union was already engraved in 

the Schumann Plan devised by Jean Monnet in 1950. Probably for the 

first time in history, independent States agreed to create a 

supranational authority to which part of their national sovereignty 

would be delegated. This resulted in the creation of the European Coal 

and Steel Community in 1951.  
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The Treaty of Rome went a step further with the creation of 

supranational European institutions, namely a European Economic 

Community and a European Community for Atomic Energy (Euratom). 

These institutions have contributed to inculcate a shared political 

culture and have also helped to deal with diversity among the member 

states. It seems obvious that the immediate creation of a larger unit 

such a confederation is practically unworkable.  

An important factor welding the 27 European States together is the 

large number of ‘common’ laws, and this in several domains, including 

environment. The time factor involved in creating common policies and 

establishing common institutions is essential, especially when 

bitterness due to historic or other reasons, remains present. 

Yet another crucial factor and it was Monnet’s genius to have thought 

of it: the foundations of Europe used the very same materials which 

had previously divided the nations.  

Monnet thought: “What could be done to link France and Germany, 

and implant a common interest between them, before it was too late? 

That was the question I turned over and over in my mind in the silent 

concentration of the day's march.” 

During one of his daily walks the answer came: “Coal and steel were at 

once the key to economic power and the raw materials for forging 

weapons of war. This double role gave them immense symbolic 

significance, now largely forgotten, but comparable at the time to that 

of nuclear energy today. To pool them across frontiers would reduce 

their malign prestige and turn them instead into a guarantee of 

peace.” That was it.  

Monnet and his colleagues always remained down-to-earth. Both 

Germany and France had to rebuild their industries; his proposal was 

therefore to create a High Authority which could manage the resources 
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in coal and steel for both nations. This was the birth of the European 

Coal and Steel Community.  

Monnet later wrote: “On May 9, 1950, having ensured the support of 

Chancellor Adenauer, Robert Schuman made a proposal on behalf of 

the French government to place the entirety of the coal and steel 

production of both France and Germany under a common High 

Authority, which would also be open to other European countries.  

Immediately, Germany, Italy, Belgium, Luxembourg and the 

Netherlands responded favourably. These would form the European 

Coal and Steel Community. Its decisions would be binding on the six 

countries.” 

A treaty was signed in Paris in 1951. It established, alongside the High 

Authority, an Assembly of the Six, a Court of Justice and a Council of 

Ministers.  

A close partnership between the enemies of yesterday was set in 

motion, though (or because) ‘ideology’ was nowhere involved. 

Probably due to the fact that the ‘trigger’ was very practical (even if de 

Gaulle made fun of the ‘mish-mash of steel and coal’), Germany and 

France were able to collaborate and work together for the success of 

the European experiment. Probably because it was based on a material 

concept, the famous ‘Franco-German axis’ continued to survive 

whoever was in power in Paris and Berlin.  

The next step was the signing of the Treaties of Rome (fifty years ago 

in March 1957) which created the EEC and the Euratom. The Treaties 

of Maastricht (1992), Amsterdam (1997) and Nice (2000) saw new 

steps towards unification. Today, 27 nations hope to share a 

Constitution.  

If one comes back for an instant to South Asia, for Nehru, the 

‘triggering’ element was Kashmir. It was probably bound to fail as the 
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‘cement’ had too great an ideological and political flavor. Not only was 

there no general agreement between the different actors of the drama, 

but none of them was very sure of the role played by the other (for 

example, Nehru did not fully trust Abdullah when he went to 

Rawalpindi). In any case, the touch stone of the Kashmir issue was the 

‘Two Nations’ theory and as mentioned earlier, it was further 

complicated by the obvious links with the East Pakistan situation. 

Similarly today one can presume that if efforts were made to solve the 

divergence between Pakistan and India by giving a larger autonomy to 

Kashmir, it would immediately have consequences not only in POK, 

Baltistan or Gilgit, but also in Sindh, Baluchistan and the North West 

Frontier Provinces and probably in the North East in India.  

The solution is not to be found in ‘self-rule’ or more autonomy to 

Kashmir; which is probably why the Indian Prime Minister speaks 

today of ‘loosening the borders’ or making them irrelevant.  

True, the abolition of borders between most of the European member-

States (as well as today a common currency for 13 States) has been 

one of the most resounding successes of the European Union. In South 

Asia though some progress has been realized after the opening of the 

Line of Control between Srinagar and Muzaffarabad, a very limited 

section of the population is involved. There is still a long and arduous 

way to go.  

One the main difficulties is undoubtedly the free circulation of people 

and ideas between South Asian nations; even at the end of World War 

II in Europe, it was much easier to travel from one European country 

to another than it is today in the subcontinent.  

One of the main reasons is certainly the trans-border terrorism which 

forces Indian Security agencies to keep a strict vigil on the borders. 
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In Europe Monnet had prophesied that the Community ‘‘will be built 

through concrete realisations, creating at first a de facto solidarity.’’ 

He also spoke of the importance to ‘‘develop habits of cooperation 

among nations which had so far only known relationships based on 

power.’’ Unfortunately these habits do not exist in South Asia. 

Another problem is that the SAARC Charter is only based on ideals and 

principles but not on concrete issues: for example, any bilateral knots 

or issues are not to be uttered during the Summits. This is a 

tremendous limitation if the objective is to find a meaningful union. 

The main issue remains that the subcontinent has been partitioned on 

a divisive ideology, making the original partition more difficult to 

overcome. In the European case, ‘united in diversity’ is a stated 

principle in all the treaties. But today in this region, are all the South 

Asian nations ready to accept the very concept of ‘unity’ behind 

apparent ‘diversity’? This is a difficult question to answer.  

On the occasion of the 7th EU-India Summit in 2006, while thanking 

his host in Helsinki, the Indian Prime Minister acknowledged: “India 

and the EU are indispensable pillars of a new multi-polar world order. 

We have both the will and the capability to make meaningful 

contributions for meeting the challenges of managing global inter-

dependence.” 

If one looks at the situation beyond the borders of India, something 

that Europe could offer to the subcontinent is a model of integration 

and cooperation which has been tested for the past 50 years.  

Monnet once wrote: ‘‘I was convinced that the union of Europe was not 

only important for the Europeans themselves. It was valuable as an 

example for others, and this was a further reason for bringing it 

about.’’  
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Some Conclusions 

One of the first concrete things to share or to pool could be the 

waters. The creation of a High Authority which would have jurisdiction 

over the waters flowing into South Asia would be an interesting 

experiment. Is it possible to envisage that the South Asian States 

would be able to jointly manage their waters without mixing with 

ideological hang-ups? It would be a tremendous step for the region, 

but it is not an easy proposition, let us not forget that the same issue 

often divides several Indian States. 

Interestingly, just three months after Nehru’s death, the Pakistani 

President Ayub Khan made a new appeal for improved relations 

between India and Pakistan. He suggested a good place to start with 

might be by jointly harnessing the annual floods of the Ganges and the 

Brahmaputra. After having visited the flood-devastated areas of East 

Bengal [Bangladesh] he declared in a radio broadcast on September 

1964,: “It grieves my heart that year after year this menace of floods 

wipes away part of the results of our hard efforts.”  

Observing that India had the same problems as Pakistan, he added “I 

hope it will be possible to come to some reasonable arrangements with 

India and that the relations between our two countries will improve 

and start moving in the right direction.” 

That is a possible joint-venture. Many more could follow such as a 

customs union, common policies in the fields of environment, energy, 

agriculture or commerce, etc. 

A joint defense pact as envisaged by Ayub Khan in 1959 would come 

much later when trust and confidence are on more solid ground.  

It has to be noted that the proposed pact was cold-shouldered by the 

Indian Prime Minister (“Joint defence against whom?”) who probably 

perceived it as a trick. In fact, just before his death in 1974, Ayub 
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revealed his true intentions in a long interview to a Jamait-e-Islami 

journal “Zindagi”. When the interviewer asked him why he had offered 

a joint defence pact proposal to Nehru, he laughed and said it was bait 

which the Pandit didn't bite. He explained that the idea behind it was 

to deploy Pakistani troops in Kashmir as part of the joint defence 

arrangement and “once our troops were there, we would have told 

Indians to hold plebiscite”. 

Like a confederation this sort of scheme should come last and not as a 

starting point. 

During his recent visit to Helsinki the Prime Minister concluded: 

“India’s global vision would remain imbalanced without the EU 

…Similarly, we believe that the EU’s engagement with Asia would be 

incomplete without India.” 

Let us hope that these words will not remain only on paper and that 

they will one day be extended to South Asia. 

A true multi-polarity is important for the future of humanity. Can 

South Asia take the lead? 

 


