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Hesitations Of History 
-M. K. Rasgotra 

In his landmark speech to a joint session of US Congress, 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi declared that the india-US 
relationship had overcome the hesitations of history. Mean-
while, former foreign secretary M.K. Rasgotra has provided 
a tantalising glimpse into what might have been if those 
hesitations of history had been overcome, say, half of cen-
tury earlier. Among other things, India would not have needed 
to beat desperately at the doors of the Nuclear Suppliers 
Group today. 
According to Rasgotra, US President John F Kennedy of-
fered to help India detonate a nuclear device much before 
China did in 1964. But Indian PM Jawaharlal Nehru refused 
the offer. Rasgotra's claim looks to me an entirely credible 
one. 
Kennedy was one of the most pro India of US presidents 
who sought to empower democratic India vis-a-vis-Maoist 
China, which he saw as a grave danger to the free world 
(the US seeks to assist India's rise for similar strategic rea-
sons today, to ensure China doesn't call all the shots in 
Asia and to keep sea lanes open). 
Nehru, on the other hand, was enough of a pacifist to be 
vehemently against nuclear tests and nuclear weapons. He 
had fought the British to win Indian independence, and the 
UK and US were close allies (although Roosevelt did 
strongly intercede with Churchil to push Indian indepen-
dence). 
Nehru was also imbued with the pan-Asianism that was 
part and parcel of Indian nationalism-which sawAsian coun-
tries, paticularly China, in a favourable light vis-a-vis 'impe-
rialist' Western powers. For all those reasons. Nehru would 
cetainly have rejected nuclear assistance from Kennedy if 
it had been offered. 
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Only Nehru's sentimental view of China can account 
for perhaps his craziest foreign policy move : the big 
powers offered India permanent membership of the 
UN Security Council virtually on a platter, but Nehru 
declined it in favour of China. That may have been 
the primal act of Indian diffidence which set the tone 
for its foreign policy. 
But history would have been different if Nehru had accepted 
Kennedy's assistance and India detonated a nuclear de-
vice before October 1962. That would not only have bro-
ken with the psychology of diffidence; it would have de-
terred the Chinese attack and the 1962 war. The thrashing 
India took in that was psyched it into a permanent appease-
ment/avoidance syndrome with respect to China, which has 
impaired India-China relationship since. 
The 1962 pummelling also encouraged Pakistan's military 
adventurism against India in 1965, in an attempt to seize 
Kashmir. If the 1962 war with China hadn't happened, the 
1965 war with Pakistan could have been headed off as 
well. Kashmir would have seemed unattainable to Paki-
stan and eventually ceased to be an issue between the 
two countries. 
Sceptical that India's pssession of a nuclear device would 
have deterred Maoist China? In that case, consider an-
other counter-factual. In April 1960 Zhou Enlai visited New 
Delhi as Mao's emissary and obliquely proposed an east-
west swap. If India recognised China's claim over the Aksai 
Chin. China was willing to concede India claims in the east-
ern Himalaya. India would have lost nothing from such a 
settlement; Aksai Chin is an uninhabitated, mountainous 
area where as Nehru said, "not a blade of grass grows". 
Nehru hesitated to accept Zhou's proposal. Relations be-
tween the two countries soured and eventualy fell off the 
precipice. But what if Nehru had accepted and the India-
China boundary settled on a pragmatic basis? In that case, 
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again, the 1962 war would have been forestalled. 
India could have used Americarflechnology, capital and 
access to markets to build itself up, in the days when 
America was still generous with these things (perhaps due 
to Cold War reasons; Donald Trump's crabby outlook 
wasn't the norm then). With the border issue settled, rela-
tions with China would have been far better and India would 
have been in the right side of both the US and China. 
What happened, instead, was that Pakistan managed to 
play both the US and China to diplomatically outmanoeuvre 
India for a long time. That ended with Pakistan's military 
adventurism during the 1999 Kargil war, which convinced 
the US (though not China) that the Pakistani posture is a 
fundamentally dangerous and irresponsible one. However, 
Pakistan has strategically used 9/11 to claw back some 
US favour. 
Asian countries with close relationships to the US opened 
up their economies in the 1970s, enabling them to boom. 
Had India done the same it would have remained abreast 
with China, instead of falling behind till it's become, today, 
only a tiny blip in Beijing's rear view mirror. Eventually, Pa-
kistan too would have given up its existential emmity with 
India and thrown in its hat to join the South Asian boom. 
A clarification is in ordier: Nehru was one of India's great-
est 20th century statesman and it's worth nobody's while 
demeaning him (least of all by anyone who deems himself 
a 'patriot'). Nehru more than anybody else-is responsible 
for institutionalising democracy in India when he could eas-
ily have been a dictator. That is why Kennedy admired him; 
that is why we have democracy in India today. 
Given India's size and diversity dictatorship is a recipe for 
disintegration; democracy is the only guarantee of a stable 
polity. If India had disintegrated, none of the above counter-
factor-factuals could have materialised. Nehru's achieve-
ment stands out and dwarfs all his failures. 

X
X

X
X

)(
 X

X
X

 X
X

X
X

X
 X

X
X

X
X

X
X

K
X

 

 

 

 

 

x 
x 
x 

www.thearyasamaj.org  

Brahmarpao December' 16 Vol. 10 NO.5 
	

33 
	

11-1144K-IN 2073 12041L 



A man (A.B. Vajpayee) of few words who 
mesmerised all 

-Vinod Sharma 
"Kya chat raha hai partner, asked Atal Bihari Vajpayee, 
seeking me out from a crowd of journalists at Lahore's 
Minar-e-Pakistan on February21,1999. He knew of my stint 
as HT's Pakistan correspondent and was keen perhaps to 
know how his State visit, the last since by an Indian PM, 
was playing out in that country. 
I wasn't sure until his helicopter landed at lqbal park that 
the PM of "akhand bharat" (read BJP) party would visit the 
memorial to the Muslim League's 1940 call for a separate 
homeland. "It's a miracle, sir," I gushed. "If that's the mes-
sage to zara tafseel se kahein (say it in some detail). Pa-
kistanis always ask what purpose will be served ask what 
purpose will do not recognise their wajood (existance) as 
a sovereign nation". 
Now ailing, Vajpayee used to be a man of few words, un-
less on his feet in Parliament or while holding multitudes in 
thrall at rallies. 
But on the plush lawns of the West Punjab Governor's resi-
dence that evening, the BJP veteran surpassed himself-
as an orator and a statesman. To me, he shone like a 
Ratna, Bharat Ratna that day itself. 
Paradigm Shift 
The right wing, anti-India, Jamaat-e-Islami later had the 
Minar washed with rosewater in what it termed the 
memorial's 'ablution' after Vajpayee set foot there. That did 
not erase, however, from popular mind the impression 
Vajpayee made by his bold acceptance of Pakistan's re-
ality. In paradigm terms, it was a shift bigger than 
L.K.Advani's endorsement of Jinnah's 'secular' beliefs. 
Pakistan betrayed the Lahore peace process in Kargil. But 
Vajpayee persisted with his hand of friendship, inviting 
Kargil mastermind Pervez Musharraf to Agra i n 2001. It 
wasn't for want of his efforts that the summit ended on a 
lunatic note. 
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The madness flowed from Musharrafs megalomania and to some 
extent the internal BJP contradictions. 
What followed was a near war scenerio after the December 2001 
terrorists attack on Parliament. Two years down the line, a high 
profile visit to Pakistan by Indian parliamentarians afforded another 
opening for peace. Vajpayee seized it with alacrity, .making 
Musharraf commit in January 2004 to non use of his country's terri-
tory by terrorists perpetuating violence against India. Mumbai's 26/ 
11 made a mockery of the Pakistani promise. But history must judge 
Vajpayee by what he achieved against odds-at home and in the 
neighbourhood. 
Post-Script 
I once asked a BJP leader to read to recall one action or policy for 
which posterity should remember Vajpayee. He agreed wholeheart-
edly when reminded of his leader's role in ensuring the secular char-
acter of the 1984 vote after Indira Gandhi's assassination. Vajpayee, 
then BJP president, reached out admirably to the sikh community 
denouncing at public rallies in the aftermath of Indira's murder. 
The hugely polarised vote saw the BJP (with two seats) getting 
reduced to a rump in the Lok Sabha. KC Pant joined it in subse-
quent years. But when asked after winning the New Delhi after win-
ning the New Delhi seat on a Congress ticket in 1984 whether he 
won on a secular vote, he tamely argued : "I received support from 
all sections." 
The Bharat Ratna conferred on Vajpayee is richly deserved. He's 
the BJP's Nehru --acceptable to even those who disagree with the 
ideology of his party or the broader political parivar. 
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Oh God Almightly, we call You (Ganapati) the Master of our hosts; 
we call You (Priyapati) the Protector of all that is dear to us. We call 
You (Nidhipati) the Custodian of treasures. Oh (Vaso) Sustainer of 
all, You are my only hope in life May I fully know You the Sustainer of 
Primordial energy and thus be able to cast away the evil effects 
which force souls to be reborn. 
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