


 

 
 

 
 

 

  

    
 
 

 

 INDIA’S PAKISTAN POLICY 

This book critically examines the role of think tanks as foreign policy actors. 
It looks at the origins and development of foreign policy think tanks in India 
and their changing relevance and position as agents within the policy-making 
process. 

The book uses a comparative framework and explores the research discourse 
of prominent Indian think tanks, particularly on the India–Pakistan dispute, and 
offers unique insights and perspectives on their research design and methodology. 
It draws attention to the policy discourse of think tanks during the Composite 
Dialogue peace process between India and Pakistan and the subsequent support 
from the government which further expanded their role. One of the first books 
to offer empirical analyses into the role of these organisations in India, this book 
highlights the relevance of and the crucial role that these institutions have played 
as non-state policy actors. 

Insightful and topical, this book will be of interest to researchers focused on 
international relations, foreign policy analysis and South Asian politics. It would 
also be a good resource for students interested in a theoretical understanding of 
foreign policy institutions in general and Indian foreign policy in particular. 

Stuti Bhatnagar is an adjunct fellow associated with the School of Social  
Sciences at the University of Adelaide and the University of New South Wales, 
Australia. With a PhD in politics and international relations from the University 
of Adelaide, she specialises in Indian foreign policy, especially the role and 
rising inf luence of think tanks in India. Additional research interests include the 
examination of political dynamics that drive India–Pakistan relations and India’s 
changing foreign policy interests. 
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1 
INTRODUCTION 

India in the present day has made forays into forming international linkages, 
developing partnerships with superpowers and playing an active role as a leader 
of the Global South, forming new associations with other emerging world pow-
ers such as Brazil, China and South Africa (BRICS, IBSA). On the path of forg-
ing a high-profile power status, it has demonstrated high growth and advanced 
military capabilities and remains a firm adherent to the multilateral United 
Nations system. India has also taken a keen interest in global issues such as cli-
mate change, global trade negotiations and nuclear disarmament and remains a 
key proponent for regional cooperation. While international factors are signifi-
cant, India’s foreign policy behaviour is also conditioned by its domestic political 
imperatives, namely its political leadership and its institutions.1 However, more 
often than not, the study of Indian foreign policy has remained limited to a study 
of its bilateral and regional relationships rather than a nuanced understanding of 
foreign policy institutions and foreign policy actors. What is missing is a com-
prehensive exploration of the policy process, the actors and institutions involved, 
and the path that the policy process takes, to create policy narratives and policy 
frameworks. 

While the relevance and central position of the Ministry of External Affairs 
(MEA) in making policy is often clearly articulated in the literature, there exists 
in India an informal network of think tanks that engage with its foreign policy 
and strategic doctrines. Based on recent statistics, with 509 operational think 
tanks, India is placed second in the list of countries with the largest think tanks, 
and Indian think tanks have figured in the top 50 in the global think tank rank-
ings for several years now.2 With organisational capacity deriving from retired 
diplomats, bureaucrats, retired military personnel and academics, think tanks 
in India are also notable for a growing body of intellectual elites – adding to 



 
 

 
   

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

2 Introduction 

the public debate on policy issues. However, the role and relevance of think 
tanks, the importance of these intellectuals and their specific engagements with 
policy processes is unclear. This in essence is the central research problem that 
this book addresses. While Indian think tanks are sometimes identified as civil 
society actors and while their research contributions are being recognised, there 
is limited engagement with the specific role that they play in policy making,  
particularly on issues of foreign policy.3 This book aims to fill in this gap in the 
literature by critically examining the role think tanks play in foreign policy and 
developing a novel framework with which to analyse this relationship. 

India’s unique political context, its various institutional structures and their 
material and intellectual capacities have had a direct impact on the growth and 
position of think tanks within the policy landscape. Yet, while there exist con-
siderable analyses with respect to American and European think tanks and their 
inf luence on some notable foreign policy decisions, in Asia and in South Asia, 
think tanks have only begun to be recognised as viable players. Addressing this 
gap in the literature, this book examines their growth and development in India 
and highlights their growing relevance to policy making. It also highlights the 
specific structural constraints and the relative position of Indian think tanks 
within the policy structures. In doing so, a distinctive approach referred to as the 
Discursive Institutionalist–Gramscian (DI-Gramscian) framework is advanced to 
analyse the role of think tanks in foreign policy making. 

In critically examining the position of think tanks in policy making, this 
volume concentrates particularly on their role in one of India’s most impor-
tant foreign policy concerns, its relationship with Pakistan. India’s relations with 
Pakistan have been characterised by disputes on several issues, such as the politi-
cal status of Kashmir and the contested borders. This was complicated further 
by four wars fought in 1948, 1965, 1971 and most recently in 1998 in Kargil.  
Other disputes revolve around the sharing of river waters, contending nuclear 
doctrines, Pakistan’s support to separatist groups in Kashmir as well as its alleged 
complicity in acts of terrorism in India. The India–Pakistan conf lictual relation-
ship has left its mark on regional integration efforts in South Asia and is also 
often ref lected in international alliances and partnerships with the two South 
Asian neighbours. As a key security concern for India, therefore, the dynamics 
of the relationship with Pakistan has created both official and unofficial interest. 
Engagement with India’s strategy towards Pakistan has been at the forefront of 
research agendas in most security policy think tanks. Yet, a critical examina-
tion into think tank discourse on India’s Pakistan policy is missing. Further, the 
existing literature has not considered the unique contribution of think tanks in 
formulating a discourse on peacebuilding that makes way for an emboldened 
and more substantive foreign policy towards Pakistan. A critical examination of 
India’s Pakistan policy therefore presents a good test case for the analysis of the 
role of think tanks in general, and an examination of the nature of their policy 
ideas in challenging or supporting existing policy frameworks in particular. The 
examination of a specific foreign policy issue also presents an opportunity to 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Introduction 3 

investigate the place of Indian think tanks within the policy-making institu-
tional set-up in India – a subject that has not been studied so far. 

This chapter presents an overview of the overarching arguments presented 
in this volume. It begins with explaining the relevance of the India–Pakistan 
dispute to think tank development and their engagement with policy agendas on 
Pakistan, particularly during the structured Composite Dialogue (CD) initiated 
in 2004. Responding to inadequacies in the literature, the subsequent sections 
highlight the particular research contribution of this volume and the develop-
ment of the DI-Gramscian model as the most adequate theoretical explanation 
of think tank behaviour in India. The chapter details the research design and 
methodology used to account for the think tank role in India, using comparative 
categories of prominent Indian think tanks and their research programmes on 
India–Pakistan relations. 

Think tanks and India’s Pakistan policy 

As a key security and foreign policy subject, focus on India–Pakistan relations 
has been of considerable interest to Indian think tanks. In India, as the evidence 
shows, most foreign and security policy think tanks have had an active research 
and advocacy component centred on policy towards Pakistan. However, it is 
unclear how think tanks – both government and non-government – have framed 
the discourse on India’s relations with Pakistan and if their linkages with the 
government of India (GOI) help or challenge the introduction of new ideas on 
India’s Pakistan policy. 

To begin to understand think tank discourse on Pakistan, it is first essential 
to present the broad characteristics of the India–Pakistan relationship. Some of 
the general features of India’s Pakistan policy have been its emphasis on bilat-
eralism as a principle for conf lict resolution; the need to protect the sanctity of 
geographical borders in Kashmir, Siachen and Sir Creek; a focus on develop-
ments in Pakistan-administered Kashmir (PAK) 4 as counter to Pakistani policies 
in Indian Kashmir; competing with Pakistan’s inf luence in the region; and the 
continuing emphasis on terrorism as a major hurdle in the bilateral relation-
ship. All other issues of concern between the two neighbours are in turn seen 
through these broad contours of policy, based primarily on national security 
concerns. While there exist some examples of successful dialogue – as seen in the 
Indus Waters Treaty (IWT) or the formal agreement on exchange of information 
regarding nuclear power research facilities and a commitment not to attack each 
other’s nuclear installations – efforts to sustain a structured dialogue process have 
not been successful. There have been, however, sporadic attempts to engage in 
multi-track diplomacy through bilateral dialogues (Track One), back-channel 
talks and civil society dialogues, represented in the various Track II and Track 
III forums. 

Representing a significant change, the CD was the longest sustained and insti-
tutionalised effort at peace between India and Pakistan, which was formalised 



 
 

  

 
 

  
  

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
  

 

 
 
 

4 Introduction 

in 2004 and continued until 2014 with some periods of disruption. The roots 
of the India–Pakistan CD date back to May 1997, when at Male, then Indian 
Prime Minister Inder Kumar Gujral and his Pakistani counterpart Nawaz Sharif 
mooted the idea of a structured dialogue.5 The idea was first proposed in 1997, 
but several years passed before the CD could begin formally. The CD framework 
comprised discussions on eight key issues that inform India–Pakistan relations, 
namely, Peace and Security; Kashmir; Sir Creek; Siachen; Terrorism; Wullar 
Barrage/Tulbul Navigation channel (that is essentially a debate on the IWT); 
Drug Trafficking; and the Promotion of Friendly Exchanges in various fields. 
The dialogue structure was based on an incremental approach, attempting a 
simultaneous consideration of all key issues. It represented a departure from pre-
viously held positions and articulated a policy moving away from an excessive 
focus on Kashmir to one that attempted parallel progress on all issues. 6 

The CD created new spaces for out-of-the-box thinking on India–Pakistan 
relations and generated an atmosphere conducive for think tanks and research 
organisations to engage with policy making. The dialogue process at this time 
also attempted to expand the stakeholders, “involving for the first time, the 
people of India and Pakistan with an orientation to work at all different levels 
of state and civil society.”7 This ran concurrent with a more liberal funding 
structure that enabled foreign funding and a further involvement of think tanks. 
However, even though there are examples of think tank interface with the for-
mal dialogue through their research and active participation in multi-track ini-
tiatives, their specific policy discourse has not been examined. It remains unclear 
if think tanks at this point broadened/strengthened the government agenda or 
challenged dominant narratives during this period, offering new policy ideas  
relevant to specific aspects of the relationship. Think tank policy ideas and their 
specific involvement in the dialogue process will thus be detailed in this book 
with special emphasis on policy discourse that was developed on the specific 
basket of issues identified within the CD framework. 

Central argument 

While think tanks in India have developed to become a noticeable part of the 
Indian policy-making scenario, and some analysis and commentary has reasoned 
that think tanks should play a larger role in Indian foreign policy, research on their 
specific positions within policy structures and their engagement with important 
foreign policy choices is missing.8 Questions such as who makes India’s foreign 
policy; what constitutes the policy-making establishment; who are the actors 
and agents responsible for formulating the foreign policy in India; and how far 
each is inf luential remain unanswered and underexplored. Dominant scholarship 
has been limited to American and European case studies and has not taken into 
account the role of Indian think tanks. A dominant theme in the global literature 
has been the bridging role of think tanks as organisations engaged in research 
and advocacy on public policy, acting as a bridge between knowledge and power 



  

  

 
  

 
 

 

  
 
 

   
 
 

 

 
 

  

 

 

 
 
 

Introduction 5 

in modern democracies.9 While the limited literature on Indian think tanks has 
identified this bridging role, their discourse is seen to be lacking in policy rele-
vance.10 Further, scholarship on Indian think tanks fails to critically examine the 
symbiotic and interdependent relationship and the existence of a “knowledge/ 
power nexus” manifested in the collaboration between think tanks and formal 
structures of policymaking.11 Often considered as secondary actors, state-centric 
foreign policy making in India is emphasised that significantly curtails the for-
eign policy role of think tanks. Through an examination of think tank position 
within the policy process, this volume builds on the understanding of think 
tanks as policy actors/agents/idea brokers and information filters. It responds 
to inadequacies in the literature and critically examines the policy discourse of 
Indian think tanks and their specific part in promoting and challenging policy 
narratives set by the state. 

The book develops a DI-Gramscian framework that analyses think tank 
interactive processes and identifies their position in India as ideational actors. It 
explores their role in building consensus on the Indian government’s Pakistan 
policy and their possible potential to challenge dominant narratives and intro-
duce alternative policy ideas. Through an examination of their roles in policy-
making, creating a discourse on Pakistan and contributing to public opinion, the 
DI-Gramscian framework enables a look at “both the specific and the general 
inf luence on foreign policy . . . as catalysts and crystallizers of policy thought.”12 

This approach also provides an analysis of the intellectual elite at Indian think 
tanks and their specific social and political backgrounds that have had an impact 
on their foreign policy ideas as well as their ability to enable absorption of their 
ideas into policy frames. While discursive institutionalism (DI) is found useful 
for processual analysis, the recourse to Gramsci provides a theory of state-society 
relations that enables an examination that goes beyond elites and ideas. Gramsci’s 
emphasis on the state’s role in building consensus through collaboration with 
private organisations to mobilise and advance its own causes and to legitimise 
and promote its own interests is particularly relevant. While Gramsci’s under-
standing was based on domestic politics, its application to the study of think 
tanks is a new idea.13 The elites for their part, particularly the body of intel-
lectual elites that form think tank institutional opinions, symbolise Gramsci’s 
concept of ‘state spirit’. Private non-state actors including think tanks therefore 
become relevant for some decisions and are used for generating public opinion 
in others. Together, the DI-Gramscian approach helps to understand how think 
tanks have tried to strike a balance between developing independent research 
agendas while benefiting from continued government patronage and support. 
The application of this framework to India’s Pakistan policy highlights signifi-
cant patterns in think tank behaviour and their developing role in foreign policy 
decision making. 

The central argument of this book is that the institutionalisation and govern-
ment patronage to think tanks in India has enabled the Indian government to 
build consensus on policy directions on Pakistan. This is aided by similarities in 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 

  
 

 

 

 
 

6 Introduction 

think tank membership and the close collaboration between think tank intel-
lectual elites and policy elites manifested in policy discourse and the think tank 
contribution to public opinion. While think tanks provide an academic under-
standing of policy debates, their policy discourse has perpetuated government 
thinking on Pakistan, and alternative perspectives have often been sidelined. The 
infusion of foreign funding and relative independence from the government, 
however, has also enabled some think tanks to challenge government positions 
on Pakistan and introduce new and innovative policy ideas. Nonetheless, prox-
imity to the government has had a direct link with the ability of a think tank 
to introduce policy ideas and retain relevance as non-state policy actors. This 
argument is supported by a closer look at the institutional structures and material 
capacities that have had an impact on the place of think tanks in the policy sphere 
and their ability to inf luence specific foreign policy decisions. With regard to 
policy paradigms on Pakistan, therefore, policy direction has been provided by 
the state and has been subsequently adopted, refined and articulated by think 
tank research and analysis, making these foreign policy think tanks active par-
ticipants within the policy process. 

In addition to policy inf luence and the capacity to introduce new ideas, this 
book also considers the question of institutional embeddedness and the institu-
tional relevance of think tanks themselves, particularly when so many of them 
look to the government for financial support. The synthesis of the DI-Gramscian 
perspective enables a better understanding of the material interests and the elite 
character of think tanks, particularly visible in India where they represent the 
intellectual elite composed of retired diplomats, bureaucrats and senior members 
of Indian academia and civil society. The DI-Gramscian approach also provides 
an insight into research manoeuvring by think tanks to please funding bodies 
and government elites. Therefore, rather than portraying think tanks benignly, 
this study provides a more critical examination of the nature of interactions 
between policy elites and intellectual elites. 

Through case-study analysis, the volume highlights that research agendas at 
government think tanks are provided guidance and direction by policy elites in 
the government, and while each of these think tanks has followed its own dis-
tinct research direction, policy ideas on Pakistan have often overlapped. Similar 
membership patterns and similarities of opinion represented by intellectual elites 
have favoured dominant ideas on national security, often undermining deviation 
from government policy direction. Further, the creation of these think tanks and 
the support to the body of intellectual elites is an attempt by the GOI to institu-
tionalise consensus on policy directions, particularly on security. In comparison, 
non-government think tanks are not dependent on government funding alone 
and have therefore developed a broader understanding of Indo-Pak issues and 
offered some new policy ideas. Yet, the involvement of their intellectual elites in 
government committees and specific projects funded by the government aimed 
at providing policy expertise in areas where the bureaucracy lacks capacity have 
fostered linkages with government viewpoints on Pakistan. Further, similarities 



 

  

 
 

 

 
 

  
 
 

 
 

   

 

   
 

 
  

 

Introduction 7 

in the nature of this elite have also impacted the nature of their policy discourse 
on Pakistan. 

Approach and methods 

As mentioned earlier, this study develops a DI-Gramscian framework, which is 
a synthesis of Gramsci’s concept of the ‘integral state’ and the Discursive Insti-
tutionalist conception of the socially constructed nature of institutions. Recog-
nising the inadequacies in the literature to account for the role of Indian think 
tanks, the use of DI enables an enquiry of the different levels and different types 
of policy ideas as well as the interactive processes by which ideas are translated 
into policy. Such an approach is particularly useful when causal links between 
actors involved in policy construction and policy change are difficult to ascer-
tain. This is of particular relevance to the Indian policy-making scenario as the 
path to policy construction is unclear, made further complicated by the interac-
tions (both institutional and non-official) between think tanks and the perma-
nent bureaucratic structures. 

Examining policy making in India through the formal institutional set-
tings described by DI supports the argument that there exists space for outside 
expertise – for actors such as think tanks to impact the policy process. However, 
think tank impact is selective, based on issues and rather than being directly 
involved in the adoption and implementation of policy, they contribute instead 
to the innovation and diffusion of policy ideas.14 The focus of this book is there-
fore not so much on direct policy impact but on bringing to light the interactive 
aspects and the specific strategies that think tanks have used to have an impact 
and establish themselves as significant civil society actors. 

Other works on think tanks – including James McGann’s impact assessment 
based on resource, demand and impact indicators – focus on the think tank 
role in issue articulation, policy formulation and policy implementation.15 In 
addition, think tank impact has been considered through their advisory role 
to the government. Parmar, in his extensive analysis of American think tanks, 
particularly in the early years for instance, focused on a comparative analysis of 
each organisation’s membership, the social background of the leadership and the 
worldviews and institutional line that each think tank adopts and an examina-
tion of their role in particular foreign policy decisions.16 This book relies on 
Parmar’s methods of analysis, using the India–Pakistan relationship as a test case 
both for think tank inf luence as well as for an examination of think tank position 
and hierarchy in the policy landscape in India. Through an extensive discourse 
analysis of foreign policy think tanks in India, in particular their discourse on 
relations with Pakistan during the CD process, the interactive processes in prac-
tice are highlighted. 

Using DI, the emphasis on the interactive dimension of discourse – both 
the coordinative and communicative functions – is adopted to understand the 
processes through which think tanks in India seek to have policy inf luence. In 



   

 
   

 
 
 

   

 

 
  

   

  

   

   

 

 

8 Introduction 

addition, the synthesis of DI and the Gramscian framework allows for an exami-
nation of the relationship between think tanks and the foreign policy bureau-
cracy, highlighting the symbiotic relationship between knowledge and policy.17 

Using the DI-Gramscian approach, the role of Indian think tanks both in con-
tributing policy inputs on Pakistan in addition to their crucial role in mobilis-
ing public opinion on government policy on Pakistan is examined – looking at 
“both the specific and the general inf luence on foreign policy.”18 The emphasis 
is on a critical examination of think tank discourse on India’s Pakistan policy – 
either endorsing or challenging government narratives. 

The relevance and position of think tanks within the policy process and their 
ability to assume importance during what Ladi describes as “critical junctures” 
is also an important aspect here. Critical junctures “refer to particular historical 
moments that have lasting consequences and can provoke changes in policy.”19 

The positive atmosphere created by the CD and its structure represented such 
a “critical juncture” wherein avenues for policy change in India’s relations with 
Pakistan were available and active civil society engagement was encouraged. The 
discourse developed by think tanks during this period is thus a significant focus 
of this study. 

For DI scholars, the main explanatory task is that of demonstrating the causal 
inf luence of ideas and discourse. DI thus uses tools provided by process tracing 
to identify the intervening causal process – between an independent variable 
(foreign policy) and the outcome of the dependent variable (think tanks).20 The 
idea is to create a narrative of events to analyse the level of inf luence of think 
tanks that may explain “how specific actors carried certain ideas into the policy-
making fray and used them effectively.”21 These actors are often academics and 
other intellectuals (including think tanks) whose claim to knowledge and exper-
tise enables their voice to be heard above others.22 Zimmerman also employed 
process tracing as a methodology to investigate think tank endorsement of the 
Non-Traditional Security (NTS) agenda in South East Asia and determined the 
“causal process between the actions of think tanks, the promotion of the NTS 
agenda and changes in the institutional structures in the region.”23 Applying 
this methodology to an examination of Indian think tanks’ role in the framing 
of India’s Pakistan policy is, however, problematic as policy processes in India 
are unclear and the dominance of government narratives makes process tracing 
inadequate in explaining the particular inf luence of think tanks. The focus on 
process tracing also insufficiently analyses the composition of the intellectual 
elite at Indian think tanks and their specific socio-economic and political back-
grounds that have had an impact on their foreign policy ideas as well as their 
ability to communicate these ideas into policy frames. 

Other limitations of the DI approach identified particularly during the 
research process include an over-reliance on ideas and the under-estimation of 
material constraints. This was the rationale for the introduction of a Grams-
cian framework to consider the power of the state and the material/structural 
limitations of non-state institutions such as think tanks. Such a framework was 



 
 
 

 
 
 
 

  
 
 

   
 

 
 
 

 

 
   
 

  

 
 
 

Introduction 9 

found more suited to examine Indian think tanks, their role in policy making 
and to account for an analysis into state-society relations. The approach places 
emphasis on elites – their intellectual backgrounds, membership patterns and  
collaboration with the state – highlighting the Indian state’s potential in build-
ing hegemony on its policy directions towards Pakistan. The methodology and 
design of this project has thus developed throughout the course of the research 
process and field research in India that brought to light the specific environment 
in which think tanks operate. The understanding of think tank policy narratives 
on Pakistan and insights into their role in policy making has involved a detailed 
discourse analysis of policy ideas from think tanks, tracing their interaction with 
policy processes and determining how they sought to introduce these ideas into 
the policy frameworks on India’s Pakistan policy. 

Beginning with DI’s emphasis on the interactive dimension of discourse, both 
the coordinative and communicative functions of think tanks were analysed 
to understand the processes through which think tanks in India sought policy 
inf luence.24 Further, an examination of the role of the intellectual elite at Indian 
think tanks was conducted to uncover their contribution to think tank policy 
relevance and proximity to policy elites. As a relatively new phenomenon, think 
tanks in India are still dependent on government funding and patronage, very 
often a function of the think tank intellectuals. To incorporate this dimension, 
different categories of think tanks based on funding and membership patterns 
were chosen as the most useful way to examine their role in foreign policy. 

Examination of these differing categories allowed for an enquiry into the 
material and structural capabilities of think tanks as well as their role in inf luenc-
ing India’s Pakistan policy. Case study analysis enabled a “detailed consideration 
of contexual factors,” particularly when variables such as “democracy, power, 
political culture, state strength and so on are notoriously difficult to measure.”25 

Particularly relevant to this project, case studies also helped in the empirical  
identification of “new variables and hypotheses through the study of deviant or 
outlier cases and in the course of field work – such as archival research and inter-
views with participants, area experts and historians.”26 The insights from the 
fieldwork conducted in India brought to light the specific significance of think 
tank intellectual elite and their informal yet substantial ties with policy elites. 

The adopted categories therefore delineate think tanks on the basis of their 
funding patterns and their relative proximity to the government of India. They 
highlight the processes that think tanks are involved in as well as specific policy 
recommendations on Pakistan as represented in their research outputs. The first 
category is of government think tanks that are directly funded by the GOI and 
include the Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses (IDSA), the Indian Coun-
cil of World Affairs (ICWA), the Centre for Land Warfare Studies (CLAWS), the 
National Maritime Foundation (NMF) and the Centre for Air Power Studies 
(CAPS). Secondly, non-government think tanks that have secured private fund-
ing but continue to have significant linkages with the government were anal-
ysed. Think tanks in this category include the Observer Research Foundation 
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(ORF), the Centre for Policy Research (CPR), the Vivekananda International 
Foundation (VIF) and the India Foundation (IF). The third and final category 
also includes non-government think tanks but focuses the analysis on smaller 
institutions that significantly lack resources and government patronage. These 
are the Institute of Peace and Conf lict Studies (IPCS), the Delhi Policy Group 
(DPG), the Women in Security, Conf lict Management and Peace (WISCOMP) 
and the Centre for Dialogue and Reconciliation (CDR). The use of these catego-
ries in this research has incorporated the synthesis of the DI-Gramscian approach 
and has allowed for a critical examination of specific constraints – structural and 
ideological – that have impacted the way a particular think tank has been situ-
ated in the Indian policy-making scene. 

Policy inputs from think tanks were analysed through their research 
publications – policy briefs, project reports, conference proceedings – secondary 
data on the evolving India–Pakistan policy debates, as well as writings of think 
tank elite in popular media. Research outputs on crucial issues of significance 
between India and Pakistan were examined to investigate the involvement of 
think tanks in the formulation (coordinative discourse) and the communication 
of policy deliberations and achievements (communicative discourse). Within the 
broader narrative of India’s Pakistan policy, a particular focus was on the period 
of the Composite Dialogue from 2004 and its attention to eight key issues of 
concern. This period also ref lected a proliferation of foreign policy think tanks 
in India and a change in conceptions of security, with an increased emphasis on 
human security as well as active government engagement with the civil society 
and intellectual elites. 

Think tank engagement with policy issues in India, however, is often  
not institutionalised and operates at an informal level, leaving their specif ic 
involvement in the policy processes undocumented. This gap was mitigated 
to the best extent possible through semi-structured interviews. The inter-
view material provided insights from the personal observations of experts on 
some of the undocumented aspects as well as an insider perspective into think 
tank positions. For this purpose, 30 interviews were conducted with senior  
researchers in leadership positions who could provide insights into organ-
isational goals and decision making. Added attention was given to include 
researchers who were actively involved in projects related to India’s Pakistan 
policy. The interview process was very beneficial, as “interviewing is often 
the most productive approach when inf luence over the outcome of interest 
was restricted to a few select decision-makers, creating a bottleneck of politi-
cal power that increases the importance of agency in the story.”27 It was also 
useful to establish structural causes as it helped to “establish whether a political 
actor felt under pressure from forces beyond his or her control, and what those 
forces were, particularly when there are multiple independent variables in the 
theoretical mix.” 28 

The list of think tanks is restricted to those in the national capital of Delhi 
as most foreign policy think tanks are situated there, and it is where India’s 
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foreign policy bureaucracy is based. While several inf luential think tanks oper-
ate outside the national capital, they came to the scene when the CD process was 
waning, and there was a significant decline in think tank interest in Pakistan in 
response to both government policy direction as well as general public opinion. 
To incorporate the government and policymaker perspectives, some interviews, 
although limited, were also organised with current and former bureaucrats. The 
interviews were also used as an opportunity to gather think tank research mate-
rials not available in the public domain. 

Challenges 

While case study analysis illustrated how think tanks in India analysed and intro-
duced policy ideas on Pakistan, there were challenges in examining this role. 
The insights gained from the interviews were able to alleviate some of these, but 
a significant challenge was the nature of the issue itself. The volatility and com-
plex nature of India–Pakistan relations has affected think tank involvement and 
was also ref lected in some of the interview responses that offered a very general 
perspective rather than a detailed account of think tank involvement. Further, 
an aspect of think tank–government interaction in India is the exchange of clas-
sified policy briefs that were not made available for analysis. Some think tanks 
also maintained ambiguity on their funding information as well as specific proj-
ect funding towards projects on Pakistan. Additionally, viewpoints from within 
think tanks were also likely to be biased in favour of their role and organisational 
inf luence. While there were attempts to include more government actors to 
present a more balanced picture, appointments were provided only for junior-
level bureaucrats or retired diplomats and bureaucrats, whose insights while 
helpful were dated. 

An additional dimension of note in Indian think tanks is the lack of diver-
sity in think tank membership patterns that also resonates with the Gramscian 
framework. With the predominant presence of former bureaucrats, defence offi-
cials, diplomats and academicians from a narrow socio-economic base, think 
tanks form a part of the power bloc in India. This was also an aspect that enables 
the hegemony of intellectual ideas that are not far from government thinking. 
Also visible was a gendered dynamic, because the majority of interviewees were 
men, with a very small sample of women-led think tanks or women researchers. 
This has also changed the way ideas were represented in think tank discourse, 
with only limited attention to foreign policy ideas that focused on the different 
impact that the India–Pakistan conf lict has had on men and women. While there 
is some attention in this book to think tanks that actively articulate women’s  
voices (WISCOMP, CDR, DPG), they represent a minority perspective. 

Since May 2014, there have been signif icant changes in India’s relations with 
Pakistan under new political leadership in India and in Pakistan. In addition, 
under the Narendra Modi government, the institutional position of think 
tanks, their funding structures and their ability to engage with policy processes 



 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 
 

  

 
 

 

 

12 Introduction 

has changed. There is also an emergence of new US-styled think tanks includ-
ing the Gateway House: Indian Council on Global Relations, Brookings and 
Carnegie India, which are funded primarily by corporate interests in India and 
are changing the relative position of think tanks. The changing think tank 
discourse on Pakistan since 2014 has been elaborated on in the concluding 
chapter that also underscores the changing relationship of think tanks with the 
Modi administration. 

Book outline 

A DI-Gramscian framework forms the core of enquiry in this research, high-
lighting the collaboration of policy elites and intellectual elites in making policy 
on Pakistan. Chapter 1 therefore begins with a review of literature on think 
tanks, moving into a detailed analysis of the Indian policy-making landscape.  
DI provides the tools to establish processes of interaction between think tanks 
and policy, and the focus on Gramsci indicates the state’s collaborative inf luence. 
Think tanks are characterised on the basis of funding and affiliation, highlight-
ing membership patterns and composition of intellectual elites at government 
and non-government think tanks; their role as policy actors through an exami-
nation of their discourse on Pakistan; and their role in policy promotion and 
contribution to public opinion. 

Chapter 2  sheds light on the theoretical arguments that best explain the 
behaviour and impact of think tanks in the literature. In understanding the role 
of non-state actors, including think tanks within the policy process, this chap-
ter highlights the literature on the role of ideas and discourses, and identifies 
the various policy processes in which think tanks are involved. The interactive 
processes of policy construction as emphasised by the DI approach are detailed 
and the framework is applied to think tanks both in terms of their potential 
in creating discursive spaces and their contribution as discursive and ideational 
actors. Further, the chapter introduces the DI-Gramscian approach to exam-
ine the symbiotic relationship between the policy elite and the intellectual elite 
within think tanks. 

After introducing the broader theoretical and conceptual literature on think 
tanks, Chapter 3  presents an overview of Indian think tanks. This chapter con-
siders the trajectory of the foreign policy planning process in India and investi-
gates the engagement with civil society and grassroots actors. It elaborates on 
the structure of policy making in India, the origins and development of think 
tanks and their changing relevance and position. The second part of this chapter 
discusses India’s foreign policy discourse towards Pakistan, focusing particularly 
on the structured dialogue process initiated by the CD in 2004. It also highlights 
how the period of the CD expanded the space for think tanks in India, particu-
larly those dealing with foreign and security policy. 

The next three chapters focus on the specific think tank categories. Demar-
cated on the basis of affiliation and support from the Indian government, the 
focus of the analysis is on organisational membership, leadership and worldviews 
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as well as the specific role in policymaking and public opinion mobilisation with 
regards to relations with Pakistan. 

Chapter 4  focuses on government think tanks, namely the Institute for Defence 
Studies and Analyses (IDSA), the Indian Council of World Affairs (ICWA), the 
Centre for Air Power Studies (CAPS), the Centre for Land Warfare Studies 
(CLAWS) and the National Maritime Foundation (NMF). The chapter focuses 
on membership, funding arrangements, specific research agendas and policy 
ideas for relations with Pakistan that emerge from these think tanks. Using a 
DI-Gramscian framework, the relevance of the intellectual elite is highlighted 
through a focus on partnerships and networks, indicating inroads into formal 
policy making. The critical examination of policy discourses provides evidence 
that the emphasis of policy ideas at government think tanks has been to high-
light dominant viewpoints of each of the defence forces from where these think 
tanks receive patronage. While they may differ on operational details, they have 
ref lected the interests of India’s defence and foreign policy community towards 
Pakistan, through discourses emphasising national security concerns. 

Both Chapters 5 and  6  analyse non-government think tanks, but while the 
former examines some of the bigger and better resourced institutes with broad 
research agendas, the latter’s focus is on think tanks with a specific emphasis 
on peacebuilding.  Chapter 5  examines four important think tanks in this cat-
egory, namely the Observer Research Foundation (ORF), the Centre for Policy 
Research (CPR), the Vivekananda International Foundation (VIF) and the India 
Foundation (IF). With diversified funding, the ability of these think tanks to 
challenge government policy narratives on Pakistan was enhanced, ref lected 
in a broader and more academically informed policy discourse. However, the 
Indian government’s control over funding legislation and the close involvement 
of think tank elite in government policy initiatives has restricted the research 
independence of these think tanks. This was demonstrated in changes in policy 
directions as the CD process faltered and was prompted by the continuing need 
to balance proximity to policy elites and retain institutional relevance. 

The second part of the analysis on non-government think tanks in Chapter 6 
concentrates on institutions with research agendas specifically focused on peace-
building and reconciliation, namely the Institute of Peace and Conf lict Stud-
ies (IPCS), the Delhi Policy Group (DPG), the Women in Security, Conf lict 
Management and Peace (WISCOMP) and the Centre for Dialogue and Recon-
ciliation (CDR). It examines how relative freedom from government funding 
brought about by India’s liberalisation process and the specific focus on peace-
building impacted upon the nature of policy discourse emerging from these  
think tanks. Further removed from government patronage, these think tanks 
were able to expand narratives on India’s Pakistan policy, articulating the specific 
concerns of the civil society, notably women and youth perspectives. Yet, their 
relatively weaker linkages with formal policy elites and a distinct membership 
style also restricted their ability to inf luence policy changes on Pakistan. 

The study concludes in Chapter 7  with a discussion on specific patterns that 
emerge in think tank membership, the nature of intellectual elites and the level 



 
 

 
 
 
 

 

     
   

 
 

   
 

   

   
 

   
 

   

 
   

 

 
 

   
 

 
 

14 Introduction 

of interaction and communication with policy elites. Through a summary of 
material conditions that enabled or restricted think tank involvement in the 
policy processes, the chapter argues that although policy directions and foreign 
policy agendas were primarily the domain of the government and top leader-
ship in India, Indian think tanks were crucial actors used for the promotion of 
ideas in support of dominant state narratives and filling in knowledge gaps in 
new policy areas, particularly with regards to the discourse on India’s Pakistan 
policy. Hence, think tanks were used to build consent for government policy and 
had little space to challenge dominant ideas. Taking cognisance of the chang-
ing nature of India’s foreign policy following the election of Narendra Modi as 
Prime Minister in 2014, the chapter also presents a brief analysis of contemporary 
India–Pakistan relations and a summary of the changed nature of interactions 
between think tanks in India and the new Modi dispensation and the change in 
think tank attitudes towards India’s Pakistan policy in the contemporary period. 
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2 
THINK TANKS AND FOREIGN 
POLICY 

A Discursive Institutionalist–Gramscian 
approach 

The growth and development of think tanks in India is a part of a global phe-
nomenon of think tanks playing an increasingly important role in policy mak-
ing. While later chapters highlight specifically the role of Indian think tanks 
in the policy process, this chapter sheds light on the theoretical and method-
ological arguments that best explain the behaviour and impact of think tanks 
in the literature. The conceptual analysis of think tanks has moved from their 
dismissal as viable actors to a grudging acceptance of their role. Further, the lit-
erature on ideational structures and more recently institutionalism has adopted 
a more nuanced understanding of think tanks, their role and their inf luence in 
shaping foreign policy choices. Identifying think tanks as non-state actors and 
highlighting their interaction with state structures through their position in the 
policy sphere this book advances a Discursive Institutionalist–Gramscian frame-
work (DI-Gramscian). The approach seeks to understand processes/interactions 
through which think tanks attempt to create discursive spaces to contribute as 
policy actors in India. Institutionalists have argued that think tanks as policy  
agents are involved in framing and agenda-setting as well as the articulation of 
foreign policy for the purpose of creating public opinion. The power of discourse 
as highlighted by the DI approach, in particular the emphasis on the interactive 
processes of policy construction, is helpful, as causal relationships between think 
tank research and tangible policy decisions are difficult to find. Such an approach 
is particularly relevant to a restrictive bureaucratic structure as is prevalent in 
India. There has also been a proliferation of foreign and security policy think 
tanks in India in recent years, therefore making it imperative to examine the role 
that these expanding institutions play in India’s foreign policy making. 

While DI helps in identifying processes that think tanks are involved in, it 
lacks in the explanation of material interest calculations and the bureaucratic 
bargaining of think tanks, particularly visible in the case of Indian think tanks. 



 

 

 

 

 
  

   

   
  

  

  

 
 

 
 

Think tanks and foreign policy 17 

Therefore, to overcome the inadequacies of the DI approach, I combine Grams-
ci’s understanding of the role of the elite and introduce the DI-Gramscian frame-
work as a synthesis of the two perspectives. The need for such a fusion is also a 
result of the research process and the specific context within which Indian think 
tanks articulate policy discourse on Pakistan. The DI-Gramscian approach thus 
enables a more suitable understanding of think tank behaviour in India with its 
emphasis on the role of the intellectual elite and its collaborative relationship 
with the state. It is better able to substantiate the think tank role within the pol-
icy landscape in India, represented in the symbiotic relationship between foreign 
policy elite and think tank intellectuals. This chapter considers the theoretical 
approaches that have accounted for think tank inf luence in policy and in iden-
tifying think tanks as important policy actors. It presents the work of scholars 
of ideas and institutions and their critique that has led to the development of the 
DI-Gramscian perspective in this study. 

Definitions and typologies 

The literature on think tanks has grappled significantly with issues of definition 
and typologies.1 Think tanks are identified as actors, agents or simply research 
institutes narrowly focused on academic research. A generally accepted definition 
describes think tanks as organisations that are distinct from the government and 
whose objective is to provide advice on a diverse range of policy issues through 
the use of specialised knowledge and the activation of networks.2 Often referred 
to as civil society organisations or policy research institutes, they are different 
from philanthropic organisations and are both non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) and international non-governmental organisations. The bridging role 
of think tanks has been a dominant theme in the literature, with think tanks 
often characterised as organisations that engage in research and advocacy on 
matters of public policy and act as a bridge between knowledge actors and those 
at the centre of policy construction.3 

There does exist, however, criticism of this dual characterisation of think  
tanks. Highlighting the symbiotic and interdependent relationship between 
knowledge and policy, Stone concludes that “think tanks are not bridges but 
a manifestation of the knowledge/power nexus.”4 The limitations of the tradi-
tional definitions are also complicated by the expansion of think tank networks, 
each operating within their own unique cultural, political and historical envi-
ronments, also emphasised by Inderjeet Parmar.5 The over-emphasis of predom-
inantly Anglo-American definitions is inadequate to account for the specific 
political context in which think tanks develop or the proliferation of think tanks 
in political contexts outside of Europe and the US. This book therefore attempts 
to define and contextualise think tanks in India operating within their distinct 
political and bureaucratic settings. 

There are no specific definitions adopted for think tanks in Asia, but the 
attention of this book is on institutions that have been focused on research-based 



 

   
 

  
 
 
 
 

 

 

  
 

 
 

  

  

 

   

   

  

   

18 Think tanks and foreign policy 

policy planning and advocacy in India, particularly on foreign policy.6 Think 
tanks and policy research institutions in this research closely resemble what  
Weaver and Stares call Alternative Policy Advisory Organisations (APAOs) – 
organisations outside of government departments which serve as institution-
alised sources of policy expertise for government policymakers.7 Thus, think 
tanks go beyond the lobbying groups and formal governmental sub-committees 
that are constituted to design a specialised policy initiative. Yet, the proximity to 
policymakers and their specific position in the society also indicates their relative 
significance to the policy landscape – an aspect that is better understood through 
a theoretical examination of think tanks. 

Theorising the role of think tanks 

The theoretical understanding of think tanks has essentially emerged through an 
analysis of their place within policy circles, their engagement with formal state 
structures and the power of their ideas to inf luence policy and ultimately to cre-
ate a structural change in policy frameworks. Theoretical explanations offered 
so far have analysed think tanks through their position vis-à-vis the formal state 
policy apparatus. While realists dismiss think tanks as irrelevant, liberal formu-
lations place state interest and authority above those of think tanks, described 
as secondary actors. 8 Similarly, depicting think tanks as a closed network of 
corporate, financial and political elites, for some theorists they are “instruments 
deployed in the service of a ruling class political agenda with the sole purpose of 
assisting top down policymaking.”9 Dependent on funding and political support 
by policy elites, think tanks are recognised as instruments that gather informa-
tion and develop policy alternatives but remain limited by the issues of concern 
highlighted by the elites themselves. Indian think tanks such as the Institute 
for Defence Studies and Analysis, the Indian Council of World Affairs and the 
armed forces think tanks, based on such a statist and elitist point of view, would 
be subservient to agendas defined by the government, particularly when com-
pletely reliant on government funding. 

Pluralist explanations of think tanks, particularly within debates on the nature 
and distribution of political inf luence in the United States during the 1960s and 
1970s, have identified think tanks as one kind of organisation among many that 
compete to shape public policy, thus discounting the power of the ruling state. 
For pluralists, as Parmar argues, think tanks like Chatham House and Council 
on Foreign Relations (CFR) would be expected to be “independent of the state 
and self-interested.”10 Such institutes thus would be able to “exert significant  
inf luence over a relatively weak state/governmental system of policy forma-
tion.”11 The recent proliferation of think tanks in India, particularly those with 
independent financial resources, has also led some towards the pluralist point of 
view.12 The growing potential of think tanks has also led to arguments that think 
tanks have the potential to be a part of India’s “foreign policy software” and a 
viable institution of foreign policy in the future.13 
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The Marxist perspective, as highlighted by Parmar, is also likely to be domi-
nated by ruling class interests.14 Indian think tanks, often seen as “retirement 
posts” for the bureaucratic and military elite in India, carrying official baggage 
and lacking new innovative policy ideas on foreign policy, could be characterised 
in this way.15 Such a viewpoint, however, tends to undermine the power of the 
state. The Indian state represented by the political leadership and an inf luential 
foreign policy establishment are actively involved in policy making. This aspect 
is observed more prominently with respect to a securitised and sensitive subject 
such as India’s relations with Pakistan. 

Broadly therefore, the analysis on think tanks has moved from their relative 
position within the power hierarchies into the realm of knowledge and ideas and 
normative understandings that began to be emphasised by the constructivists and 
the neo-Gramscians. The focus also shifted to the role of “research communi-
ties” and the recognition of think tanks as ideational actors – crucial for the gen-
eration of ideas and their subsequent adoption into formal policy frameworks.16 

The inf luence of ideas on politics and the particular role of think tanks has been 
the considerable focus of researchers who debate the role of ideas in policy, the 
particular role of think tanks as “interpretive communities” and their signifi-
cance to the regional cooperation mechanisms in place within the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).17 

Furthermore, a focus on discourse and the discursive processes has particular 
significance to the Indian scenario, as think tanks hold relatively little political 
authority and work on the periphery of the political process, making it difficult 
to establish causal inf luence. Also relevant to the Indian case is the role of the 
elite that inform and guide think tank policy formulations. The proliferation of 
think tanks in India, their significant research outputs and the growing number 
of intellectual elites proficient in policy analysis makes it worthwhile to study the 
policy discourse emerging from Indian think tanks. 

Think tanks and the role of ideas in policy 

Several theoretical approaches have sought to explain the impact of ideas on 
policy.18 It is also a common theme running within the more recent literature 
on think tanks. Specifically, there is a consensus that the primary role of think 
tanks is to establish a dynamic between ideas and policy making through policy-
relevant enquiry. This is complemented by strategic practices to develop advisory 
ties to the government, industry or the public.19 If think tanks are to be under-
stood as ideational actors, then the effect that defining, framing and institution-
alising ideas within policy making and the interactive processes and institutional 
constraints that emerge out of this interaction also become important. The spe-
cific argument in support of the relevance of ideas is that 

by specifying what kinds of ideas serve what functions, how ideas of differ-
ent types interact with one another, how ideas change over time, and how 
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ideas shape and are shaped by actors’ choices, social scientists can provide 
greater analytic purchase on the question of exactly how ideas matter.20 

While ideas are often identified as one concept, Mehta recognises three differ-
ent levels of ideas that are relevant to the understanding of the policy process, an 
understanding also used by the DI framework that will be elaborated on later in 
this chapter.21 Ideas can be limited to policies or more complex formulations that 
include programmatic changes and shifts in philosophies. As policy solutions, 
ideas provide guidelines for solving given political problems and thus become 
a vehicle for political action and policy making. In the Indian case, this would 
include policy ideas by Indian think tanks on dealing with particular conf licts/ 
disputes with Pakistan as identified by the Indian government, for instance on 
Kashmir, or the resolution of the Siachen dispute. Policy changes may also stem 
from new programmatic ideas that are defined as precise ideas that facilitate pol-
icy making among elites by specifying how to solve particular policy problems. 
These are broader than individual policies and have the ability to provide “focal 
points around which policy makers can most easily build political coalitions.”22 

Public philosophies are the final tier and exist at a more fundamental level than 
either policy or programmatic ideas. These are the most difficult to change. 
Campbell too argues that “paradigm shifts occur when policy makers suddenly 
find themselves faced with unusual political economic problems for which the 
current paradigm offers no clear-cut solutions.”23 

The big question in addition to the nature of ideas themselves is thus to exam-
ine why some ideas become the policies, programs and philosophies while others 
do not.24 Within the study of ideas is also situated the ability of think tanks to act 
as idea brokers and information filters for governments and institutions, which 
is especially relevant in the light of new security concerns and complex policy 
problems.25 New conceptions of security and additional foreign policy concerns 
have corresponded with the proliferation and expansion of public policy research 
institutes, thus putting think tanks in a good position to act as ideational agents.26 

Think tanks are increasingly also being seen as an extension of the governmental 
bureaucracy that lacks resources, and thus possess the capability to invent new 
ideas.27 In India too, as will be highlighted in Chapter 3, the formal bureaucracy 
faces new challenges – due to new conceptions of security and India’s changing 
global position – which the current institutional policy structure is unable to 
meet. Owing to their assumed independent nature and disconnect from formal 
structures, this adds to the think tank potential to introduce new ideas and new 
narratives to foreign policy. This statement will, however, be problematised in 
later sections of this chapter and in other parts of the book through a detailed 
analysis of think tank programmes and discourse. 

Think tanks are often identified as organisations that promote and offer a 
way for policy ideas to gain supporters and to contribute to policy debates. In 
addition to their policy inputs directly to the government, several other ways in 
which think tanks seek to impact policy making include conferences, formal and 
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informal interactions with the policymakers, and through their participation in 
several multi-track initiatives. The dissemination of policy ideas through the vast 
range of research publications and the close interaction with the media is also 
an important tool that think tanks use to inf luence policy making. In addition, 
some think tanks are also invited by the government to organise trainings for 
government officials. Think tanks also create networks and “horizontal link-
ages” with other think tanks, particularly evident from analysis of think tanks in 
China, though instances of this phenomenon are rare in India.28 The creation of 
think tank networks and a neutral and unofficial political space can nonetheless 
be an important avenue for the introduction of new ideas with more autonomy. 
In addition to ideational networks, the question of institutional embeddedness is 
also important. Thus, the ways in which think tanks are linked to the state helps 
determine which ideas affect policy making.29 

The think tank role thus extends to problem framing, agenda setting and for-
mation of ideational networks aimed at introducing the different levels of policy 
ideas. Arguing in favour of the role of think tanks in creating non-traditional 
security frames in South East Asia, Zimmerman for instance contends that 

the implication is that once a frame has gained a certain level of acceptance, 
policy actors must engage with the ideas it contains and that by fram-
ing information in a certain context, think tanks are able to privilege the 
desired understanding of an issue.30 

Once a frame has been established, think tanks are then engaged in pushing 
ideas into the political agenda. The network-building potential of think tanks 
is also examined in the literature in the form of advocacy coalitions, creation of 
epistemic communities and also the personal networks of think tank personnel.31 

Recognising human agency in policy making, Peter Haas further examines the 
role that networks of knowledge-based experts – epistemic communities – “play 
in articulating the cause and effect relationships of complex problems, helping 
states identify their interests, framing the issues for collective debate, proposing 
specific policies and identifying salient points for negotiation.”32 

The ability of think tanks to establish networks and in particular the potential 
to exploit the networks of think tank personnel are very important factors in the 
case of India, as many former bureaucrats and policy experts are now a part of 
the think tank machinery with established links with formal structures of policy 
making. This ability will be explored through an analysis of think tank research 
discourse in later chapters of this volume. 

Discursive institutionalism (DI) 

While attention has been devoted to the inf luence of ideas on policy, the pro-
cesses through which ideas are conveyed, accepted and revised and actors that 
carry these ideas into the policy process are questions that still remain. This 
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brings the analysis to the concept of discourse and the particular question of 
agency. Theoretical traditions including the realist, statist, elitist and even the 
orthodox Marxists discussed earlier have considered the role of the “state” as 
central in the construction of policy and often dismiss private think tanks with 
little or no inf luence. The pluralists, however, relegate the state as a passive force 
and over-emphasise the independence of think tanks. In contrast, the framework 
provided by the institutionalists developed in response to approaches that over-
emphasise agency without structure take account of institutions. DI introduces 
the element of discourse and its relationship and interaction with institutions, 
notably seen in the work of Schmidt. Identifying discourse as a “more versatile 
and overarching concept than ideas,” Schmidt argues that DI enables an analysis 
of the different levels and different types of ideas as well as the interactive pro-
cesses by which ideas are translated into policies.33 

In introducing the element of discourse and the relationship between struc-
ture and agency, DI 

sets ideas and discourse in an institutional context and addresses explic-
itly the representation of ideas (how agents say what they are thinking of 
doing) and the discursive interactions through which actors generate and 
communicate ideas (to whom they say it) within given institutional con-
texts (where and when they say it).34 

Moving beyond the content of ideas, the attention is therefore on the interactive 
processes – an approach that is particularly useful when causal links between  
actors involved in policy construction and policy changes are difficult to ascer-
tain. According to Schmidt, the discursive interactions may involve policy actors 
in “coordinative discourse” or “communicative discourse”: 35 

the coordinative discourse consists of individuals and groups at the centre 
of policy construction (civil servants, elected officials, experts and others), 
the communicative discourse consists of individuals and groups involved 
in the presentation, deliberation and legitimation of political ideas to the 
general public (leaders, social activists, think tanks)36 

The discursive process for DI is often a top-down process where discourse is 
developed by policy elites and communicated to the general public by politi-
cal elites.37 However, the role of civil society and social and political activists 
could also reverse the process of interaction. Schmidt also accounts for the lack 
of interaction between the coordinative and communicative discourses when 
policy ideas remain out of public view in closed debates or if political elites  
choose to legitimate their policy ideas using arguments other than those used in 
the coordinative discourse.38 

The emphasis here is also on the specific institutional setting, of timing and 
the right audience – important elements needed for the discourse to be successful. 
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A distinction is also made on differing governing structures in “simple polities” 
where governance is channelled through a single authority with little consulta-
tion with outside experts, as in Britain and France. In this case the communi-
cative discourse tends to be more elaborate than the coordinative discourse. In 
“compound” polities, however, with multiple centres of power, such as the fed-
eral democracies of Germany and the United States, the coordinative discourse 
with several policy actors tends to be stronger.39 A strong bureaucratic society 
such as India would fit well into the “simple” polity classification, particularly 
when foreign policy formulation is controlled by top leadership and the foreign 
policy bureaucracy. However, as this volume highlights, despite government  
control, the effect of non-state institutions including think tanks, the media and 
academia in foreign policy formation and articulation cannot be dismissed. To 
investigate the relevant success of a discourse, DI uses the methods of process 
tracing, the analysis of speeches and debates of political elites that lead to political 
action, opinion polls and surveys to measure the impact of the communicative 
discourse, and interviews and network analysis to gauge the significance of the 
coordinative discourse. 

Discursive Institutionalism and think tanks 

In developing the DI framework, Schmidt identifies a “discursive sphere” within 
which “practitioners can discuss, deliberate, argue and contest one another’s 
ideas about ideas and discourse from epistemological, ontological and method-
ological vantage points.”40 In making the connection between ideas and col-
lective action, the importance of agents who articulate and communicate ideas 
through discourse, discussion, deliberation, negotiation and contestation is also 
foregrounded. 

Using DI to conceptualise the role of South East Asian think tanks, Zimmer-
man broadens the concept to what she calls “discursive spaces,” highlighting that 
“to enhance their discursive ability, think tanks have created unique discursive 
spaces where they can control the discursive process.”41 Her research identifies 
these spaces alongside formal governing processes but free from the strict politi-
cal limitations imposed on governmental venues. This, it is argued, “provides 
the opportunity for state and non-state actors alike to discuss delicate security 
matters in a more f lexible environment for instance in think tank organised 
dialogues, meetings, conferences and networks characterising the Track 2 pro-
cesses.”42 DI is therefore for this analysis found well suited to studying think  
tanks because it can analyse their position both within and outside existing gov-
erning structures and is able to clarify how by operating in the ‘middle’ of formal 
and informal process, think tanks can wield political inf luence.43 

Ladi and Medvetz have also analysed think tanks as crucial agents of policy 
making explained through the institutionalist tradition. While Ladi conceptu-
alises think tanks as carriers in the coordinative and communicative discourse 
spheres with special emphasis on their role during “critical junctures,” Medvetz 
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credits the institutionalist tradition for explaining think tank involvement 
during different stages of the policy process.44 While Zimmerman, Ladi and 
Medvetz analyse think tanks and think tank networks as leading to policy and 
institutional changes, Hope and Raudla outline how DI can be reconceptualised 
to understand policy stasis in simple and compound polities using Estonian fis-
cal policy and the federal climate change policy in the US as comparative case 
studies.45 

DI has only recently been applied to the study of think tanks, and it has not 
been used to analyse think tank inf luence on Indian foreign policy.46 Work on 
the institutionalist perspective in India has been limited to research on economic 
policy and issues of governance.47 Studies on foreign policy in India often over-
look the political processes that translate ideas into policy change, and thus a 
focus on DI will be useful here. The next chapter will explore critically the coor-
dinative and communicative processes in the creation of discourse in the Indian 
context, providing important insights into the discursive practices involved in 
the formulation of India’s foreign policy. It will further highlight the relevance 
of think tanks to these discursive practices, particularly with regards to India’s 
relationship with Pakistan. 

In examining policy making in India, particularly in the institutional setting, 
there is arguably space for outside expertise and for think tanks in particular 
to impact the policy process. While informal networks of think tanks, as evi-
denced from back-channel and track two diplomatic efforts often initiated by 
think tanks, are visible, ideas introduced remain unimplemented and think tank 
inf luence often remains unrepresented.48 When the dialogue process between 
India and Pakistan peaked between 2004 and 2008, think tanks appeared to 
enjoy considerable leverage in making policy recommendations. The relevance 
and position of think tanks within the policy process and their ability to assume 
importance during what Ladi describes as “critical junctures” is an important  
aspect here. Critical junctures, as described by Ladi, “refer to particular historical 
moments that have lasting consequences and can provoke changes in policy.”49 

The positive atmosphere of the CD can be perceived as one such “critical junc-
ture” wherein avenues for policy change in India’s relations with Pakistan were 
available and active civil society engagement was encouraged. 

Although removed from the formal structures of foreign policy making and 
significantly different in their inf luence and resourcefulness, particularly when 
compared to American think tanks, Indian policy research institutes are now 
visible players. Yet, rather than establishing causal linkages, which are difficult 
to find, the arguments in this book emphasise the ways in which think tanks 
attempt to become policy actors. Therefore, the aim is “to illustrate what it is 
that think tanks did that could have been policy relevant and to make statements 
about congruence between policy output and policy.”50 With an understanding 
of think tanks as agents in the political process, this study assesses their ability 
and impact on foreign policy discourse and the generation of new ideas and alter-
native policy frameworks, if any. In addition to policy inf luence and the capacity 
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to introduce new ideas, the question of institutional embeddedness and the insti-
tutional relevance of think tanks themselves needs to be considered, particularly 
when so many of them look to the government for financial support. 

The representation of think tanks through the DI perspective is, however, not 
free from critique. It often disregards material interests and the elite character of 
institutions such as think tanks. This is particularly visible in India where think 
tanks represent the intellectual elite. The over-simplification of the ideational 
role of think tanks based on the DI perspective also misses out on the research 
manoeuvring that think tanks often resort to in order to please funding bodies 
and government elites, leading quite often to a benign portrayal. The following 
section therefore turns to some of the major critiques of DI and introduces the 
DI-Gramscian viewpoint to overcome some of these challenges. 

Limits and challenges of DI 

While DI offers a middle ground between discourse and institutional analysis 
and is useful in analysing think tank participation in the policy process, there 
has been significant criticism of the approach. The major strands of critique have 
been its over-emphasis on ideas and the missing or under-explored emphasis 
on the material interests of policy actors, in this case think tanks.51 Stephen 
Bell, for instance, has highlighted the under-explored potential of the ideational 
approaches in addressing questions regarding the power of business interests, 
arguing that “while constructivists concede that agency is important for enacting 
ideas and norms, there has only been limited understanding of how to operation-
alise this interaction.”52 On similar grounds, Medvetz argues that in looking at 
the interactive processes of discourse, DI remains restricted to the official politi-
cal domain alone. He makes the argument that the impact of think tanks extends 
well beyond the political sphere into other social settings and particularly what 
he calls the “business activist” movement that has played a leading role in the 
promotion of pre-market ideology since the 1960s.53 Also identified as a problem 
is the missing emphasis on interests and the notion that actors in politics have 
interests that they fulfil through political processes. It is argued that while causal 
linkages between ideas and policy are difficult to identify, the linkages between 
interests and policy are more readily demonstrable.54 On its part, the literature 
on DI responds to these concerns and argues that “one cannot distinguish inter-
ests from ideas” and ideas are often used to justify interests.55 For discursive 
institutionalists, however, “ideas and values infuse and inf luence perceptions of 
position and often give power to actors even when they might lack the power 
of position as in the case of social movements who set the agenda for reform in 
policy.”56 

At another level, DI is criticised for being overly deterministic or idealistic 
with regard to the role of ideas and discourse and not accounting for processes 
of change that are unconscious, such as “critical junctures.”57 While DI places 
emphasis on agency, the particular aspect of time is also relevant, and historical 
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moments that can often have lasting consequences must be taken into consider-
ation. For Ladi, critical junctures offer opportunities to think tanks to “increase 
their visibility as carriers of new discourse and can facilitate change.”58 

The limitations of the DI literature become clear in the Indian context, too. 
The actor-centred approach fails to differentiate the effects of ideas themselves 
from the effects of the actors who bear them. There is also evidence that the sta-
tus of actors bearing new ideas affects the odds that policymakers will adopt their 
ideas.59 This is particularly relevant to the Indian scenario where the authority 
to introduce political ideas lies with the political elite, and therefore the connec-
tions between think tanks and the political elite warrant consideration. 

Zimmerman has underscored the control of political spaces by think tanks 
in South East Asia and their specific expertise on NTS that has enabled them to 
become primary actors pushing NTS ideas into political agendas.60 Think tanks, 
according to this conceptualisation, are “idea brokers” with noticeable “ide-
ational authority” on non-traditional security issues. 61 Yet in India, the policy 
elite is represented by the formal bureaucracy and the topmost foreign policy 
leadership. Also, the “intricate regional network of think tanks” that Zimmer-
man identifies in the South East Asian countries does not exist in India. Think 
tanks in India instead continue to be rather an informal network of intellectual 
elites. The nature of the issue under consideration is also pertinent. The nature 
of India–Pakistan relations and its inherent volatility and political sensitivity, 
coupled with a focus on traditional security concerns, impacts the ability of think 
tanks to exert inf luence. Zimmerman also argues that because of their close but 
informal relationships with the governments, think tanks in South East Asia 
have a distinct advantage when it comes to institutional change in Asia; however, 
proximity to the government has not provided such a “space” to Indian think 
tanks, and they are seemingly less ideologically driven as those in South East 
Asia or China. 

The aspect of institutional context in which and through which ideas are com-
municated via discourse has also been given attention by Schmidt. DI articulates 
that agents operate within institutions that shape the opportunities available to 
them; at the same time, agents are able to alter institutions through the use of 
discourse. It is at this point of discourse (interaction) between agents and institu-
tions where ideas are transferred and institutional change starts. The research on 
Indian think tanks, however, deviates from this point. The interaction between 
agents and institutions can also consolidate traditional institutions and curtail 
institutional change, in turn impacting the ability of think tanks to exercise 
inf luence. While there is truth in Zimmerman’s argument that think tanks are 
more agile and f lexible in responding to emerging policy challenges than gov-
ernmental bureaucracies, this gives them the opportunity to supply the concep-
tual language and paradigms for emerging security problems facing Asia. 62 In 
India, however, particularly with respect to foreign and security policy, while 
think tanks represent a significant forum for policy debates, policy paradigms are 
instead established by the state and refined by think tank research and analysis. 
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The relationship between the state and independent agents such as think tanks 
therefore warrants further examination. 

Using a Discursive Institutionalist–Gramscian framework 

While DI is useful for processual analysis, it does not adequately explain the 
processes through which think tanks can embed themselves into existing policy 
institutions to have wider inf luence on policy change. DI scholars have moved 
the debate into recognising the ideational and agency role of think tanks through 
their interactive participation in the policy process. They too, however, over-
emphasise ideational inf luence and leave gaps in the explanation of material con-
ditions in which these non-state actors operate, a challenge that will be addressed 
through the focus on a DI-Gramscian analysis. 

The question of institutional embeddedness is addressed somewhat by the lit-
erature on bureaucratic politics and the emphasis on bargaining and a distinction 
between “embedded institutions,” which over time can spread ideas but are more 
likely to get ideologically absorbed into the stronger bureaucratic frameworks 
or “insulation” that can reduce the institution’s inf luence over foreign policy. 63 

Stone and Higgott also argue that think tanks indulge in “research brokerage” 
and tend to “adapt scholarship to forms palatable for decision makers – more so 
when funding comes from the government.”64 

Perhaps more relevant to this study is the Gramscian perspective that appreci-
ates the interdependence of ideas and material conditions. 65 Gramsci provides a 
theory for state-society relations that goes beyond elites and ideas. In exam-
ining the role of intellectuals in society, Gramsci broke down “the superstruc-
ture into two great ‘f loors’, which he described as ‘civil society’ and ‘political 
society’.”66 The interactions between these elements for Gramsci incorporated 
“active political strategies that would forge these historic blocs.”67 According to 
Gramsci, 

the ruling class exerts its power over society on both of these “f loors” of 
action, but by very different methods. Civil society is the marketplace of 
ideas, where intellectuals enter as “salesmen” of contending cultures. The 
intellectuals succeed in creating hegemony to the extent that they extend 
the world view of the rulers to the ruled, and thereby secure the “free” 
consent of the masses to the law and order of the land. To the extent that 
the intellectuals fail to create hegemony, the ruling class falls back on the 
state’s coercive apparatus which disciplines those who do not “consent,” 
and which is “constructed” for all society in anticipation of moments of 
crisis of command . . . when spontaneous consensus declines. 68 

The impact of Gramsci’s ideas is that there exist constant negotiations between 
the civil society and the state. The value of agency in the political struggle and the 
concept of the intellectual is therefore important.69 Gramscian analysis is also 
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able to combine a “constructivist” understanding of the role of ideas with a clear 
acknowledgement of the importance of their material structure.70 The empha-
sis on the “organic intellectuals” playing a central role in hegemonic projects 
where specific sets of ideas are funded, generated and disseminated by founda-
tions, think tanks, publishing houses and NGOs is of particular relevance to this 
book. For Gramsci, the role of organic intellectuals “in directing the ideas and 
aspirations of the class to which they organically belong” is crucial.71 At think 
tanks, these intellectuals are the knowledge elites who, owing to their coopera-
tive engagement with the state and their ability to shape policy ideas, identify 
intricately with, and subsequently promote the interests of, the state. 

This approach is employed by Inderjeet Parmar in his discussion of American 
and British think tanks. While Parmar and others have referred to the existence 
of a formal foreign policy establishment, in the Indian context where think tanks 
are a relatively new phenomena, Raja Mohan for instance concludes that it is dif-
ficult to discern the existence of such a permanent establishment.72 What exists 
instead is an informal network that is led by a small but shifting group of experts 
within and outside the government. Raja Mohan also talks about the “existence 
of tiny, informal and consequential networks spanning the full spectrum of the 
Indian elite opinion and acting as the vanguard of India’s new foreign policy.”73 

While he insists that this informal network has an impact on vocabulary and 
concepts of mainstream foreign policy discourse within the nation, the argu-
ments presented in this book contend that the “state” introduces the vocabulary 
subsequently promoted by this informal network. 

The Gramscian approach emphasises the power of the state and the private 
forces – especially intellectuals. Parmar argues that a strong state is required to 
mobilise strong groups – such as the intellectuals and experts at Chatham House – 
to legitimise its own foreign policy reform programmes. The Gramscian view 
also resorts to a traditional focus on the domestic sources of power and political 
behaviour. This is of particular relevance to the India–Pakistan case, where much 
impetus for policy decisions derives from domestic politics rather than changes 
in global patterns. This volume bridges the perspective of the Gramscians with 
the DI focus on institutions to account for the think tank position in Indian 
policy structures. The DI-Gramscian framework analyses think tank interactive 
processes and identifies the position of think tanks in India as ideational actors. It 
enables a critical examination of the role of think tanks in building consensus on 
the Indian government’s Pakistan policy and their potential in challenging dom-
inant narratives and in introducing alternative policy ideas. Through an exami-
nation of think tanks’ discourse on Pakistan and the crucial role they play in 
contributing to public opinion, the DI-Gramscian framework enables a look at 
“both the specific and the general inf luence on foreign policy . . . as catalysts and 
crystallizers of policy thought.”74 Indian think tanks are also closely associated 
with various committees and institutions affiliated to the state. If they identify 
with the broader interests of the state and Gramsci’s ‘state spirit’ is a question this 
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volume addresses. Also in cases where think tanks work “independently,” the 
DI-Gramscian model permits an enquiry into think tank programmes, devel-
oped and conducted in close consultation with the state and benefitting from 
specific government-sanctioned project funding. 

Conclusion 

In understanding the role of think tanks within the policy process, this chapter 
has highlighted the emphasis in the literature on the role of ideas and discourses 
and the DI focus on policy processes in which think tanks are involved. While DI 
offers a good methodological tool to investigate the involvement of think tanks, 
the arguments in this chapter also brought into focus the Gramscian model that 
offers the best explanation of state-society policy interactions. In addition to pol-
icy inf luence and the capacity to introduce new ideas, Gramsci enables a closer 
look at institutional embeddedness and the institutional relevance of think tanks, 
particularly when many are still reliant on the government for financial sup-
port. The synthesis of the DI-Gramscian perspective is therefore better suited to 
examine the material interests and the elite character of think tanks, particularly 
visible in India where they represent the intellectual elite. The DI-Gramscian 
perspective also provides an insight into research manoeuvring by think tanks 
to retain relevance for funding bodies and government elites. Thus, rather than 
portraying think tanks benignly, this approach enables a more critical examina-
tion of the nature of interactions between policy elites and intellectual elites. 

The role of intellectuals in the making of policy and the importance of ‘col-
lective intellectual’ narratives is particularly important in the discourse towards 
Pakistan. I argue that the state in India generates popular and elite consensus in 
conjunction with the actions of private ruling class forces.75 As Parmar argues, 
the broad policy ideas emerging from Chatham House and CFR were similar 
to that of the official discourse, however, they differed on “tactics, details, tim-
ing and emphases, rather than fundamentals .  .  . converting Chatham House 
into an arm of official foreign policy within an agenda largely determined by 
the state.”76 The agency role of Indian think tanks is also restricted by funding, 
the inability to form advocacy coalitions and viable horizontal networks around 
issue areas, and the lack of considerable presence outside Delhi. Think tanks 
in India represent privileged knowledge – led by political and socio-economic 
elites. They could therefore be described as “recycling bins” operating at two 
levels: making/translating academic research into policy-relevant ideas and also 
recycling the experience of practitioners.77 The latter practice is particularly evi-
dent wherein the bulk of organisational capacity derives from retired diplomats, 
bureaucrats and retired military personnel. The strength of the DI-Gramscian 
framework is that it enables a critical examination of the specific ideas and par-
ticular interactions of think tanks, while also explaining their position within 
formal structures of policy making. Stone argues that “the constant restatement 
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of policy message via different formats and products . . . broadcasts and amplifies 
policy research” – a role that Indian think tanks are actively involved with, espe-
cially through their discourse on Pakistan.78 Think tanks also blur the bound-
aries between knowledge and policy. Having said that, it is also important to 
understand the private interests of think tanks themselves and their efforts to 
maintain their relevance and institutional strength – an aspect that will be high-
lighted through a DI-Gramscian analysis of think tanks in India. 
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3 
THINK TANKS AND INDIAN 
FOREIGN POLICY 

An overview 

The preceding chapter has outlined the role of ideas and discourse in the for-
mulation of foreign policy, examining international scholarship that identifies 
think tanks as ideational actors. It also introduced the DI-Gramscian perspec-
tive and its ref lection on state-society relations, the nature of the foreign policy 
elite and its relationship to non-state policy actors such as think tanks. DI provided 
a methodological tool to examine think tank interactions and interface with 
policymakers, both through their coordinative and communicative discourse. 
Yet it was found to be insufficient in explaining the material interests of think 
tanks and the evident bargaining that think tanks are involved in to retain their 
institutional relevance. Also problematic was the over-emphasis on ideas and 
over-simplification of structural constraints, curtailing think tank ability in get-
ting involved in the policy process. This was the rationale for the emphasis on 
Gramsci that enabled an understanding of the nature of interactions between 
think tank intellectuals and policy elites and their existing symbiotic relationship. 

An important aspect that emerged from the examination was that think tanks 
are better defined by taking into account the context in which they operate. For 
discursive institutionalists thus, “discursive processes help explain why certain 
ideas succeed and others fail because of the ways in which they are projected to 
whom and where.”1 A Gramscian understanding, however, appreciates the inde-
pendence of ideas and material conditions. In the context of India then, the place 
of think tanks as discursive actors is also a ref lection of state-society relations, 
which in turn has had an impact on the relevance and acceptance of their ideas. 

Analyses of India’s foreign policy, its transitions from idealism to pragmatism, 
grand strategy and the role of important personalities all form a substantial part 
of the literature on foreign policy.2 What is missing, however, is a comprehensive 
exploration of the policy process, the actors and institutions involved, and the 
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path that the policy-making process takes, though Bandyopadhyaya and recently 
Bajpai and Chong are notable exceptions.3 They too, however, give little cre-
dence to the role of think tanks. While the relevance and central position of the 
Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) is clearly articulated, it is not clear how ideas 
move across the policy process. The literature on Indian think tanks is even more 
ambiguous. The effort in this chapter is thus to draw attention to how literature 
on Indian foreign policy considers the role of think tanks as viable foreign policy 
actors. This chapter considers the trajectory of the foreign policy planning pro-
cess and examines the top-down policy-making process and the elite engage-
ment with civil society and grassroots actors. 

The comparative analysis of think tanks in India considers their activities 
and analyses their discourse, highlighting funding patterns and affiliation with 
the government of India. This is done by critically evaluating the organisational 
membership, leadership and worldviews; the institutional associations with the 
foreign policy establishment; and the think tank role both as policy actors and as 
inf luencers of public opinion. Using the DI-Gramscian framework, think tank 
discourse on India’s policy towards Pakistan is analysed. Additionally, Gramsci’s 
analytic tools examine power and policy making, providing a commentary on 
state-society relations in India, foreign policy institutions and the relative posi-
tion of think tanks within the policy landscape. The first section explains the 
origins and development of think tanks in India and their changing relevance 
and position as agents within the policy-making system. Emphasis is on the 
existing linkages between the think tank elite and the foreign policy elite in 
India. Taking a cue from DI and its emphasis on discourse, the second part of 
this chapter discusses India’s foreign policy discourse towards Pakistan, focusing 
particularly on the structured dialogue process initiated by the CD in 2004. It 
emphasises how this period expanded the space for think tanks in India, particu-
larly those that dealt with foreign and security policy, signifying Ladi’s “critical 
juncture.” The peacebuilding process also ref lected the growth of smaller think 
tanks with peacebuilding as their focus, with substantial attention to issues under 
consideration within the India–Pakistan dialogue. 

Foreign policy making in India – key institutions 

Dominant scholarship on Indian foreign policy has focused on events, land-
marks and India’s external relations with its South Asian neighbourhood and 
its engagement with the global superpowers.4 A study of Indian foreign policy 
has usually remained limited to a study of India’s bilateral relations, its national 
security concerns vis-à-vis its South Asian environment and most recently on 
the economic rise of India and the global interest that it has created. Very few 
have undertaken a more nuanced understanding of Indian foreign policy that is 
focused on the making of Indian foreign policy – its institutions, its frameworks 
and its leadership.5 Who makes India’s foreign policy? What constitutes what 
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is often referred to as the “policy-making establishment”?6 Who are the actors 
and agents responsible for formulating foreign policy in India and their relative 
relevance are crucial questions that this book addresses. 

It is important to shift attention to some of the prominent institutions respon-
sible for the formulation of foreign policy in India and their engagement with 
key issues. As Harsh Pant argues, “a nation’s foreign policy f lows from several 
sources – from the international system; to its domestic political imperatives; 
to the cultural factors that underlie its society; to the personal characteristics 
and perceptions of individual decision-makers.”7 With both formal and informal 
linkages, India’s foreign policy establishment – key institutions that are high-
lighted in the following section – form an essential component in the creation of 
a coherent foreign policy discourse. 

Policy planning in India is based on issue areas, leading to a subsequent division 
of authority. Three bodies in the Indian government primarily work together 
to make foreign policy: the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO), the National Secu-
rity Council (NSC) led by a powerful National Security Advisor (NSA), and 
the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA), not necessarily in this order.8 Other 
affiliated institutions include the Cabinet and its Committee on Security, the 
Ministry of Home Affairs, various economic ministries and the foreign affairs 
committee of Parliament. Within all these institutions, the elite from the Indian 
Foreign Service (IFS) are a significant part. Even though it is argued that the 
value of the service has declined, the MEA continues to be the primary institu-
tion responsible for the planning and implementation of India’s foreign policy 
and deals directly with the PMO on crucial matters of concern.9 The position of 
the Foreign Secretary is particularly crucial. 

There have been debates on the comparative role of this elite in India, namely 
the IFS, the MEA and the PMO. Much like international scholarship, the rel-
evance of institutions to policy has been considered through a pluralist and statist 
perspective with varying degrees of state control. The focus has been on leader-
ship and the evolving role and relevance of these institutions to the formulation of 
foreign policy in India. While some have focused on the dominant role of succes-
sive Prime Ministers who have held the portfolio of foreign minister and set the 
tone for the discourse on foreign policy, others have dealt with the highly cen-
tralised bureaucracy, which has made it fairly independent of the electoral process. 
India’s first Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru held both the foreign and defence 
portfolio as did his successors Indira Gandhi, Rajiv Gandhi, V.P. Singh and P.V. 
Narasimha Rao. Furthermore, Rao, I. K. Gujral and Atal Bihari Vajpayee made 
their mark as foreign ministers before becoming prime ministers.10 

In contrast, others have argued in favour of the centralised bureaucratic struc-
ture and its relative freedom from politicised patronage. The bipartisan nature of 
bureaucracy has also been highlighted.11 Arguments have emphasised the signifi-
cant leeway that bureaucrats in India have in crafting policy. Manjari Chatterjee 
Miller highlights a lack of top-down planning in India on its long-term foreign 
policy goals and argues that civil servants are often responsible for convincing 
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the leadership of particular policy decisions.12 Though convinced of the bureau-
cracy’s prominence in policy making, Narang however argues that: 

unlike other democracies such as the United States, where public opinion 
and executive bodies such as the State and Defense Departments exert tre-
mendous ideational and bureaucratic gravity in foreign policy, policy for-
mulation in India is restricted to a handful of individuals and, particularly, 
the Prime Minister, who with a stable government has significant freedom 
to manoeuvre in international affairs.13 

There is also emphasis on the dynamics between foreign policy and domestic 
policy and the specific nature of federal and state politics in India.14 Other analy-
sis has also considered the civil and military cooperation in the formulation of 
foreign and defence policy.15 

The inherently conservative, insular and “closed shop” bureaucracy has been 
the centre of much controversy and criticism in India.16 Echoing this sentiment, 
Raja Mohan and Miller also highlight that the IFS are insulated from outside 
inf luences and make little room for other services into its fold:17 “The monopoly 
of information on world affairs, and the development of specialists reinforced 
the condescension in South Block that they had little to learn from outsiders.”18 

Refuting this claim, Shashi Tharoor argues that where the situation warrants 
the need for outside expertise, the IFS doesn’t hesitate to consult, for instance, 
experts on trade issues, who have been taken on board for short periods.19 Such 
interaction, however, is limited. In addition to their exclusivist attitude, the 
Official Secrets Act also imposes penalties on former policymakers for the public 
disclosure of information.20 While the MEA’s archives are now available in the 
National Archives of India, the process of accessing them is arduous. Popular  
histories are thus penned by retired officials rather than policy analysts or histo-
rians.21 Thus, state control on the policy sphere is emphasised, with information 
limited to the policy elites. 

Yet, despite the “closed shop,” “insulated” bureaucracy, there is also emerg-
ing a gradual change to accommodate global and regional realities brought about 
by globalisation, the changing nature of conf licts, developments in the field of 
information and technology and the growing relevance of multi-track diplo-
macy. These have created what Raja Mohan refers to as a “different template 
for the South Block to deal with.”22 Thus, in addition to strengthening capacity 
in foreign policy, there have also been calls for a robust national security policy 
in India.23 Responding to this call, in 1998, the NDA government led by Atal 
Bihari Vajpayee established the National Security Council (NSC) and the post 
of the National Security Advisor (NSA). The NSA is assisted by a Deputy NSA 
and a dedicated National Security Council Secretariat (NSCS). This has allowed 
limited involvement of outside experts into the formal policy-making appara-
tus. Reporting to the NSC is the National Security Advisory Board (NSAB) 
that includes experts from various fields: ex-diplomats and foreign and defence 
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service officials, members of the academia, media as well as think tanks, and also 
some representation from the business community.24 After the Vajpayee gov-
ernment lost power in 2004, the new UPA government led by the Congress 
party initiated a process of economic reforms alongside an expansion of welfare 
programmes to be designed in consultation with civil society representatives  
in a novel institution, the National Advisory Council (NAC).25 The openness 
to civil society engagement was also evident in the realm of foreign policy and 
the government’s approach to Kashmir as part of the India–Pakistan dialogue, 
details of which will be elaborated on further in this volume. On foreign policy, 
the office of the NSA has been considered very crucial owing to its unrestricted 
access to the PMO and its supervisory role in handling matters related to foreign 
affairs and coordinating with the Ministry of Defence (MoD) and other key 
departments. Yet, here too, the role of leadership is important; for instance, the 
NSA under Modi plays a different role to the NSA under Manmohan Singh. 
Even though the NSA under Manmohan Singh performed a significant part in 
decision making,26 under the Modi administration that assumed power in 2014, 
NSA Ajit Doval enjoys a very close relationship with the Prime Minister and a 
more inf luential role in foreign policy decision making that is now centred in 
the NSC and the PMO.27 

In addition to these formal governmental agencies, there exist in India a net-
work of think tanks that engage with India’s foreign policy and strategic doc-
trines. Since they are relatively new actors, however, research on their role and 
relevance is limited. While sometimes identified as civil society actors, argu-
ments largely call for the need to strengthen the think tank role in policy mak-
ing.28 India’s foreign policy, it is argued, “must be seen as a shared partnership 
across departments within the government of India, and academia and think 
tanks outside the traditional corridors of power.”29 

Think tanks and Indian foreign policy 

Reiterating the definition of think tanks as used in the last chapter, the attention 
here is on institutions that have been focused on research-based policy planning 
and advocacy in India, particularly on foreign policy. The previous segment has 
highlighted governmental institutions responsible for formulating foreign policy 
and their declining expertise or incapacity to deal with new foreign policy envi-
ronments. This has foregrounded the need to shift focus to other institutions, 
including think tanks in India, and examine their rising relevance to the formu-
lation of discourse. 

Over the years, the evaluation of foreign policy institutions has taken into 
account the role of these non-state actors and intellectual elites associated 
with them. Alagappa identifies think tanks as an integral part of the architec-
ture of international relations (IR) studies in India and argues that “the out-
put of research institutes can contribute to academic inquiry and knowledge 
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accumulation as well as inform public opinion and policy formulation.”30 How-
ever, he also argues that: 

often government funded and/or staffed by retired diplomats and military 
officers, the foreign and security policy institutions have by and large fol-
lowed the government line rather than providing deep analysis of policy 
alternatives. The interests and priorities of funders appear to have been 
limiting factors for institutions financed by private sector companies.31 

Yet, the particular role that think tanks play in the promotion of ideas and policy 
alternatives in India remains uncertain. Also ambiguous is the changing rel-
evance of think tanks and with it the changing strategies that think tanks have 
employed in seeking to have an impact on policy. 

Within South Asia, India has one of the oldest histories of think tanks or pol-
icy research institutions that includes the Gokhale Institute of Politics and Eco-
nomics in Pune established in 1930, the Indian Statistical Institute established 
in 1931 and the Indian Council of World Affairs (ICWA) established in 1943. 
While the Indian Statistical Institute is not necessarily a conventional think tank, 
it has a notable history of promoting research, teaching and application of sta-
tistics, natural sciences and social sciences since 1931. Yet, it is argued that in  
the early years of independence, there was less attention to policy processes, and 
centralised planning and development goals were predominantly set by the state. 
“Research institutes that emerged during this period supplemented the work 
of the government by filling gaps in analysis and providing alternative sources 
of data.”32 This appears to fit in with elite theorists’ conceptualisation of think 
tanks as “instruments deployed in the service of a ruling class political agenda.”33 

The sole purpose of think tanks at this stage was therefore to assist in the business 
of top-down policy making. 

Thus, while some early think tanks emerged, they remained limited in their 
scope and the ability to inf luence discourse, and policy making remained the 
exclusive domain of the formal governmental machinery. Nehru’s individualistic 
style has also been linked to the development of the policy planning apparatus in 
India, particularly with reference to foreign policy. Arguments focus on Nehru’s 
preference for economic planning over planning on foreign policy.34 Nehru’s 
perceived preference for handling matters of foreign policy on his own with-
out relying on outside expertise was also linked to the inadequate development 
of proficiency in the disciplines of international relations and strategic policy. 
While Nehru was considered responsible for training and inspiring a generation 
of diplomats who shaped foreign policy, his personalised conduct of foreign pol-
icy affected foreign policy institutions, and the “personalised basis” was carried 
forward to other generations of Indian leaders.35 Thus, while economic planning 
was opened up for alternative thinking, parallel efforts were not made for foreign 
and strategic policy. Foreign policy formulation in the formative years of Indian 
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independence was the domain of the MEA led by Nehru himself (from 1947– 
1964) and inf luenced by Foreign Service diplomats, notably Krishna Menon 
and Vijayalakshmi Pandit, who advocated for prominent foreign policy decisions 
including the decision to pursue non-alignment and the support for decolonisa-
tion and nuclear disarmament. 

One think tank that enjoyed Nehru’s support, however, was the ICWA estab-
lished in 1943 – perhaps the only policy research institution that focused on 
international studies and concentrated on building expertise on foreign policy 
issues at the time. Led by intellectuals including M.S. Rajan, A. Appadorai or Tej 
Bahadur Sapru in 1955, as part of the ICWA, the Indian School of International 
Studies (later renamed School of International Studies, SIS) was set up and later 
incorporated into the Jawaharlal Nehru University ( JNU) established in 1970. 
Bringing together intellectuals, bureaucrats, professionals, businessmen, scholars 
and journalists, the ICWA continued with its activities in the field of interna-
tional relations and foreign affairs, experiencing a heyday in its first two decades, 
with speeches given by the likes of Margaret Thatcher and Kurt Waldheim and 
patronage from stalwarts such as Sarojini Naidu and S. Radhakrishnan.36 In 
1947, it organised the Asian Relations Conference, one of the earliest attempts at 
regional multilateralism initiated by India.37 

Institutions such as the ICWA were seen as a possible arena for mutual coop-
eration between the MEA and the research community. Debates around that 
time also advocated for an exchange program between the MEA and academia, 
where roles were reversed and each was given an opportunity to inf luence 
policy – through research and practice of foreign policy respectively. There was, 
however, no such provision in the MEA, and such a practice was not encour-
aged. 38 This resonates with the international debate marking think tanks as a 
bridge between knowledge and policy that has been highlighted in the previous 
chapter. The ICWA, however, remains one of the key foreign policy think tanks 
in India, and its interactions with the policy process and its institutional rel-
evance have evolved through the years – as is discussed in the following chapter. 

The development of policy research institutes also received an impetus in  
the 1960s. The absence of Nehru, India’s defeat by China and India’s war with 
Pakistan in 1965, in addition to the intensification of cold war politics, created an 
interest in research on defence and strategic studies. In 1965, therefore, the Insti-
tute for Defence Studies and Analyses (IDSA) was set up by the MoD, headed by 
K. Subrahmanyam and his acknowledged expertise in strategic affairs. In addi-
tion, recognising the need for research expertise in other parts of the country, 
the Indian Council for Social Science Research (ICSSR) was established in 1969 
to promote and develop regional institutions.39 

The creation of the IDSA and institutions in other states, along with the 
development of an independent media, “offered a nucleus around which a strong 
and inf luential community of IR professionals might have been built.”40 In addi-
tion, the Indian elite were plugged into the IR community around the world, 
published in international journals and hosted research scholars from abroad. 
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Whether or not it inf luenced early India’s external relations, literature has 
focused on the dynamism of India’s intellectual discourse on world affairs during 
the 1950s and the 1960s.41 The IDSA’s inf luence on policy, particularly the high-
profile leadership of Subrahmanyam, form a significant part of the scholarship 
on think tanks.42 While the debate until then had focused on the dominating 
inf luence of the MEA and the Prime Ministerial leadership on foreign policy, 
the literature gradually began to take notice of these “policy experts.” Yet, the 
role of the state remained central to the construction of foreign policy. 

The next phase of think tank development, one that has been described as that 
of “second wave institutes,” appeared in the 1980s with an increase in funding – 
both governmental and external – as India began to bring down the barriers to 
external funding.43 Thus, the Centre for Policy Research (CPR) was established 
in 1973, the Indian Council for Research on International Economic Relations 
(ICRIER) in 1981 and the Research and Information Systems (RIS), the think 
tank set up by the MEA, in 1983. However, while new organisations contin-
ued to emerge, the domestic political discourse became more centralised under 
the leadership of Indira Gandhi and, according to Raja Mohan, “foreign policy 
began to acquire a monochromatic hue and there was a general disempowerment 
of the older centres of foreign policy discourse in the region.”44 

The development of India’s nuclear weapons program, however, stands out as 
an exception to this disempowerment, and think tanks such as the IDSA and CPR 
and intellectuals –  namely K. Subrahmanyam and Brahma Chellaney – were 
lauded for their “advocatory role.”45 They have been accredited for suggesting an 
alternative policy discourse, especially with regard to debates on disarmament 
versus development of weapons, rejecting the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-
Ban-Treaty and proposing testing. With little access to official information and 
communiques, however, the accounts on the nuclear debate tend to derive more 
from personal interpretations and ref lections of those involved, thus making it 
difficult to ascertain concrete inf luence in policy making. It does, however, 
indicate the changing policy landscape in India, as ideas from private organisa-
tions outside of government began to be acknowledged and appreciated. Subrah-
manyam is credited with making policy-relevant research a goal worth pursuing 
for many younger researchers. Also, in the absence of common knowledge on 
military and strategic affairs, Subrahmanyam’s writings in the media contributed 
to the shaping of public discourse as well as “a tool to mobilize pressure on the 
politicians and bureaucrats deciding on foreign and national security affairs.”46 

With the economic liberalisation of India and the global shift in power, 
demands for expertise on a new foreign policy, articulating the interests of India’s 
changing global and regional position emerged. New institutions included Ban-
galore’s National Institute of Advanced Studies set up in 1988, the Centre for 
Contemporary Studies in 1990, the Observer Research Foundation (ORF) 
in 1990 and the Delhi Policy Group (DPG) in 1994. In addition, due to the 
increasing interest in South Asian neighbours and new possibilities for peace and 
cooperation, a number of think tanks focused on conf lict and peace studies also 
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developed. This was also a ref lection of the changing nature of conf lict glob-
ally and the development of new formulations on security policy along with a 
newfound focus on non-traditional aspects of security. Some of the noteworthy 
research institutions in this regard were the Institute of Peace and Conf lict Stud-
ies (IPCS) established in 1996, the Institute of Conf lict Management in 1997, 
the Centre for Dialogue and Reconciliation (CDR) in 2000 and Women in 
Security, Conf lict Management and Peace (WISCOMP) in 1999. Not limited to 
the national capital, new think tanks were also instituted in other parts of India, 
including the Centre for Security Analysis (2002) and the Takshashila Institution 
(2009) in Chennai. Additionally, the armed forces also set up their own special-
ised think tanks, namely the Centre for Air Power Studies (CAPS) in 2001, the 
Centre for Land Warfare Studies (CLAWS) in 2004 and the National Maritime 
Foundation (NMF) in 2005. 

To this growing landscape, a new crop of think tanks supported by political 
parties also emerged. Thus, while the Rajiv Gandhi Institute for Contempo-
rary Studies was affiliated to the Congress Party, the Syama Prasad Mooker-
jee Research Foundation (SPMRF), Vivekananda International Foundation 
(VIF) and the India Foundation (IF) have emerged with visible support from 
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). Further, new US-styled think tanks also now 
occupy the think tank landscape in India. The Gateway House: Indian Council 
on Global Relations was set up in 2009 inspired by the Council on Foreign Rela-
tions (CFR) in the US. The Brookings Institution and the Carnegie Endowment 
for International Peace – both well-known American think tanks – have also 
established branches in India. Recognising the growing strength of Indian think 
tanks, in January 2020, Indian think tanks featured in the list of top non-US 
think tanks in the  Global Go To Think Tank Index Report published by the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania. At rank 15 was the ORF, followed by the ICRIER at 
51, the Centre for Civil Society at 71, the Energy and Resources Institute at 91, 
Brookings India at 100, Gateway House at 124, IDSA at 139, USI at 148, VIF at 
149 and CLAWS at 157.47 

The growth in the number of think tanks has been attributed to several fac-
tors. While the need to engage with new issues of foreign policy required an 
increase in knowledge and expertise – a service that this growing number of 
think tanks provided – liberalisation and the increased interest of international 
agencies in policy research have also made the institution of these civil society 
and advocacy groups possible.48 Weaver and Stares suggest that this also ref lected 
the changing nature of representative governments and the rise of coalition gov-
ernments, which led to the fracturing of democratic processes and an increas-
ing demand for alternative policy advice.49 The cumulative effect of a class of 
leadership “non-dynastic” in nature, including Narasimha Rao, I.K. Gujral, 
Vajpayee, and Manmohan Singh, has also had an impact. Their tenures, it has 
been argued, moved India towards a more academic and structured approach to 
foreign policy.50 
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While leadership changed, the funding structure for think tanks also trans-
formed. Many were still funded by the government, but others found sources of 
substantial foreign contributions, thereby reducing their dependence on govern-
ment funding. Yet, the government also played an indirect enabling role here, 
by relaxing rules regarding international partnerships and the receipt of foreign 
contribution. It retained control on the regulation of foreign funding through 
the Foreign Contribution (Regulation) Act (1976, FCRA). The FCRA and its 
application has been known for its “arbitrariness of procedure.”51 Other ways 
in which the government exercises what is termed “despotic inf luence” is the 
donation of land or sale of land at concessional rates for the construction of think 
tank offices and income tax exemptions.52 For instance, the offices of IDSA 
and the other three defence policy think tanks (CLAWS, CAPS and NMF) are 
located on land under the jurisdiction of the MoD. The use of the FCRA by 
governments, led by either the Congress party or the BJP, have played a role in 
both enabling foreign contributions and also significantly restricting the ability 
of civil society actors including think tanks from pursuing specific projects. 

By control of funding, the inf luence of the government on the ideology and 
impact of think tanks is therefore debatable in India.53 Also, while economic 
research has benefitted from foreign funding, the argument is that by their very 
nature, the Indian foreign and strategic policy establishments would be wary 
of externally funded study, and the avenue of external capital is thus not an  
easy option for international relations and strategic affairs institutions.54 Fur-
ther, while liberalisation and privatisation policies in the 1990s improved private 
donor involvement in think tanks, they also raised crucial concerns regarding 
independence of thought and objective analysis. Though they occupied the space 
freed by the state in supporting think tanks, the grants were often project-driven 
and the limited research agenda, it is argued, “obstructed the emergence of an 
independent and critical research agenda.”55 The sponsors’ direction of research 
agendas was also a factor irrespective of whether they were public agencies, pri-
vate foundations or international organisations.56 Though foreign contributions 
can be controlled by government regulation, domestic private sector funding for 
research is also a new phenomenon in India. It is, however, pointed out that the 
“private sector is yet to make any serious long-term investment in developing 
think tanks and research institutions in the field.”57 

Theorising think tanks in India 

The previous section has highlighted the emergence of think tanks into the 
foreign policy-making landscape, demonstrating that their development has fol-
lowed crucial transitions in India’s domestic and foreign policy directions. So far, 
the literature examining think tanks in India takes a statist and elitist position 
and seems to place think tanks as secondary actors in the policy process. Indian 
think tanks are represented as a part of the foreign policy machinery; however, 
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focus has remained on formal institutions and their centrality to policy making. 
The literature lacks a detailed analysis of think tank actors’ and their institutional 
as well as informal linkages with the policy-making elite in India. 

Examining broader institutional positions and worldviews first, think tanks 
in India are found to focus on a variety of issues including social and politi-
cal policy, issues of the environment such as environmental pollution and cli-
mate change, socio-economic development and political participation. Foreign 
policy think tanks in India have commissioned a broad range of research stud-
ies, examining India’s geostrategic position, bilateral relations with its South 
Asian neighbours, international trade and development, and India’s multi-lateral 
engagements. In addition, non-traditional security issues related to drug and 
human trafficking, terrorism and other human security issues are also now being 
increasingly researched. 

In terms of membership, much like the MEA, while “first-hand” policy-
making expertise is plentiful in India, such expertise is possessed almost exclu-
sively by retired ambassadors and other post-career government officials. Indian 
think tanks are “characterised by a sharply bifurcated personnel structure that 
privileges senior staff and does not offer younger scholars a ready path for career 
advancement, through either government service or research.”58 Though many 
employ fresh graduates, the hierarchical structure is very similar to the Indian 
bureaucracy. Critics calling for capacity building within think tanks have also 
highlighted the elite privileged backgrounds of retired public and military offi-
cials and the lack of full-time research staff with strong applied theoretical and 
methodological skills in international studies.59 There has also been a trend of 
prominent personalities with good official linkages that have helped to raise  
the profile of some of these think tanks. Intellectuals including K. Subrahman-
yam (IDSA), Brahma Chellaney (CPR), Pratap Bhanu Mehta (CPR) and retired 
army officials including V.R. Raghavan (DPG and CSA), Jasjit Singh (IDSA and 
CAPS) and Dipankar Banerjee (IPCS) are just a few of the prominent names. In 
addition to their intellectual capability, these elite represent a privileged socio-
political background and have held senior positions in their specific spheres of 
expertise. 

Debates regarding membership, however, do not consider effectively the 
linkages that these knowledge elites build with policy elites – both in the MEA 
and in the PMO. The arguments continue to ref lect the disconnect between 
policy making and research.60 Yet, the way this elitist composition of think tanks 
benefits or challenges their institutional capacity to impact policy is not con-
sidered. The examination of think tank leadership and membership in detail to 
underscore the manifestation of the “knowledge/power nexus” between think 
tanks and policy elites is the endeavour of this volume. This is done through a 
critical examination of think tank involvement in the policy formulation pro-
cess, especially on the discourse on Pakistan. For DI, two elements that highlight 
think tank inf luence are the coordinative and communicative discourse and the 
ability of think tanks to “transfer knowledge to discourse and act as carriers of 
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coordinative and communicative discourse.”61 Think tanks can also “promote 
specific ideas, specific framing of policy issues and provide arguments for the 
debate by participating in advocacy coalitions.”62 

Previous sections of this chapter have highlighted that scholarship on Indian 
think tanks has considered them to have limited political power or authority, 
working primarily as experts offering second opinions or specialised knowledge. 
The highly bureaucratic and exclusive political culture in India has been blamed 
for limited avenues for think tank involvement. Policy-relevant ideas put forward 
by think tanks have also often been found to be too theoretical in their scope. As 
Sanjaya Baru maintains, “officials in government argue that the so-called experts 
are far too theoretical in their approach, unwilling to be realists and that area 
studies have very little ground level understanding of their areas.”63 From the 
perspective of think tanks though, K. Subrahmanyam argued that: 

in foreign and strategic affairs, bureaucrats continue to retain their rel-
evance and power by withholding information to outside scholars and 
experts. Consequently, when a non-governmental analyst comes up with 
a viewpoint unacceptable to the government, the bureaucracy dismisses 
it merely on the grounds that the viewpoint is not grounded in reality.64 

Still perceived of as an American conception, think tank inf luence is restricted 
by bureaucrats, who are reluctant to build viable networks with them. 65 How-
ever, while the literature has treated policy elites (such as bureaucrats) and 
knowledge elites at think tanks as mutually exclusive entities, this book explores 
their symbiotic relationship. It investigates if policy elites in the government 
use the resources of think tanks – their discourse and their ability to gener-
ate public opinion – to privilege a particular understanding of a foreign pol-
icy issue. Inversely, it examines adjustments made by think tanks to maintain 
their research relevance to suit government policy directions and balance their 
research autonomy by offering new policy ideas. 

In recent years, the capacity of think tanks to offer policy-relevant research 
has begun to be recognised, and the government has invited the expertise of 
some of these organisations. For instance, as the designated Indian Track II coor-
dinator for BRICS and a member of the BRICS Think Tanks Council, ORF has 
provided knowledge inputs and helped to strengthen research collaboration with 
the other nodal BRICS coordinating institutions in the member countries.66 

Similarly, in March 2013, CPR, in collaboration with the Brookings Institu-
tion and the China Institute of Contemporary International Relations, hosted 
a Track-II Trialogue among India, the USA and China in New Delhi. The 
conference was the third in a series of meetings that had been initiated in 2012. 
New developments in the region and the need for alternative research have also 
prompted several new initiatives. Thus, in May 2013, an ORF-commissioned 
project on the ‘Future of Afghanistan Post-NATO Withdrawal and its Impli-
cations for India’ presented its research to the MoD. Similarly, the DPG’s 
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“Afghanistan-India-Pakistan trialogue” initiated in 2009 brought together pol-
icymakers, analysts and Track II representatives from Afghanistan, India and 
Pakistan, to review changes and progress in Afghanistan, India and Pakistan 
relations, and to see whether there were new opportunities for the three coun-
tries to work together trilaterally, or in parallel bilaterals, to spur stalled and/or 
obstacle-strewn peace processes among them. 67 

Working closely with government ministries on particular issues has broad-
ened the scope of the “coordinative discourse” of Indian think tanks. These 
dialogue forums and focused research on new issues concerning Indian foreign 
policy have provided think tanks with an opportunity to interact with actors  
at the centre of policy construction. However, as has been highlighted in the 
previous chapter, in a polity like India, foreign policy formulation is controlled 
by top leadership and the foreign policy bureaucracy. The broader literature 
presented earlier has also indicated this trend. What opportunities then do think 
tanks in India have to act as foreign policy actors? Are Indian think tanks able to 
transform into “sentient agents” of Schmidt’s understanding, “who articulate 
and communicate their ideas through discourse in exchanges that may involve 
discussion, deliberation, negotiation and contestation”? 68 

It is also important here to mention DI’s emphasis on the potential of agents as 
having both “background ideational abilities” and “foreground discursive abili-
ties.” The concept of “foreground discursive abilities” refers to the importance 
of discourse and deliberative argumentation in breaking the elite monopoly on 
national and supranational decision making while ensuring democratic access to 
such decision making. 69 Only a very detailed analysis of the discourse developed 
by Indian think tanks would be able to provide evidence of their foreground and 
background ideational abilities, something that the current literature on think 
tanks does not tell us. 

Another component for DI is the “communicative discourse perpetuated 
by individuals and groups involved in the presentation, deliberation and legiti-
mation of political ideas to the general public (leaders, social activists, think 
tanks).”70 The emphasis here is on the use of ideas for public persuasion through 
deliberations in policy forums of informed publics about the ongoing policy 
initiatives of governments.71 As carriers of communicative discourse, think tank 
research on government policies, meetings and conferences completes the cycle – 
disseminating government policy to the wider public arena. Think tanks in India 
have been argued to have inf luence in shaping and gauging public opinion.72 

Also, while it is claimed that they serve a purpose in transactional issues, think 
tanks are involved in preparing the ground for public opinion for paradigmatic 
changes to policy.73 

Yet, while a preliminary analysis might give evidence of the think tank role 
in both “coordinative” and “communicative” discourse in India, the particular 
linkages between think tank research and their policy impact is unclear. While 
informal linkages are evident, the institutional role of think tanks is uncertain 
owing to the structure of policy making in India. This is particularly relevant in 
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the light of think tank financial dependence on the government and the inabil-
ity to disassociate government discourse from alternative discourse from think 
tanks. While elitists argue for state control over the conduct on foreign policy, 
the constructivist understanding of “research communities” and “interpretive 
communities” are also not visible in India. 

The DI approach used elsewhere has highlighted the creation of ideational 
networks and their transformative inf luence on policy. In South East Asia, for 
instance, Zimmerman has highlighted the agenda-setting and problem-framing 
role of think tanks in placing the NTS agenda onto the official policy frames.74 

In India, however, these institutional networks are not visible, and the aspect 
of inf luence on policy is even murkier. The relationship between think tanks 
and policymakers has been described as “informal” and “un-institutionalised.”75 

While the MEA and MoD have been known to support a handful of think 
tanks and sometimes contract policy studies from think tanks, universities and 
individuals, this is done on an ad hoc basis rather than as part of a systematic 
programme.76 In the Indian system, foreign and security policy remain the gov-
ernment’s “domain” and funded primarily by the government, think tanks are 
perceived to be “an extension of government thinking.”77 

Yet, while policy impact is difficult to ascertain, think tanks in India are nota-
ble for their knowledge elites. A small strategic elite concentrated primarily in 
New Delhi dominates expertise on foreign and security policy.78 Members of this 
elite have included experts such as K. Subrahmanyam, with his acknowledged 
role in producing a Draft Nuclear Doctrine (DND) and contributing crucially 
to the Kargil Review Committee (KRC). Others such as Shyam Saran (former 
Foreign Secretary) have been involved in the policy process through various 
institutional engagements, as a Research Fellow at CPR and as the Chairman of 
the RIS. Saran is also co-chairman of the India-ASEAN Eminent Person’s group 
established to review the ASEAN-India dialogue and explore ways to widen and 
deepen existing cooperation towards a long-term strategic partnership between 
ASEAN and India.79 Others at CPR, including until recently Pratap Bhanu  
Mehta and Srinath Raghavan, have also been involved with the NSAB that 
offered a key interface between policy makers and experts from beyond the 
bureaucratic set-up.80 Key policy positions at the official level are now occu-
pied by Ajit Doval (NSA) and until recently Arvind Gupta (Deputy NSA), both 
closely associated with think tanks.81 The role of these knowledge elites within 
the think tank community has often come under critical scrutiny for providing 
a narrow and limited engagement. 

Even though expertise on foreign policy exists in abundance in India, the 
arguments in favour of a disconnect between an ‘ivory tower’ academia and the 
‘real world’ of public policy making persists. Think tanks in India also ref lect 
some of the predicaments of the Indian bureaucratic structure such as under-
staffing, over-reliance on senior researchers and a high-profile leadership, the 
importance of personal linkages and issues related to the declining quality of 
research on international relations. If a brief comparison is undertaken between 
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think tanks in India and their counterparts in China and South East Asia, though 
some aspects of informal and positional inf luence are similar, a crucial aspect 
found missing is that of “horizontal linkages” or “horizontal communications.”82 

With limited political authority and significant lack of access to official docu-
ments, the policy impact of Indian think tanks remains questionable. There is, 
however, a general recognition in India that the growing numbers of Indian 
think tanks strengthens India’s strategic discourse and thus increases the quality 
and effectiveness of the policy-making process. The role of intellectual capital at 
Indian think tanks is also important. There have been some arguments about a 
possible division of labour, wherein 

while decision makers behave along an established pattern without nec-
essarily realising that their behaviour conform to a certain pattern, it is 
researchers and academics who often uncover these patterns, or say, pro-
vide a certain big picture argument to their actions.83 

In addition, it is argued that “at their best, they can play a big role in advising 
governments on sound policy, enabling increasingly important dialogue with 
a variety of stakeholders and interpreting obscure policy issues for the broader 
public.”84 

The aspect of state–think tank cooperation is expanded in later chapters 
through the examination of think tank linkages with the foreign policy estab-
lishment in India. This is done through an examination of the role of think tanks 
in perhaps one of the most recurrent and problematic issues of India’s foreign 
policy – that is, its relations with Pakistan. Think tanks have devoted significant 
attention to the dynamics of the India–Pakistan conf lict and have been active 
participants in the development of the peace process and India’s Pakistan policy. 
In providing a neutral space for the articulation of ideas on contentious issues, 
including Kashmir and supporting the CD process initiated by the two govern-
ments, think tanks have engaged with the element of incrementalism within 
the process and were inf luential in the multi-track dialogue processes that were 
crucial for the sustainability of the peace process. 

The India–Pakistan Composite Dialogue 

While clearly a crucial concern for Indian foreign policy, relations with Pakistan 
also represent a significant area of interest for Indian think tanks. As mentioned 
earlier, the security dynamics in the 1960s and the India–Pakistan war in 1965 
in particular, prompted an emphasis on research on security and strategic policy. 
The IDSA was also established in 1965 and continues to be a key forum for 
research and policy-relevant analysis on India’s security concerns. India’s Paki-
stan policy has prompted significant research both in official and unofficial cir-
cles and presents a good test case to examine the interaction between think tanks 
and policy. In this book I focus on a critical analysis of think tank discourse on 
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Pakistan as well as their role in mobilising public opinion in support of the Indian 
government’s dialogue with Pakistan. 

A comprehensive analysis of the nuanced nature of India–Pakistan relations 
is beyond the purview of this research project; however, a historical background 
is of necessity here. Since 1947, India’s relations with Pakistan have been char-
acterised by several disputes and differing consensus on some key issues, the two 
most often disputed elements being the struggle over Kashmir and the contested 
borders, complicated further by four wars fought in 1948, 1965, 1971 and most 
recently in 1999 in Kargil. Pakistan’s support of extremist and separatist groups 
in Kashmir, which have allegedly carried out acts of terrorism in India and have 
strengthened the secessionist elements in Indian Kashmir, are a big concern for 
India. In addition, other problems – including the sharing of river waters, drug 
trafficking, territorial disputes in Sir Creek and Siachen, disagreements regard-
ing the economic arrangements required for trade cooperation and above all a 
general perception of mistrust on both sides of the border owing to a troubled 
history – continue to be crucial. 

While resolution of some operational issues such as the advance notification of 
military exercises, non-violation of each other’s air spaces, a formal agreement on 
exchange of information regarding nuclear power research facilities and a com-
mitment not to attack each other’s nuclear installations and a hotline between 
the Indian and Pakistan Director General of Military Operations (DGMOs) 
were established in 1990, India’s relations with Pakistan have remained largely 
troublesome. Nuclear tests by both India and Pakistan led to a further escalation 
of tensions, leading to the Kargil war in 1999 and a military stand-off on the 
borders in 2002. 

By 2002, India–Pakistan tensions had “reached levels unseen since the early 
1970s.”85 Yet, in 2004, a comprehensive peace process known as the Composite 
Dialogue (CD) was initiated, representing a significant change in India–Pakistan 
relations. In the past, Pakistan had been unwilling to engage in discussions with 
India unless a resolution to the Kashmir dispute was prioritised, while India had 
insisted on an end to cross-border attacks by Pakistan-based militant groups  
before peace talks could be considered. For India, the CD meant a change in 
its negotiating style with Pakistan, a new approach to regional relations and 
opportunities for non-state actors, including think tanks, to engage with policy 
development. Specifically, the multi-stakeholder approach of the CD process 
strengthened think tank capacity to engage with critical aspects of policy dis-
course on India’s relations with Pakistan. 

The impetus for a structured dialogue process with Pakistan emerged from 
India’s broader policy directions during this period that espoused regional  
cooperation within South Asia. To further regional cooperation, India’s then-
Minister for External Affairs, I.K. Gujral, mooted a ‘Gujral Doctrine’ in a speech 
at Chatham House in 1992 that espoused generosity and the principle of non-
reciprocity towards India’s smaller South Asian neighbours. When political 
churning unexpectedly led to Gujral becoming Prime Minister, he was given 
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an opportunity to enact his doctrine. Pakistan was offered dialogue and unilat-
eral goodwill and, in 1997, together with the Pakistani Prime Minister, Nawaz 
Sharif, Gujral announced that India would seek to resolve neighbourhood con-
f licts without insisting on reciprocity.86 This represented an emerging political 
consensus on the benefits of regional economic trade and cooperation to both 
India’s economy and global standing, crucial to which was peace in South Asia.87 

The outreach towards Pakistan was subsequently adopted by the NDA govern-
ment led by Vajpayee, ref lected in the Lahore Declaration signed in 1999 and 
the invitation to Pakistan’s President Musharraf for the Agra Summit in 2001. 
While the Kargil war in 1999 and the ensuing border stand-off in 2002 were 
setbacks, the desire for dialogue with Pakistan was ref lected in Indian policy in 
the following years. Vajpayee’s encouragement to the process was motivated by 
the desire to craft a policy of strategic restraint that was “uncompromising on 
Indian security interests” while seeking “conciliation and lasting peace” with 
Pakistan.88 

The Composite Dialogue formalised in 2004 was the longest sustained and 
institutionalised effort at peace between India and Pakistan and continued until 
2013 with some periods of disruption. The CD framework comprised discus-
sions on the following issues: 

1  Peace and security  
2  Jammu and Kashmir 
3  Sir Creek 
4  Siachen 
5  Terrorism 
6  Drug  trafficking 
7  Wullar Barrage/Tulbul navigation project 
8  Promotion of friendly exchanges in various fields  

The dialogue was structured on an incremental approach – a “two plus six for-
mula.”89 With working groups constituted for each of the issues, the Kashmir 
issue and peace and security were to be handled at the level of foreign secretaries, 
while the rest of the six issues would be handled by other relevant secretaries and 
technical committees. The CD represented a significant step towards normalisa-
tion of India–Pakistan relations, and it was argued that it “provided the frame-
work within which it became possible for the first time to talk about a ‘peace 
process’ between India and Pakistan.”90 The CD also highlighted the different 
levels at which the peace process operated. Underlining the importance of politi-
cal will, Gopinath writes: 

the political leadership in this instance was ahead of their security and 
foreign policy establishments to grapple with the “trust deficit” between 
the two countries, stake their reputations, and take on the ire of the recal-
citrant domestic communities and critics to invest in peace.91 
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Even though the Vajpayee government unexpectedly lost power in 2004, the CD 
process was retained by the new UPA government led by the Congress under 
the leadership of Manmohan Singh. The Congress was elected on a platform of 
‘inclusive growth’ and placed significant emphasis on the creation of “a South 
Asia free of violence, poverty, disease and ignorance, in which there is a free 
movement of ideas, people, goods and services.”92 Thus, the broader goals of 
the CD that were to lead to a conducive atmosphere that encouraged regional 
economic development were central to the UPA’s policy. 

The change in policy towards Pakistan generated both official and unofficial 
interest, and while governments and bureaucracies dealt with the process at an 
official level, research institutions and think tanks also took a keen interest. Most 
foreign and security policy think tanks in India have had an active research and 
advocacy component centred on policy towards Pakistan. The initiation of the 
formal dialogue created further interest in the research community, and in addi-
tion to providing research insights, allowed think tanks to interface with the 
formal processes from time to time, provide advisory policy ideas and become 
active participants in the multi-track initiatives. 

The period when the CD was most active created new spaces for out-of-
the-box thinking on India–Pakistan relations, creating an atmosphere that was 
conducive for new think tanks and research organisations to emerge, concurrent 
with greater availability of foreign funding. The process itself, from the percep-
tion of the Indian government, took note of the multiple stakeholders in the  
conf lict and displayed an orientation to work with different levels of state and 
civil society. The dialogue structure represented a considerably new approach. 
In 2005, Manmohan Singh requested a meeting with prominent journalists, aca-
demics and think tank members with expertise on Kashmir to, as his media 
advisor Sanjaya Baru put it, “break the mold and seek an ‘out-of-box’ solution 
to a problem to which the governmental system was unable to find a solution.”93 

Unlike previous attempts at dialogue that faltered owing to the dynamics of the 
specific dispute in Kashmir, the CD placed Kashmir at the centre of the dia-
logue. By doing so and by building a new strategic relationship with Pakistan 
based on trading and people-to-people interaction, it was hoped that a security 
spill-over could be created, making negotiations on other long-standing disputes 
easier.94 The dialogue therefore included significant confidence-building mea-
sures (CBMs) to bolster formal negotiations and seek reconciliation through an 
active engagement with civil society. 

Other noteworthy initiatives as part of the dialogue included a first-of-its-kind 
roundtable with prominent Kashmiris in academia, political parties and separat-
ist groups at the Prime Minister’s residence in 2006. Following the roundtable, 
five working groups were established to depoliticise the conf lict in Kashmir 
and attempt reconciliation. The working groups were: Strengthening relations 
across the LoC; Center-State Relations; Good Governance; Infrastructure and 
Economic Development; and CBMs within Jammu and Kashmir, including for 
widows and orphans of violence, return of displaced persons and return of people 
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who crossed over during the insurgency. Think tank intellectuals also engaged 
with these working groups and their specific debates. In addition to a more 
general focus on strengthening economic cooperation with Pakistan, Singh also 
convened an Economic Advisory Council for the development of Jammu and 
Kashmir ( J&K) which involved business leaders, Kashmiri economists and the 
heads of public sector enterprises. A back-channel was established to prepare 
for public summits and a framework agreement between the Indian and Paki-
stani leaderships. The initiatives that were given priority included the opening 
of cross-border trade and travel, a strengthening of self-government and the cre-
ation of cooperative governance institutions.95 The focus on economic coopera-
tion led to establishment of the India–Pakistan Joint Study Group, in February 
2005, and the Jammu and Kashmir Joint Chamber of Commerce and Industry, 
in 2008. The latter is a non-governmental organisation that brings together trad-
ers from both sides of the Line of Control (LoC), the de facto border demarcation 
between the India- and Pakistan-administered parts of Kashmir.96 

The dialogue on Kashmir also introduced some new policy ideas put forth 
by Manmohan Singh and Pervez Musharraf that found further voice through 
think tank engagement. In enabling travel and trade through Kashmir, the Man-
mohan Singh government also proposed setting up “cooperative and consulta-
tive mechanisms between the two Kashmirs in order to improve the human 
condition in both parts of the Kashmir.”97 Musharraf ’s four-point proposal also 
acknowledged the centrality of the J&K dispute to Indo-Pak relations and called 
for official talks to commence based on the best solution acceptable to all parties 
and the rejection of any solution that is not acceptable to the Kashmiris.98 

As representatives of civil society, the dialogue provided Indian think tanks 
an opportunity to engage with the policy debates and possibilities for resolution 
of the conf lict with Pakistan. Think tank interpretations of India’s relationship 
with Pakistan during this period were ref lected in their adopted agendas and 
institutional positions, their specific peacebuilding-related research projects and 
in their research outputs – publications, policy recommendations and particular 
policy briefs to the MEA and MoD. In addition to developing discourse, think 
tanks also conducted feasibility studies of key governmental initiatives adopted 
within the CD.99 Intellectual elites through the platform provided to them by 
think tanks were also involved in multi-track processes initiated between the 
two countries during the CD. 

It was argued earlier that think tanks that developed in the 1960s and 1970s 
focused on India’s strategic narrative, its defence preparedness and the challenges 
of a turbulent neighbourhood.100 The CD, however, created the space for think 
tanks with peacebuilding as their focus to emerge. This was ref lected in the 
establishment of the IPCS, the DPG and the Centre for Dialogue and Reconcili-
ation (CDR). Their research agendas displayed a focus on subjects with specific 
bearing on Indo-Pak relations, including the dispute in Kashmir, trade relations 
between India and Pakistan, the examination of causes of militancy and extrem-
ism and options for counter-terrorism, and strategic military relations with a 
very specifically defined focus on nuclear security issues.101 The dialogue process 
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also echoed a focus on people’s security, strengthening people-to-people contact 
and working specifically to address the trust deficit between the people of India 
and Pakistan. Therefore, many of these think tanks ran programmes on youth 
exchanges, interactive workshop formats for civil society participants and small 
peacebuilding training modules. 

The CBMs instituted as part of the CD succeeded in building trust and address-
ing some of the emotional and psychological baggage of the conf lict, especially 
for divided families in Kashmir. The period between 2004 and 2007 saw signifi-
cant people-to-people exchanges. From 30 visas being processed in June 2003, 
it is reported that the Indian missions in Pakistan processed over 30,000 visas; by 
early 2007, an average of 12,000 visas had been issued for Pakistani visits to India 
in that year.102 This positive atmosphere also enabled think tanks to establish 
cross-border networks, which were crucial for deepening economic links. The 
liberalised visa regime enabled think tanks to reach out to social groups beyond 
the border, adding to their institutional relevance as well. The forum provided 
by think tank events enabled what came to be known as Track III interactions 
among scholars, media persons, artists, women and other civil society networks 
in India and Pakistan.103 Together they ref lected an increased tolerance for alter-
native approaches on Kashmir that went beyond national security concerns. As a 
result of trade-related CBMs, official trade between India and Pakistan increased 
from US$300 million in 2003–2004 to US$2.1 billion in 2008–2009.104 

The relevance and position of think tanks within the policy process and their 
ability to assume importance during “critical junctures” is an important aspect 
here. Critical junctures, as described in the previous chapter, “refer to particular 
historical moments that have lasting consequences and can provoke changes in 
policy.”105 The positive atmosphere of the CD can thus be perceived as a “critical 
juncture,” wherein avenues for policy change in India’s relations with Pakistan 
were available and active civil society engagement was encouraged. Further, 
on the relevance of think tanks as actors in the formulation of India’s Pakistan 
policy, this book critically examines the way in which think tanks – both gov-
ernmental and non-governmental – expanded on the agenda of India’s Pakistan 
policy independent of their funding concerns. Did they seek to set the agenda 
by introducing new interpretations of the India–Pakistan conf lict or did they 
reproduce the government’s assumptions and strategies? While Zimmerman and 
others have highlighted think tank potential in responding to emerging policy 
challenges and giving them the opportunity to supply the conceptual language 
and paradigms for emerging security problems facing Asia, this book argues dif-
ferently.106 In India, as the evidence presented shows, particularly with respect to 
India–Pakistan relations, paradigms were established by the state and were sub-
sequently adopted, refined and articulated by think tank research and analysis. 
This was despite the new avenues made available by the CD process and ref lected 
in the Indian state’s continued inf luence on policy directions. 

The aspect of think tank relevance and capacity to work within structural 
constraints visible in India’s policy-making apparatus has also involved the spe-
cific position and significance of intellectual elites within think tanks. While DI 
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provides key tools to analyse discursive processes to problematise the relation-
ship between the state and independent agents such as think tanks, Gramsci’s 
emphasis on the “organic intellectuals” – where specific sets of ideas are funded, 
generated and disseminated by foundations, think tanks, publishing houses and 
NGOs – is of particular relevance to this research project. In examining the rela-
tionship between civil society and political society, the Gramscian perspective 
offers an explanation for the role that intellectuals can play through “active politi-
cal strategies” to forge historic blocs.107 In this constant negotiation between civil 
society and the state, the “organic intellectuals” and their social backgrounds and 
institutional positions in the formal foreign policy establishment are important. 
For Gramsci, the role of organic intellectuals “in directing the ideas and aspira-
tions of the class to which they organically belong” is crucial.108 Parmar argues 
that a strong state is required to mobilise organic intellectuals and to legitimise 
its own foreign policy reform programmes. Thus, the discourse generated by 
intellectuals owing to their class positions and their relationship with state man-
agers becomes important. At think tanks, these intellectuals are the “knowledge 
elites” who, owing to their cooperative engagement with the state and their abil-
ity to shape policy ideas, identified intricately with and subsequently promoted 
the interests of the state. 

Conclusion 

To summarise, the literature on Indian think tanks so far has examined their 
bridging role in providing policy analysis, and while think tanks have been iden-
tified within the policy space, their discourse is seen to be lacking in applicability 
to policy. Indian think tanks are seen as secondary actors and the state-centric 
foreign policy-making structure has been emphasised. What has also come to 
light is the unique role of the intellectual elite in India – represented both in 
their proximity to formal government structures as well as their role in articu-
lating think tank policy positions. This aspect of state-elite collaboration pro-
vides a better understanding of think tanks’ place in policy structures while also 
accounting for their structural challenges. The emphasis on examining discourse 
on India’s Pakistan policy will provide further clues into this collaborative and 
symbiotic relationship. 

This chapter has highlighted the trajectory of the foreign policy planning 
process in India and the engagement with civil society and grassroots actors. In 
elaborating on the structure of policy making, it has taken into account the ori-
gins and development of think tanks in India and their changing relevance and 
position. Furthermore, the chapter has discussed India’s policy discourse towards 
Pakistan, focusing particularly on the structured dialogue process initiated by 
the CD in 2004. The emphasis has been on the period of the CD as a ‘criti-
cal juncture’ that enabled an expansion of the space for think tanks in India, 
particularly those dealing with foreign and security policy. From the general, 
the discussion on Indian think tanks will now move into the particular. The 
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following chapters provide a comparative analysis of the different categories of 
Indian think tanks demarcated on the basis of affiliation and support from the 
Indian government. The analysis entails a comparison of membership, leadership 
and worldviews in addition to differences in the focus of policy ideas and the 
specific role in generating public opinion on key policy changes. Through the 
use of the DI-Gramscian framework, discursive processes – both coordinate and 
communicative – are highlighted, underscoring the role of the intellectual elite 
within Indian think tanks. 
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4 
GOVERNMENT THINK TANKS  

Promoting security-centred government 
narratives on Pakistan 

The analysis so far has considered the merits of using Gramsci’s examination of 
intellectual elites and DI’s emphasis on think tanks as discursive actors. While 
DI provides a methodological tool to examine think tank interactions, Gramsci 
enables an understanding of the nature of interactions between intellectuals and 
policy elites, highlighting the specific collaboration between state and non-state 
actors such as think tanks. In bringing these arguments to the literature on Indian 
think tanks and its attention to their bridging role in providing policy analysis, 
Chapter 3  has highlighted the dominant arguments regarding think tanks as 
actors in the policy space. The discourse at think tanks, however, has largely 
been seen to be lacking in policy relevance, and though increasingly perceived 
as secondary actors, the state-centric foreign policy-making structure has been 
emphasised in India. This chapter and the following two further problematise 
the role of Indian think tanks – by critically analysing their role and inf luence 
on policy making and public opinion mobilisation, particularly towards their 
discourse on Pakistan. 

As the evidence in the following sections indicates, the establishment of these 
think tanks and the Indian government’s support to a body of elites with similar 
worldviews represents an effort to create consensus on policy directions. This is 
reminiscent of Gramsci’s emphasis on the state’s ideological and political power 
to construct and reconstruct society, politics and economy in the light of chang-
ing conditions and crises of social order.1 In the Indian case too, the need for 
sustained research on security and strategic studies motivated the institutionalisa-
tion of think tanks. Further, the Indian state has collaborated with these actors to 
create consensus on its policy directions towards Pakistan. This, however, differs 
from state control as understood by elitist or statist conceptions. The discursive 
interactions between these think tanks and the Indian government indicate that 
think tanks also benefit from this collaboration – to promote their interests and 
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retain their institutional relevance as outside policy actors. Also of particular 
significance is the nature of intellectual elites at government-sponsored think 
tanks. Displaying a certain f luidity, as they move from one think tank to the 
other, shaped by their need to retain their research and policy relevance, this  
elite see themselves as part of the state itself, embodying Gramsci’s “state spirit.” 

The element of policy relevance and the construction of popular consensus 
is also exhibited in think tank discourse on India–Pakistan relations. Research 
interests and policy outlooks exhibited by these think tanks ref lect dominant 
state narratives on Pakistan, particularly those held by India’s defence commu-
nity and the Foreign Ministry. Government funding sourced from the MEA 
and the MoD assures close interaction with policymakers and practitioners. Fur-
ther, think tanks in this category – namely, the Indian Council of World Affairs 
(ICWA), the Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses (IDSA), the Centre for 
Air Power Studies (CAPS), the Centre for Land Warfare Studies (CLAWS) and 
the National Maritime Foundation (NMF) – are staffed by serving officers from 
each of the three forces and former bureaucrats from the MEA and MoD. Thus, 
both membership and source of funding comes directly from the government. 
While government funding addresses resource limitations, it raises questions 
regarding research autonomy and the expansion of government agendas. Ques-
tions also arise on the efficacy of these think tanks in breaking the barriers 
that government bureaucracies create owing to their futuristic approach or their 
ability to introduce fresh policy agendas and enable better collaboration and 
dissemination of relevant policy research to policy elites, media and the public.2 

The analysis of the IDSA, ICWA, CAPS, CLAWS and NMF begins with 
a focus on the nature of the intellectual elite through a closer examination of 
membership patterns and institutional worldviews. Elite composition highlights 
partnerships and networks, indicating inroads into formal policy making as well 
as government inf luence on think tank institutional agendas. It further high-
lights in detail the exchange of ideas on India’s short- and long-term policy goals 
towards Pakistan, between policy elite and think tank intellectuals and the pres-
ence of overlapping ideas centred on national security. Further, through a critical 
examination of policy discourse on Pakistan, dominant narratives on key issues 
identified within the CD are considered. The enquiry into discourses brings to 
light think tank contribution as communicative actors, generating public opin-
ion on prominent issues by critically analysing and popularising significant gov-
ernment initiatives. 

Nature of intellectual elite – patterns in institutional 
worldviews and collaborations with the state 

The literature as elaborated in Chapter 3  provides evidence of opening up the 
Indian policy space to accommodate sustained research on new security con-
cerns, particularly after the 1965 war with Pakistan. The first such attempt was 
to support the institution of new think tanks that addressed India’s lack of focus 
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on strategic affairs and security policy. The following section provides insights 
into the institutional worldviews and membership patterns, highlighting first 
the creation of these think tanks with government support and the continued 
partnerships with the MEA and the MoD – their principal financial sponsors. 
Secondly, through an examination of the nature and composition of intellectual 
elites, the similarities in training and intellectual viewpoints are addressed. 

Though operating within their own institutional worldviews and agendas, 
there does exist an overlap in discourse at government think tanks, as later sec-
tions of this chapter highlight. While a common funding agency (i.e. the MoD) 
is a probable cause, another contributing factor is the similarity in member-
ship patterns visible when the nature and composition of the intellectual elite 
is examined. Intellectual elites at government think tanks come from similar 
professional backgrounds and have experienced common training methods. The 
government’s role in supporting these elites and institutionalising foreign policy 
think tanks is also visible. With active interest from Prime Minister Nehru,  
as early as the 1950s, there was “an attempt to structure a loose foreign policy 
establishment that sought to bring together public intellectuals, bureaucrats, pro-
fessionals, businessmen, scholars and journalists under the rubric of ICWA in 
New Delhi.”3 Members of the ICWA governing body have included former vice 
presidents, foreign ministers and senior members of India’s bureaucracy. The 
body of intellectual elites including Tej Bahadur Sapru, H.N. Kunzru, Sardar 
Swaran Singh, Jaswant Singh, M.S. Rajan and A. Appadorai have been notable 
for their contributions to India’s foreign policy in the early years. While initially 
an active forum for debate on foreign policy issues, the ICWA declined in inf lu-
ence after Kunzru’s death in 1978, and while attempts to revive the institution 
continued through the 1980s, it did not return to its predominant place.4 The 
council was taken over by the MEA in 2001 and now serves as a platform for 
the MEA to host foreign dignitaries, in addition to involvement in several initia-
tives.5 Its association with the MEA assures regular interaction with the foreign 
policy machinery, and the ICWA continues to maintain a close relationship with 
the Jawaharlal Nehru University, with academic staff predominantly sourced 
from there.6 The ICWA is currently led by former diplomat T.C.A. Raghavan, 
who has served as the Indian High Commissioner to Pakistan from 2013 to 2015. 

Through a similar initiative by the Ministry of Defence, the IDSA was estab-
lished in 1965 with then Defence Minister Yeshwantrao Chavan as one of its  
founding members. Unlike the ICWA, the IDSA is funded by the MoD, and 
the President of the Institute is the Defence Minister himself. Initially ambiva-
lent about including active serving officers, retired armed forces personnel and 
civil servants associated with the defence ministry were inducted into the new 
organisation to be joined later by active service officers when the ban was lifted.7 

“In a mutually beneficial arrangement, the armed forces now send three to 
four research fellows every year to the IDSA, and the civil services are follow-
ing suit.”8 The induction of serving officers from the armed forces helped to 
bridge the gap between a theoretical understanding of security and practitioner 
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experience. Former Director K. Subrahmanyam, for instance, “combined civil 
service, journalism, government consulting, and think tank analysis to become 
a hugely inf luential figure over decades,” while Jasjit Singh and Uday Bhaskar 
brought their military experience on board.9 

At the IDSA, the role of this “elite,” capable of providing thinking on defence 
and security issues, was important from the beginning. The personal commit-
ment of Chavan, K.C. Pant and other bureaucrats was also responsible for pro-
curing annual grants from the government.10 The prominence of intellectuals 
has been important for the IDSA’s evolution and credibility as a think tank and 
represented by former Directors Subrahmanyam, Jasjit Singh, P.R. Chari, N.S. 
Sisodia, K. Santhanam, Uday Bhaskar, Arvind Gupta and Jayanta Prasad, to name 
a few, these elites have been known to be involved in shaping defence policy in 
India.11 Subrahmanyam’s important place in lifting the profile of the IDSA has 
been highlighted very often, in addition to his potential to encourage policy-
relevant research.12 This resonates with the larger understanding of think tanks 
as actors bridging knowledge and policy, as discussed in previous chapters. 

Unlike Subrahmanyam, Jasjit Singh’s background was from the Air Force and 
has often been credited to have given the IDSA a strong international profile in 
addition to a focus on national security structures in India.13 Michael Krepon, 
for instance, has argued that Singh was “a rite of passage for US strategic analysts 
venturing into the subcontinent.”14 Further, 

during his last few years at IDSA, he instituted the Asian Security Confer-
ence, an annual gathering of national and international security experts 
from all over the world, deliberating on the role of Asia in the changing 
global order.15 

While it has been suggested that the concept of a revolving door (i.e. the appoint-
ment of think tank staff into the policy administration), of the kind that is visible 
in American think tanks needs to be encouraged in India,16 membership pat-
terns and the trajectory of think tank elites presents evidence of such a practice 
already in place, albeit of a different kind. IDSA leadership patterns indicate 
that a non-institutionalised revolving door exists as several members have held 
senior government positions subsequent to their engagement with the Institute. 
For instance, former D.G. Jayanta Prasad appointed in 2015 held key diplomatic 
positions and was a part of the Indo-Pak Chaophraya Track II dialogue.17 In 
addition, serving officials from the MEA have served on deputation at the IDSA 
at senior leadership positions.18 Experts such as K. Santhanam, who directed the 
IDSA from 2001–2004, continued to provide scientific inputs as Scientific Advi-
sor to the MEA and as Additional Secretary of the newly constituted NSCS.19 

Former Director N.S. Sisodia was also closely associated with the NSC, the Stra-
tegic Policy Group and the NSAB. More recently, Arvind Gupta who headed 
the South Asia and Internal Security Centres at the IDSA was appointed as the 
Deputy NSA in PM Narendra Modi’s administration and subsequently moved to 
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the Vivekananda International Foundation as Director in 2017. Current Direc-
tor General Sujan Chinoy is also a career diplomat with particular expertise on 
China. 

The IDSA was instituted during a phase when a need for defence and strategic 
planning was emphasised, particularly after the 1962 and 1965 wars. While it 
provided a broad understanding of India’s national security concerns, there was 
also a developing need for specialised research on military strategy. To fulfil this, 
each of the armed forces in India set up their own think tanks with a specialised 
and limited agenda. The first among these, the CAPS was established in 2001 as 
an autonomous defence research and analysis body focusing particularly on aero-
space and airpower. Run by a trust, the CAPS receives funding from the IAF 
and the MoD and also conducts research projects for the Defence Research and 
Development Organisation (DRDO) on aspects such as UAVs, cruise missiles 
and ballistic missiles. Its board members include former bureaucrats and retired 
and serving air force officers with “50 percent of the research staff comprising 
serving IAF officers thereby creating a good mix of research and operational 
experience.”20 This is true for the CLAWS and the NMF as well. The initiative 
to create the CAPS came from Jasjit Singh, former Director at the IDSA, and 
it f lourished under his leadership and the support of the IAF. As a prominent 
representative of India’s intellectual elite, his contributions to the understand-
ing of “Joint Operations in the 1980s and 1990s exhorted the Indian Army to 
understand air power better and recognise its war-winning potential in battles 
of the future.”21 Further leadership at the CAPS has also been from within the 
Air Force.22 

The CLAWS was similarly led by Vijay Oberoi, former Vice Chief of the 
Indian Army with operational experience and a distinguished military career. 
Senior researchers at the CLAWS have included Gurmeet Kanwal,23 Dhruv 
Katoch24 and former director B.S. Nagal25 with similar professional back-
grounds. Affiliated with the Indian Navy, the NMF’s board and staff are also 
predominantly serving or retired naval officers, with research staff consisting 
of students and young researchers with varied profiles, specialising in different 
aspects of India’s maritime policy. While former Director Vijay Sakhuja is a for-
mer navy officer and was Director (Research) at the ICWA from 2009–2014,26 

former Executive Director Gurpreet Khurana, a missile specialist at the Indian 
Navy, was also associated with the IDSA.27 Strategic experts including C. Uday 
Bhaskar, currently an Honorary Fellow, a prolific writer and commentator on 
nuclear, maritime and international security-related issues, have also been associ-
ated with the NMF.28 

As the older organisation in the group, the IDSA has contributed significantly 
to the evolution of this body of elites and security analysts. The f luidity of the 
elite in moving from one think tank to another has often involved an associa-
tion with the IDSA, the first of its kind to encourage sustained policy-relevant 
research. The attention to developing specialised policy research capacity also 
encouraged the institution of the CAPS, the CLAWS and the NMF and the 
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presence of serving defence service professionals provided inroads into contem-
porary policy frameworks with an understanding of operational and ground 
realities. The institution of these think tanks has represented the Indian govern-
ment’s efforts to create consensus on defence policy. The Indian state’s collabora-
tion with private forces is also ref lective of “Gramsci’s notion of ‘state spirit’ – of 
a feeling among certain leading private figures and organisations that they bear a 
grave responsibility to promote a historical process through positive political and 
intellectual activity.”29 

Think tank contribution to policy discourse 

While funding and membership patterns are similar, a closer look at the dis-
course emerging from these think tanks is also important, particularly with  
regard to India–Pakistan relations. Dominant discourse, ref lected in research 
projects and policy recommendations, centres on national security with a focus 
on threats from a failing Pakistani state with basic irreconcilable ideological dif-
ferences with India. The interest that each think tank displays towards relations 
with Pakistan is also based on its own specialised research agenda and the inter-
est of donor agencies. It is also ref lective of the similarity in viewpoints with 
the defence and foreign policy community in India from which these govern-
ment think tanks receive their funding and patronage. As mentioned earlier, the 
structure of the CD provided space for alternative thinking on Pakistan, creating 
the opportunity to expand on the government agenda. Government-affiliated 
think tank discourse, however, as the evidence points out, perpetuated security-
centred narratives on Pakistan, side-lining and under-emphasising alternative 
conceptualisations on resolution of key conf licts. Government think tanks have 
also not engaged substantially with issues of trade, people-to-people contact or 
the Sir Creek dispute, even though it concerns India’s maritime borders – a 
key security focus particularly since the Mumbai attacks – ref lecting again their 
dependence on cues from funding agencies. The following sections critically 
analyse policy discourse from these think tanks, elaborating on policy ideas and 
dominant narratives on the basket of issues under consideration in the CD. Sig-
nificant issues under consideration have been the debate on nuclear doctrines, 
the conf lict in Jammu and Kashmir including but not limited to ideas on politi-
cal status and the specificities of the dispute regarding Indus Waters, Siachen and 
the recurring problem of cross-border terrorism – a considerable issue of concern 
between India and Pakistan. 

Nuclear Security – The IDSA, the CAPS and the NMF have all considered the 
debate on India’s national security doctrine. Dominant arguments have focused 
on the predominant and detrimental role played by the Pakistan army and doctri-
nal and operational distinctions between India and Pakistan’s nuclear doctrine 
that have the potential to negatively impact the nuclear CBMs proposed within 
the CD. The discourse that emerged perpetuated dominant state narratives of a 
nuclear threat from Pakistan and, while critical of any dilution of India’s position 
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and its nuclear capabilities, did offer some suggestions for the expansion of the 
dialogue agenda on nuclear issues. Intellectual elite, particularly Subrahmanyam 
and Jasjit Singh, were involved in debates on India’s acquisition of nuclear weap-
ons, and the concept of ‘minimum credible deterrence’ as a viable nuclear policy 
alternative for India was advocated extensively by the IDSA.30 

The subversion of India’s nuclear deterrence doctrine to Pakistan’s use of 
proxy wars and sub-conventional warfare is also amply highlighted in the dis-
course, in addition to narratives that highlighted Pakistan’s use of nuclear weap-
ons as a strategy of “offensive-defence.”31 Nuclear threats from Pakistan and 
linkages between terrorism and nuclear weapons were further emphasised in 
the CAPS discourse. It was argued that Pakistan’s policy of “terrorism under a 
nuclear umbrella” was further “legitimised in Pakistani military as sanctioned 
by religion.”32 The fact that this viewpoint came from the founder of the organ-
isation is notable. Further arguments highlighted Pakistan’s strategy of “using 
its nuclear weapons for decades – but in a covert, politico-diplomatic manner 
against the whole world – and India in particular,” while India’s ‘no-first use’ 
doctrine led to a dilution of its strategic advantage.33 

Discourse has also elaborated on the nuclear CBMs adopted within the CD 
and articulated the reframing of the nuclear dialogue to include “appropriate 
consultative mechanisms to monitor and ensure implementation of CBMs” and 
to establish a strategic dialogue mechanism.34 Indian policy should also, it was 
argued, take “immediate measures at least in the sphere of short-range and tac-
tical ballistic missiles,”35 both as a diplomatic strategy as well as levelling the  
lacunae in the nuclear doctrines between India and Pakistan. Policy recommen-
dations also stressed the need to amend the “massive punitive retaliation” clause 
in the nuclear doctrine review of 2003 to one of “f lexible punitive retaliation,” 
keeping in mind the “failed state” status of Pakistan and its implications on 
India’s security.”36 

A noteworthy idea that was popularised in think tank discourse was the con-
nection between China and the development of Pakistan’s nuclear programme – 
an aspect that has gained significant traction in Indian policy narratives over the 
years. A strategic dialogue with Pakistan and China was thus recommended for 
clarity on concepts of nuclear deterrence.37 The expansion of the nuclear dia-
logue to a trilateral India-Pakistan-China level was also suggested, keeping in 
mind China’s nuclear weapons/missiles-related assistance to Pakistan.38 Similar 
to assertions at the IDSA and the CAPS, China’s nuclear capability was also of 
interest to the NMF, particularly its assistance to the Pakistan navy and its “plans 
for getting a nuclear submarine capability.”39 Thus, while the NMF and the 
CAPS stressed the relevance of the nuclear dialogue to its funding agencies, the 
Indian Navy and IAF respectively, the IDSA affiliated with the MoD adopted 
a broader perspective aimed at strengthening the government’s formulations on 
nuclear CBMs with Pakistan. 

Kashmir – The CD approach to the resolution of the Kashmir conf lict was 
essentially two-pronged. First, it sought to address the cross-border element of 
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the conf lict exacerbated by Pakistani support, and second, the process aimed 
to tackle the considerable human security concerns within Kashmir and to 
rebuild trust and attempt reconciliation with the people. Think tank discourse 
also adopted this dual formulation, however, discourse continued to ref lect the 
dominant policy narratives – thus the conf lict in Kashmir was perceived first 
and foremost as a law-and-order situation that must be resolved primarily by 
continued Indian government and military control. There were suggestions that 
focused on humanitarian efforts, yet the predominant arguments were based on 
the politics of the conf lict – both within Kashmir and with regard to Pakistan. 
As the two think tanks directly associated with the Indian Army, discourse at 
the CLAWS and the IDSA engaged significantly with the debates on the army’s 
role in maintaining law and order in Kashmir. In addition to focusing on Paki-
stan’s motivations for escalating the conf lict in Kashmir, opinions at the CLAWS 
ref lected a negative opinion of back-channel diplomacy, explained by the lack of 
control the government in Pakistan has over its foreign policy. The discourse at 
the CLAWS therefore focused significantly on the “deep state”40 in Pakistan that 
exists beyond the civilian government and one that India needed to engage with, 
keeping lines of communication open.41 On the political status of J&K and inter-
nal dissent, viewpoints at the IDSA too, remained firmly in support of the Indian 
government’s policy, arguing that any concessions on  Azaadi in Kashmir “will 
have a domino effect on other states seeking secession from the Indian state.”42 

Other policy debates at the IDSA focused on Article 370 and its impact on inte-
gration in J&K; the use of force by the Indian government and possible attempts 
towards decentralisation through strengthening of local government institutions 
in the region. While implementation of CBMs with Pakistan was favoured, cau-
tion with regards to the pursuit of a soft-border policy was advised.43 

The contact with the MoD and the army presented to both the IDSA and the 
CLAWS the ability to critically examine Kashmir CBMs with insights from 
the field. The research at IDSA, for instance, elaborated on the relevance of the 
Armed Forces Special Powers Act (AFSPA) and other counter-insurgency strat-
egies, adding significantly to the public discourse on these complicated issues. 
The AFSPA study expanded on the debate from the human rights and interna-
tional humanitarian law perspective and also offered policy recommendations 
on addressing grievances and improving available safeguards against misuse.44 

The IDSA also conducted a feasibility study on the adopted Cross LoC CBMs 
at the behest of the MoD and the MEA. Based on extensive fieldwork in J&K, it 
evaluated progress and argued that “the benefits of cross LoC CBMs outweighed 
the costs and there was a need to improve existing mechanisms and increase 
opportunities for more cross-LoC contacts.”45 Spanning all three regions of the 
state, the study was aimed at acquiring regional perspectives on the cross-LoC 
interactions and evaluating problems and prospects regarding its implementa-
tion. It also sought opinions on other proposed routes under consideration.46 

Thus, the government in this particular case used the IDSA as a tool to gather 
public opinion on a key policy. 
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The report also highlighted that the initiative achieved the humanitarian 
objective of enabling divided families to travel and visit each other but also served 
an “unintended purpose” of changing and demystifying perceptions about “bad 
India” and “good Pakistan,”47 making “Pakistani propaganda untenable.” The 
“continued need for stringent security measures to ensure that the LoC does not 
compromise India’s security” was also reiterated.48 

While the AFSPA was considered crucial, there were recommendations on 
reduced visibility of security forces and penalty against human rights violations. 
The army’s humanitarian position was also popularised by the CLAWS through 
the promotion of the WHAM (Winning Hearts and Minds) strategy that intro-
duced a “human-centric” approach and “enabled conf lict zones to return to 
an environment where the political process can lead to conf lict resolution and 
enablement of the civil administration to carry out its functions.”49 The research 
at the CLAWS also highlighted the role played by Operation  Sadhbhavana ini-
tiated by the army in 1998 based on which the army provided health care to  
remote and inaccessible areas in addition to conducting medical camps, remote 
area support posts and mobile medical teams. The discourse at the IDSA also 
promoted both the WHAM strategy and Operation  Sadhbhavana as essential for 
the promotion of goodwill for the army and for reducing the hostility towards 
the counter-insurgency operations. 50 

Even though policy discourse at both the CLAWS and the IDSA considered 
the army’s role as essential in Kashmir, there were differences in their perspec-
tive on the dialogue process. While official dialogue too toyed with the idea of 
involving separatist leadership in the dialogue in Kashmir, the recommendations 
from the CLAWS called for restricting access of the separatist leaders to meet 
with Pakistani officials. During this period, however, the IDSA recommended 
Track II talks in the spirit of ‘insaniyat’ as professed by Vajpayee and maximum 
autonomy as considered by the UPA government. The role of the Hurriyat con-
ference too, in contrast to the position held by CLAWS, was considered by the 
IDSA to be crucial to ensuring a lasting settlement of the Kashmir conf lict. 
It was argued that to bridge the psychological and emotional disconnect, the 
“central and state leadership must take back the space that has been occupied by 
hard-line elements.”51 Discourse at the IDSA ref lected a sustained engagement 
with the nuanced nature of civil-military dynamics in Kashmir and called for an 
all-party consensus on issues such as terrorism, in the national interest, without 
the interference of local politics.52 In addition, the support to militants from the 
Kashmiri population was considered to be “a reality check both for the adminis-
trative machinery of the state and security forces” and considered crucial for the 
military response.53 The changing dynamics after the Amarnath agitation54 in 
2008 further opened up the discourse, with policy ideas calling for “the revisit-
ing of New Delhi’s relationship with the Kashmir valley” and adopting new 
policy directions on Kashmir.55 Policy ideas included: 

initiating less restrictive security policies, bettering human rights record 
of the security forces, ensuring that funds given to the state are utilised 
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in a manner that improves the standard of living of the common peo-
ple, improving the connectivity of the state with India and with PoK and 
implementing the recommendations of the various working groups set up 
by the Prime Minister.56 

The proximity to the MoD, however, assured an extensive focus on the secu-
rity situation in Kashmir as well as military responses to “proxy war” by Paki-
stan. Policy recommendations therefore argued for possible military retaliation 
“through selective elimination of terrorist leaders across the border” and “main-
taining the right of hot pursuit” and “destruction of terrorist launch pads in 
PoK.”57 

Disputes Around Indus Waters – The dispute over Indus Waters has several layers 
of complexity. While essentially an issue of resource politics, dominant perspec-
tives have connected the debate with the political conf lict in Kashmir. There is, 
however, a presumption that the Indus Waters Treaty (IWT) represents a success 
story in India–Pakistan negotiations and could form the basis for resolution of 
disputes such as the Wullar Barrage.58 This aspect of successful negotiations was 
seen to be replicated within its inclusion into the CD. At defence policy think 
tanks, however, the debates around the IWT centred around water as a political 
tool, and the linkages with the Kashmir conf lict took prominence.59 

It was only at the IDSA that significant interest was taken in the provisions 
of the IWT and its utility considering changed hydrological circumstances and 
possibilities for renegotiation. This was motivated by the IDSA’s researchers with 
specific expertise on South Asian water conf licts and their involvement in sev-
eral government initiatives.60 While the primary position was that the treaty 
provisions are more advantageous to Pakistani concerns as a lower riparian 
state, the terms for the modification of the treaty, however, were not implic-
itly addressed in the discourse. 61 Yet, the discourse emphasised that “given the 
nature of sub-continental politics, there will be an increasing use of water as a 
‘tool and a bargaining instrument’ in the larger politico-strategic objective.”62 

Indian policy directions therefore should include “inventive diplomacy based on 
linkages, trade-offs, bargains and delaying tactics.”63 In renegotiating the IWT, a 
potential joint mechanism to study the actual f low of water was recommended.64 

Siachen – In addition to Sir Creek, the CD process also regarded the Siachen 
dispute as a “low hanging fruit” owing to the grave humanitarian costs of 
sustaining military deployment in the area. Yet, while the official dialogue 
failed to achieve a consensus on demilitarisation, government think tanks also 
remained sceptical with some debate on the humanitarian aspect of the dispute. 
The humanitarian arguments and the options for possible withdrawal were not 
encouraged, as they go against the dominant perspectives on Siachen seen pri-
marily through a national security lens. Early writing at the IDSA refuted the 
Pakistani claims on Siachen and justified Indian military action in 1984 as a reac-
tion to the Pakistani decision to send military patrols to the east of the Saltoro 
Ridge and on to the Siachen glaciers. 65 The IDSA’s proximity to the MoD and 
the viewpoint of the Indian army was also ref lected in the institutional discourse. 
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Broad perspectives identified Siachen as an issue of national security – ideational, 
cartographic and intimately linked to the unresolved issue of J&K. In addition, it 
was argued that while ecological and human security threats are real and could 
create incentives for resolution, “it is unlikely that policy elites will make any 
concession” on the dispute. 66 For dominant opinion at the CLAWS too, a with-
drawal from Siachen represented a weakening of India’s strategic and political 
position on Kashmir. 

While the dispute remained unresolved after several rounds of negotiations, 
the 2012 Gayari avalanche reiterated the human cost arguments and indicated a 
softer stance from Pakistan with the Army Chief Ashfaq Parvez Kayani’s empha-
sis on demilitarisation. Opinions at the IDSA appeared split on the possibility of 
demilitarisation. One view perceived it as an opportunity to “re-evaluate national 
security, ecological security and human security” and recommended for India 
and Pakistan “to conduct more joint scientific studies and without any loss of face 
on either side, put in place an AGPL [Actual Ground Position Line] agreement 
within a reasonable time frame.”67 The opposing perspective, relying primarily 
on Pakistani vernacular media reports, argued that the Pakistani intent is ques-
tionable and the onus “is squarely on Indian shoulders” to enable an environment 
suitable for resolution of thorny issues. 68 Further apprehensions characterised 
the Siachen issue as a “legacy of Partition and Pakistani aggression” and were 
critical of the UPA’s decision to resume dialogue with Pakistan in early 2012.69 

This argument based on Pakistani objectives in the war effort in Afghanistan 
upheld the continued need for India to maintain military presence and not “throw 
away the strategic gains” in Siachen.70 This viewpoint was also endorsed by the 
CLAWS that expanded on the ramifications of a possible withdrawal on cross-
border infiltrations on the LoC and the prevalence of terrorist infrastructure in 
PoK, which was likely to become more emboldened with the changing political 
situation in Afghanistan.71 Offering a nuanced perspective yet one that did not 
gain traction, former director at the CLAWS Gurmeet Kanwal was one of the 
few who highlighted that opposition and criticism to prospects for withdrawal 
were not understood and that since verification and monitoring would be jointly 
conducted, there were significant merits to such a policy.72 Thus, even though 
there were dissenting voices both from the IDSA and the CLAWS that called for 
a studied understanding of a possible withdrawal, keeping in mind vigilant moni-
toring, these ideas were not incorporated into the discourse as squarely. 

Terrorism – The analysis of Pakistan’s proxy war in Kashmir and the use of 
terrorism as a political tool was a common yet predictable thread within think 
tank discourse, particularly when funding comes from the MoD and the MEA. 
There was no space in the discourse to refute this claim, but policy ideas instead 
engaged with possible responses from India. Analysing Pakistan’s “deep state,” 
for instance, the CLAWS discourse made a distinction between ‘good terror-
ists’ who were considered ‘strategic assets’ and were employed to destabilise 
neighbouring countries, such as the Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT), Jaish-e-Mohammed 
( JeM), Lashkar-e-Jhangvi and the Haqqani network, and the ‘bad terrorists’ 
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that included the Tehrik-e-Taliban considered as enemies of the state. It was  
asserted that “the roots of the conf lict and insurgency in J & K were in PoK and 
India must be pro-active in launching trans-LoC operations against them.”73 

The IDSA engagement too highlighted PoK as a safe haven for “a vast network 
of terrorist training camps, religious centres and schools and weapons stores.”74 

It was also argued that the region was likely to emerge as what was referred to 
as “the epicentre of Global Jihad,” particularly with regards to developments in 
Afghanistan.75 

As the formal dialogue process took a turn for the worse after the Mum-
bai attacks in 2008, the efficacy of engagement with Pakistan and emphasis on 
tackling terrorism became pronounced. As public opinion shifted, in the IDSA 
discourse too, the resumption of the CD was perceived as “counterproductive 
if undertaken before it [Pakistan] has shown an inclination to wind down the 
infrastructure of terror.”76 It was recommended that: 

India should remain in touch with various constituencies in Pakistan, par-
ticularly in Sindh and Balochistan; develop long term contacts with Shias, 
Ismailis, Barelvis, Sindhis and Mohajirs to encourage them to take a firm  
stand against the Taliban; involve Indian Muslims, particularly the Barelvis 
and Shias to establish contacts in Pakistan.77 

Additionally it was suggested that India should retain its “leverage particularly 
in the context of water and cyber issues and not give in to Pakistani black-
mail on water and instead propose re-negotiation of the Indus Waters Treaty.”78 

Although the IDSA discourse became critical of the efficacy of the promotion 
of people-to-people contact, its association with the MoD prompted suggestions 
for an engagement with Pakistan’s military leadership.79 It argued for the need 

to adopt a multi-track approach, a sort of “composite back-channel” in 
which the intelligence agencies comprise one track, the military leaders 
another track in which they discuss military and security related matters, 
while a third track can discuss larger strategic perceptions, outlooks and 
assessments. All these various tracks can then provide inputs to the political 
back-channel. 80 

In addition, the use of military force against further terrorist attacks coming from 
Pakistan was recommended even if “merely symbolic” and limited in nature.81 

Recommendations also suggested a “tactically agile diplomatic offensive” that 
should also “encompass the Track II realm, where the services of the retired gov-
ernment officials as well as that of academics and think tanks could be utilised.”82 

At the CLAWS too, the military option as well as a focus on rising fundamental-
ism in Pakistan and its repercussions on India was articulated. 

Policy inputs discussed in this section hence indicate that the focus at these 
think tanks was on dominant state narratives on Pakistan. Even though some 
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alternate and new policy ideas were put forward, think tank discourse largely 
preferred to set them aside, and any paradigmatic change in India’s policy towards 
Pakistan was not articulated. The proximity to funding bodies, namely the MoD 
and the MEA, meant that research agendas continued to be informed by spon-
sors. This was also due to similarities in membership patterns and institutional 
worldviews analysed in previous sections. The government in India, therefore, as 
argued by DI-Gramscian perspective, attempted to create a consensus on policy 
directions on Pakistan. Yet, close cooperation with government thinking was 
also in the self-interest of these think tanks, who needed to retain their link-
ages and patronage from the government for their institutional policy relevance. 
Another critical aspect of policy making that these think tanks were involved 
in was the promotion of government policy, as highlighted in the next section 
through the consideration of their role as communicative actors that worked in 
collaboration with the state. 

Think tank contribution as communicative actors 

In addition to policy recommendations, the close proximity to policymakers 
meant that government think tanks also contributed to the mobilisation of public 
opinion, particularly on policy towards Pakistan. Practitioner experience and the 
role of the intellectual elite also enabled a close relationship with policymakers 
and an insight into government policy that was not commonly available. There 
was also an exchange of policy ideas through research publications, in addition 
to classified policy inputs relayed directly to the Policy Planning Division of the 
MEA. The government for its part has also used the research expertise from 
these think tanks to garner public opinion on new policy initiatives that were 
introduced as part of the CD. 

The role of the IDSA was particularly significant in this regard. The specific 
studies on the AFSPA and the cross-LoC interactions that were highlighted in 
the previous section were initiated by the MEA, and in addition to generat-
ing a public debate on government policy, also enabled the government to gain 
insights from public discourse. The IDSA discourse thus contributed to the pub-
lic understanding of debates on strategic issues, nuclear weapons doctrines as 
well as the finer points of the Siachen conf lict. This role was particularly useful 
as there were limited avenues for insights into government policy in India, par-
ticularly on issues of defence policy. The IDSA’s role, first visible in popularising 
the debate on nuclear weapons particularly by Subrahmanyan, has been discussed 
earlier. On the Indo-Pak dimension, the IDSA contributed to generating public 
opinion with comprehensive research projects that focused on the nature of the 
Pakistani state, its power structure, role of the military and religion in Pakistani 
politics and the political dynamics within PoK. To this end, the IDSA launched 
its Pakistan Project in the year 2009. The report of the project was prepared 
under the leadership of Arvind Gupta, then Director of the Institute and until 
recently the Deputy NSA. The report titled Whither Pakistan? Growing Instability 
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and Implications for India finalised in 2010 and subsequent follow-up reports titled 
Pakistan on the Edge (December 2012) and  Unending Violence in Pakistan: Ana-
lysing the Trends, 2013–14 served a particular purpose. These studies generated 
significant interest in the internal dynamics in PoK – an aspect that previously 
remained out of popular opinion. The research and its wide dissemination elabo-
rated on PoK’s constitutional and political status and highlighted particularly 
the lack of human rights and ethnic tensions in the area. The public discussion 
around these reports helped to popularise the Indian government’s position and 
the emphasis on the area as occupied Indian territory and gave support to argu-
ments that called for highlighting human rights violations and the lack of demo-
cratic and political rights in the region.83 The IDSA was a forum for debates on 
this issue as far back as 1995 and frequently reiterated the accepted government 
position on Kashmir.84 In addition to the focus on Pakistan’s proxy war, atten-
tion was drawn towards new negotiating patterns with “the new Indian focus on 
Gilgit and Baltistan and ‘Azad Kashmir’.”85 

These debates were also initiated to bring attention to government pro-
grammes as part of the Kashmir CBMs, such as the opening of the Srinagar-
Muzaffarabad and Kargil-Skardu bus routes. The narratives adopted appreciated 
these new policies but also highlighted that these initiatives have the potential 
to “expose the population of the region [PoK] to the freedom and democratic 
rights enjoyed by their ethnic kin across the Line of Control in Ladakh and 
Kargil.”86 The growing alienation within PoK was thus promoted as “valuable 
leverage” for India in negotiating with Pakistan.87 Discourse popularised the 
idea that “the people of PoK should be regarded as citizens of India and spe-
cial documents should be issued to them in this regard. They may be allowed 
to visit India after proper check of their antecedents.”88 The report was shared 
publicly in a roundtable89 and further recommended that “India must engage the 
new emerging political leadership in PoK which is disillusioned with Pakistan’s 
approach and is demanding genuine representation and a popular system of gov-
ernance.” 90 A similar position was taken at the CLAWS, citing videos and infor-
mation regarding resistance within the PoK and the demand for “Balawaristan” 
by the Balawaristan National Front, which is a coalition of inf luential leaders in 
the northern areas.91 

While reaching out to PoK/Gilgit Baltistan, the discourse reiterated the gov-
ernment’s approach that regarded the subject of Indian Kashmir as an internal 
matter and emphasised the distinction between the problem ‘in’ Kashmir and the 
problem ‘of ’ Kashmir.92 This also created support for the Kashmir roundtables 
initiated by Manmohan Singh in 2006 that were seen to “trash General Mush-
arraf ’s idea of ‘self-governance’ and ‘demilitarisation’.”93 

The IDSA and other government think tanks also popularised the idea of 
“precision military strikes” to neutralise suspected terrorist threats from across 
the LoC.94 Policy options for India coming from the CLAWS were also in favour 
of “covert action inside Pakistan to target terror leadership”95 and further argued 
that ceasefire at the LoC has been advantageous to Pakistan and “has negated 
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whatever little military dominance and advantage the Indian army had.”96 These 
ideas became more popular after the 26/11 Mumbai attacks that also brought 
attention to the need for an assessment of India’s maritime and coastal security 
arrangements – with recommendations for improved infrastructure for the Bor-
der Security Force and Coast Guard.97 Coastal security and maritime terrorism, 
for instance, was a subject of interest for the the NMF, and the emerging nexus 
between maritime terrorism and drug cartels, further accentuated by the pres-
ence of transnational criminal groups headed by Dawood Ibrahim for instance, 
was recognised.98 The NMF also contributed substantially to the subject of High 
Risk Area piracy and argued for strengthening India’s strategic outlook.99 Popu-
larising the concept of ‘active’ deterrence, the NMF highlighted the capability 
of the Indian navy to operate in international waters “by virtue of its inher-
ent attributes of f lexibility and poise offering a viable option to the political 
leadership shift from ‘deterrence by denial’ against Pakistan to deterrence by 
punishment.”100 

The focus once again was on niche areas of concern, thus while the NMF 
emphasised the role of the Indian navy, the discourse at the CAPS highlighted 
the need to augment the IAF capabilities to take into account the evolving 
cooperation between Pakistan and China and to “build adequate force levels 
to possess the capability and counter the adversaries in a two-front scenario for 
India.”101 Its close proximity to the MoD and the MEA meant that the IDSA’s 
engagement with matters of coastal security coincided with government think-
ing at the time. While it cannot be ascertained if ideas put forward by the IDSA 
and the NMF contributed to policy, significant public opinion was built on the 
need to strengthen coastal security, and the GOI announced several measures 
to strengthen coastal and maritime security.102 At the CAPS too, while limited, 
engagement with Indo-Pak issues remained critical of dialogue and emphasised 
the need to strengthen India’s air supremacy. In the absence of policy inputs that 
are not available in the public domain, it is difficult to judge the CAPs’ interac-
tive discourse, yet its proximity to the MoD and IAF is fairly evident. 

Government think tanks and India’s Pakistan policy: 
a summary 

A critical examination of policy discourse from government think tanks pro-
vides evidence that the emphasis of policy ideas was to highlight the dominant 
viewpoints of each of the defence forces from where these think tanks receive 
patronage and institutional relevance. On specific policy direction towards Paki-
stan, owing to their proximity to the Army and the MoD, research at both 
the IDSA and the CLAWS has highlighted issues of law and order, particularly 
on counter-insurgency in Kashmir. However, the NMF and the CAPS have 
focused on accentuating India’s naval and air supremacy – key policy parameters 
for the Indian Navy and the IAF. The membership of serving and retired officers 
further indicates a balance of theory and practice, and research agendas informed 
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by the MoD indicate a discursive process. There is also visible a role in generat-
ing public opinion, specifically on the nuclear doctrine debate and the army’s 
counter-insurgency programmes in J&K as well as the Indian position on other 
crucial Indo-Pak issues. In all of these think tanks then, practitioner experience 
and the role of the intellectual elite points to a close relationship with policy-
makers. There is also an exchange of policy ideas through research publications 
and classified policy inputs relayed to the Policy Planning Division of the MEA. 

Linking this to Gramsci then, the state, as Gramsci contends, tries to educate 
and mobilise the people in a variety of ways, often through collaboration with 
other social forces in order to construct a historic bloc. While this permits the 
state a high degree of autonomy, the arguments differ from the absolute exercise 
of power of the state as prescribed by statism. In India, while the government 
creates consensus on its policy directions on Pakistan through their support to 
this body of elites, close cooperation with government thinking is also in the 
self-interest of these institutions. Research interests at government think tanks 
have ref lected the interests of India’s defence community as well as the Foreign 
Ministry. While they may differ on specific operational details (the withdrawal 
from Siachen) or timing (post 26/11 dialogue) or tactics (use of force as a tool 
against counter-insurgency), policy outlooks coming from these think tanks 
were similar to official policy. They perpetuated dominant state perspectives 
centred on security and dissenting voices were sidelined, for instance, those that 
argued in favour of a demilitarisation in Siachen. Government think tanks in  
India expanded on state-led agendas, popularised them by generating opinion 
and also conducted a critical appraisal of government policy. They did not, how-
ever, effectively challenge government narratives or introduce new ideas into 
the discourse that could transform India’s policy towards Pakistan – away from a 
merely security-centred understanding. 

Conclusion 

The attention in this chapter was on government think tanks in India, their 
specific interactions with policymakers and their policy discourse on India’s 
Pakistan policy. Through the analysis of five government think tanks – namely 
the IDSA, the ICWA, the CAPS, the CLAWS and the NMF – using the DI-
Gramscian approach, the chapter has highlighted membership patterns, funding 
arrangements and the nature and prominence of the intellectual elite in building 
significant institutional linkages with policy structures. The evidence presented 
in the prior sections has highlighted that think tanks supported financially by 
the MoD or the MEA have maintained a direct connection with policymakers, 
and there exists close interaction represented in an exchange of ideas on India’s 
foreign policy goals towards Pakistan. The membership pattern at these think 
tanks also indicates common training, similar professional backgrounds and sim-
ilar worldviews in addition to an active component of f luidity. Research agen-
das are also provided guidance and direction by the foreign policy bureaucracy, 
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providing sufficient evidence of partnerships and networks indicating inroads  
into formal policy making. The institutionalisation and government patronage 
has therefore enabled the Indian government to build consensus on policy direc-
tions on Pakistan, further aided by similarities in membership and close collabo-
ration with think tank intellectual elites. The direct support by the government 
has created a discourse that perpetuates government thinking on Pakistan, leav-
ing little room for alternative perspectives. 
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effectively relegating the Coast Guard from its primary coastal security role. Organ-
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5 
NON-GOVERNMENT POLICY 
THINK TANKS 

Government think tanks examined in the previous chapter did not lack financial 
resources and enjoyed easy access to policymakers. The discursive interactions 
therefore remained strong and substantive. While their ideational indepen-
dence could be questioned and there was a similar political narrative, policy 
inputs were clearly visible due to direct connections with the government. Both 
examples of coordinative and communicative discourse can be found in their 
engagement with foreign policy issues. On the other end of the spectrum are 
non-government think tanks that do not depend primarily on government 
sources for funding alone but managed to establish networks with international 
funding organisations. While funding has been diversified, this chapter seeks 
answers to other crucial questions: did their relative independence from govern-
ment funding enable independent thinking? how did they engage with formal 
policy-making mechanisms in India? what was the level of access to policymak-
ers? Were non-government think tanks conditioned by the research agendas of 
donor organisations, particularly on India–Pakistan relations? 

As in the previous chapter, this chapter also emphasises the role of intel-
lectual elites in generating public opinion and interacting with policy-making 
mechanisms, particularly on relations with Pakistan. This chapter and the next 
are linked. While the first part focuses the attention on some of the big play-
ers in this category that include the Observer Research Foundation (ORF), the 
Centre for Policy Research (CPR), the Vivekananda International Foundation 
(VIF) and the India Foundation (IF) with broad research agendas, in the second 
part the focus is on non-government think tanks with research agendas specifi-
cally focused on peacebuilding and reconciliation. These include the Institute of 
Peace and Conf lict Studies (IPCS), the Delhi Policy Group (DPG), the Women 
in Security, Conf lict Management and Peace (WISCOMP) and the Centre for 
Dialogue and Reconciliation (CDR). 
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It was argued in the previous chapter that the creation of think tanks and 
support to intellectual elites was an attempt by the government of India to insti-
tutionalise consensus on policy directions. This was ref lective of the Gramscian 
notion of state spirit where intellectual elites at government think tanks created 
consensus for government policy on Pakistan, highlighting dominant govern-
ment narratives focused on national security and strategic strength. This chapter 
takes this argument further through an analysis of the intellectual membership 
and policy discourse of non-government think tanks. With relative freedom 
from government funding brought about by India’s liberalisation process, these 
think tanks were able to expand the scope of ideas on Pakistan. Yet, access to 
funding was also enabled by government support and was a ref lection of India’s 
expanding international interests and the need to enhance the bureaucracy’s 
capacity in dealing with new security issues. 

The tools provided by DI have been useful to highlight the interactive pro-
cesses that have enabled the ORF, the VIF, the IF and the CPR to be actors 
within the foreign policy process. The involvement of elites in government com-
mittees and specific project funding aimed at providing policy expertise in areas 
where the MEA lacks capacity are indications of their interactions and the cre-
ation of a “discursive sphere.”1 Through their research outreach they have thus 
been involved in the promotion, advocacy and articulation of foreign policy  
towards Pakistan during the CD period. 

Yet, the place of non-government think tanks within policy structures is 
something that DI doesn’t adequately explain. Several viewpoints expressed in 
the interview process highlighted that in the restrictive and bureaucratic set-up of 
India, think tank involvement has been limited to suggesting policy options and 
adding to the public discourse on foreign policy, rather than a direct involvement 
in the policy formulation processes. Respondents also argued that the adoption 
of think tank ideas on Pakistan remained dependent on the particular political 
atmosphere, and think tanks performed better on “functional issues” and were 
not as relevant to “bilateral issues” or “paradigm issues” that impacted the rela-
tionship with Pakistan.2 It was also claimed that “the India-Pakistan relationship 
is not a foreign policy issue but a domestic political issue in both countries.”3 

The resolution of the conf lict is therefore dependent on the equation between 
various power centres in both countries – the army in Pakistan and the political 
leadership in India. The foreign ministry and diplomats are argued to have no 
role. Within this scenario then, policy ideas from non-government think tanks 
communicated to the foreign ministry would presumably have no role. 

There do exist contrary opinions as well, which argued that “think tanks are 
useful when government wants to mould or inform public debate.”4 They also 
“gauge public opinion,” thus fulfilling their role as a bridge between policy mak-
ing and civil society.5 There is very little evidence of specific inputs that have 
been implemented as policy. There is, however, an evolving consultative role for 
think tanks in India that is highlighted in the following chapter. Think tanks 
created an avenue for “more informed public debate” on key issues. 6 As a former 
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diplomat noted, “I have done much more in the past 15 years since retirement 
in inf luencing the public discourse than I did in 36 years in the government.”7 

Government funding indicates a significant interest in a broader research agenda 
by the government seeking specific research expertise from non-government 
think tanks. 

Notwithstanding broad opinions, non-government think tanks have engaged 
considerably with the policy debate on Pakistan, as the evidence in the following 
sections shows. They have offered policy recommendations in addition to pro-
moting the dialogue and debating the various formulations for resolution of key 
disputes. There was, however, a change in the interest on India–Pakistan issues, 
visible particularly after the suspension of the CD, with policy ideas becom-
ing restricted and less amenable to dialogue. While this ref lected the changed 
geopolitical circumstances and the broken bilateral relationship with Pakistan, 
it can also be explained by the process of bargaining and “research brokerage” 
that think tanks practice to maintain their policy relevance and remain viable 
actors. 8 Non-government think tanks analysed in this chapter can be described as 
“embedded institutions,” which over time can spread ideas but are more likely to 
get ideologically absorbed into the stronger bureaucratic frameworks.9 Drezner, 
for instance, argues that the “placement of institutions vis-à-vis the rest of the 
foreign policy apparatus determines the ability of these institutions to survive 
and thrive.”10 

Examining think tank policy narratives on Pakistan, this chapter therefore 
makes the argument that even though non-government think tanks were funded 
externally, there remained a certain dependence on government narratives and 
investment in the dialogue process owing to project funding. However, differ-
ences in the nature of the intellectual elite and institutional agendas that focus 
more on academic research expanded the understanding of issues. This con-
tributed to their evolving role in the development and mobilisation of public 
opinion. The first section of this chapter looks at the diversity of intellectual 
elites and worldviews at non-government think tanks and explores their linkages 
with policy making. While drawing comparisons with government think tanks 
examined earlier, later sections consider the policy discourse on Pakistan as well 
as the role of these think tanks as communicative actors relaying information on 
government initiatives through their contribution to public discourse. 

Nature of intellectual elite – patterns in institutional 
worldviews and collaborations with the state 

Institutional structures at government think tanks closely resembled the govern-
ment, and the presence of former bureaucrats and retired armed forces person-
nel, while providing access to policy makers, also created a replication of official 
policy narratives. However, at non-government think tanks, while linkages 
with policy making became unclear, there was a broader academic understand-
ing of India–Pakistan issues. While former bureaucrats and military practitioners 
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continued to make up the intellectual elite, the CPR, the ORF, the VIF and the 
IF also encouraged academic expertise. The following section details the pro-
fessional background of the intellectual elites at these think tanks, highlighting 
linkages with official policy-making bodies as well as their crucial role in shap-
ing public discourse on Pakistan. The aspect of diversified funding is also con-
sidered, yet the implicit government support to these think tanks – if not directly 
then through the approval of external funding and limited project funding – is 
also visible. The government in India also played a crucial part in the regu-
lation of foreign funding through the FCRA, known for its “arbitrariness of 
procedure.”11 

The oldest in this ilk is the Centre for Policy Research (CPR), one of the “sec-
ond wave institutes” that appeared with an increase in funding as India began 
to bring down the barriers on foreign funding.12 With a particular focus on 
academic research, the CPR’s evolution in 1973 began with government fund-
ing primarily from the Indian Council for Social Science Research (ICSSR) 
and project-specific funding from the MEA, yet sources of funding have since 
been diversified to include foreign donations/project funding from the World 
Bank, the International Development Research Centre (IDRC) Canada, the 
Ford Foundation, the Asia Foundation and the Bill and Melinda Gates Founda-
tion, to name a few. 

The inclusion of business funding and corporate interest in policy making is 
perhaps more easily visible in the Observer Research Foundation (ORF), estab-
lished in 1990 with close linkages to the Reliance group of companies.13 The 
ORF’s establishment was also supported by government leadership, particularly 
former Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee, with research agendas aimed at 
encouraging the liberalisation process in India.14 Focus has since expanded to 
subjects such as climate change, global governance, strategic studies, national 
security and space studies. According to the declaration of contributions, core 
funding continues to come from Reliance Industries, along with project funding 
from the MEA and other funding agencies.15 Funding from Reliance accounts 
for around 65%, with the foundation diversifying its sources to include support 
from the government, private corporates, foreign foundations and others.16 

While the source of funding is very clear in the cases of both the CPR and 
the ORF, in the other two think tanks in this category, the lines blur. Formed 
in December 2009, the Vivekananda International Foundation (VIF) identifies 
itself as “an independent, non-partisan institution” focused on academic research 
and additionally as a “platform for dialogue and conf lict resolution.”17 Recog-
nised as a Trust affiliated with the Vivekananda Kendra, funding for the VIF 
supposedly comes from the trust fund, though the official documents (annual 
reports, website) do not provide a detailed account of donations received and 
their allocation to specific projects and programmes. There is very little evidence 
also on the funding patterns of the India Foundation (IF) established in 2000. 

While funding forms one part of the story, the nature of intellectual elites 
at think tanks is also relevant here. The previous chapter found evidence of an 
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overlap in membership patterns and political narratives on Pakistan based on 
similarities in funding, professional backgrounds of the elite and f luidity in the 
movement of intellectual elites both within think tanks as well as the revolv-
ing door between think tanks and formal institutions of policy making. The 
membership pattern in the ORF, the CPR, the VIF and the IF is also similar, 
yet there is an increased attention to academic research. There are also linkages 
to business interests, particularly at the ORF, ref lected both in affiliations and 
research focus on India’s economic policy. The initiative to form the ORF came 
from R.K. Mishra, a former journalist with close linkages with policy makers 
and former Prime Ministers Indira Gandhi and Rajiv Gandhi. Mishra, along 
with Vivek Katju (former Head- PAI division, MEA) and Brajesh Mishra (for-
mer NSA), was also involved in the back-channel negotiations with Pakistan at 
the behest of Prime Minister Vajpayee during the Kargil war.18 This role was  
acknowledged by the MEA and his close relationship with key policymakers and 
with Vajpayee himself also provided early support for the ORF.19 Mishra was also 
able to secure financial support for the ORF from the Reliance group in perhaps 
the first instance of corporate interest in Indian think tanks. 

The ORF is currently led by Chairman Sunjoy Joshi, a former bureaucrat, 
and President Samir Saran, a former employee of Reliance Industries. In addi-
tion, the ORF’s membership has been a mix of former government and defence 
officials including General V.P. Malik (former Army chief ), former foreign 
secretary M.K. Rasgotra, former chief of RAW Vikram Sood, as well as aca-
demic and media specialists, namely C. Raja Mohan, Manoj Joshi and Rajeswari 
Rajagopalan, ref lecting a combination of academic and practitioner knowledge. 
Younger researchers, among them students of international studies from lead-
ing universities, add to the component of academic research, building capacity 
for IR research in India. The ORF has established its regional presence with 
branches in Mumbai, Kolkata and Chennai. The ORF’s Mumbai chapter is led 
by Sudheendra Kulkarni, who served as a special aide to Vajpayee between 1998 
and 2004. Apart from serving as Vajpayee’s speech-writer, Kulkarni is known to 
have played an active role in conceptualising and driving several landmark initia-
tives of the Vajpayee government. 

The ORF elites’ linkages with the Indian foreign policy establishment are 
also visible. For instance, in addition to adding to the public discourse through 
his journalistic writings on Kashmir, Pakistan and Siachen, Manoj Joshi has 
served on the Naresh Chandra Committee to propose security reforms; for-
mer diplomat Rakesh Sood set up the Disarmament and International Security 
Affairs Division in the MEA, which he led for eight years till the end of 2000; 
Brajesh Mishra, India’s first NSA and later trustee at the ORF has often been 
credited with inf luence on India’s policy towards Pakistan in the Vajpayee years. 
Mishra’s diplomatic imprint on India’s Pakistan policy was seen in the Agra sum-
mit (2002) and gaining President Musharraf ’s commitment that Pakistan will 
not allow the use of its territory for terrorist activity (2004).20 

Former bureaucrats, in addition to expertise on economics and politics, also 
form the core of intellectual elites at the CPR. The bureaucracy is represented 
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by former Foreign Secretary Shyam Saran, who in addition to being a senior 
fellow at the CPR was also Chairman of the Research and Information System 
for Developing Countries (RIS) – the think tank of the MEA. Seasoned dip-
lomats including G. Parthasarathy, with considerable experience in Indo-Pak  
issues, and a member of several Indo-Pak Track II initiatives also add to the 
CPR’s discourse. There is a significant focus on academic research at the CPR 
led until recently by President Pratap Bhanu Mehta, who in addition to being 
a prolific writer, has contributed significantly to the public discourse on Indian 
foreign and domestic policy and has also served on many central government 
committees.21 Other intellectuals such as Bharat Karnad and Brahma Chellaney, 
as described by Mehta 

[have] continued to lend their weight to CPR’s status as one of a handful of 
modern think tanks steeped in the realist tradition, while Nimmi Kurian 
and Bibek Debroy provided the perfect counter balance through their focus 
on conf lict resolution, sub-regional issues, trade and political economy.22 

Chellaney, who until January 2000 was an advisor to India’s NSC and convener 
of the External Security Group of the NSAB, has been notable for his advocatory 
role, along with K. Subrahmanyam, in the drafting of India’s nuclear doctrine.23 

Bharat Karnad was also a member of the first NSAB, where he participated in 
the Nuclear Doctrine Drafting Group and the external security and technology 
security groups of the Strategic Review. In addition, Karnad has been commis-
sioned by the Headquarters of the Integrated Defence Staff to conduct a strategic 
nuclear orientation course for senior military officers and to conceptualise and 
conduct a series of inter-agency wargames on the nuclear tripwire.24 

While funding for all of these think tanks is diversified, there are visible 
linkages with the policy establishment, both direct and indirect. As argued ear-
lier, each was established at a particular time in India’s growing economic and 
political trajectory, thus both the ORF and the CPR receive project-specific 
funding from the MEA. In addition to enabling foreign contributions, the gov-
ernment of India has also involved these think tanks in specific policy initiatives. 
For instance, the ORF is the official Track II research coordinator for India at 
the BRICS. It is also a member of the BRICS Think Tanks Council set up in 
2013. 25 The CPR in 2008 also organised with the MEA the third IBSA (India, 
Brazil, South Africa) Editors’ Conference. In addition, the ORF’s programmes 
on climate change and Indian Ocean security have captured the attention of 
the government, and in October 2014, it became a partner organisation for the 
sixth core group meeting of the Munich Security Conference with the MEA.26 

In March 2016, the ORF launched the Raisina Dialogue in collaboration with 
the MEA – “an annual conference serving as a platform for multi-stakeholder 
interactions on foreign policy in keeping with the MEA’s approach to seek wider 
inputs for policy making.”27 Modelled along Singapore’s Shangri-La Dialogue, 
the Raisina Dialogue is now a notable platform for policy promotion, with active 
involvement of senior policy elites from the MEA and the government of India. 
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The thematic clusters at the CPR have included a focus on both research and 
advocacy, and some of the specific research initiatives with active components 
of policy interface, demonstrating coordinative discourse among policy elites, 
have been the first of its kind in India. Notable among these are the Parliamen-
tary Research Service initiated in 2005 that aimed at establishing linkages with 
legislative processes in India. The MP Policy Dialogue series initiated in 2009 is 
also a novel initiative envisaged as “a forum for Members of Parliament to discuss 
topical policy-related issues with an academic expert.”28 Other research initia-
tives include the Climate Change Initiative (2009) funded by the MacArthur 
Foundation with policy interface at several levels with the UNFCCC and the 
Copenhagen process and with the Ministry of Environment and Forests and the 
Planning Commission task force for low carbon growth. In addition to policy-
relevant research, policy promotion has also been a key element, as represented in 
the wide array of published research reports and other policy-relevant writing. In 
2012, the CPR faculty members, Pratap Bhanu Mehta, Shyam Saran and Srinath 
Raghavan, participated in the preparation of a document titled Non Alignment 
2.0: A Foreign and Strategic Policy for India in the Twenty First Century. The docu-
ment was the product of collective deliberation and was released at the CPR in 
2012 by then NSA Shiv Shankar Menon.29 In 2013, with funding from the Asia 
Foundation, the CPR also launched its online portal – the SARCist30 – South 
Asia Regional Cooperation, with a special focus on trade and investment issues. 

Known to be ideologically close to the BJP-RSS, a key objective identified 
at the VIF is to “reassess, formulate and develop India’s civilizational and cul-
tural imperatives.”31 The organisational impetus was provided by Ajit Doval, 
the former Intelligence Bureau Chief and Founder Director from 2009–2014. 
Doval was also one of the negotiators during the Kandahar hijacking case in 
1999 and has considerable experience with militancy in the Kashmir valley. In 
2014, Doval was appointed as India’s NSA by the Modi government, a position 
to which he was reappointed in the new Modi government in 2019. Much of the 
initial policy direction at the VIF is known to have been the brainchild of Doval, 
and his induction into the prime position of foreign policy making in India 
makes this a unique characteristic of the revolving door policy. It has also sig-
nificantly enhanced the VIF’s coordinative discourse with direct and sustained 
linkages with the foreign policy establishment in India. In addition to Doval,  
other members at the VIF include Nripendra Misra (now Principal Secretary to 
PM Modi) and Ata Hasnain, who retired as GOC in Kashmir and has signifi-
cant field experience working on the LoC. Hasnain has also been credited for 
having conceived and operationalised the “Hearts Doctrine” in J&K as an effort 
towards perception management regarding army operations in the valley.32 The 
VIF is currently led by Arvind Gupta, former DG at IDSA and former Deputy 
NSA in the Modi government from 2014 to 2017. Other members on the VIF’s 
advisory board and executive council include former Foreign Secretary Kan-
wal Sibal (member NSAB 2008–2010); former Secretary RAW A.K. Verma; 
former Cabinet Minister Arif Mohammad Khan; former army chiefs Shankar  
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Roy Chowdhury, V.N. Sharma, N.C. Vij; and senior diplomat Satish Chandra, 
to name a few. Former director N.C. Vij was DGMO during the Kargil War 
and briefed Vajpayee at the BJP National Executive Meeting on the progress of 
operations, breaking from military tradition.33 

While the VIF is known to be close to the BJP, the IF has direct linkages 
with the BJP and the Modi government. Notable members of the Modi admin-
istration, including Nirmala Sitharaman (Current Finance Minister) and Suresh 
Prabhu (former Minister of Civil Aviation and current Member of Rajya Sabha), 
have been associated with the IF. In addition, Ram Madhav, the National Gen-
eral Secretary of the BJP, and Shaurya Doval, the son of NSA Ajit Doval, are 
on the IF governing board. Madhav has been a Member of the BJP National 
Executive and in charge of the media and public relations of the RSS. The 
research component within the IF comes from Executive Director Alok Bansal, 
a former Naval officer with research experience on India’s strategic security and 
formerly associated with the IDSA and the NMF. Prominent political columnists 
Ashok Malik and Swapan Dasgupta are also affiliated with the IF, in addition to 
research staff composed of university students and researchers. 

Thus, even though funding for non-government think tanks is diversified 
and there is distance from official policy making, there exist significant linkages 
with the policy establishment. These are both official and unofficial, yet rela-
tively less institutionalised, as in the case of government think tanks. The nature 
of intellectuals, however, is more diversified with an additional emphasis on  
academic research. How this translated into policy ideas on Pakistan is the focus 
of the following sections that also elaborate on the inf luence of elites in framing 
and mobilising public opinion and raising awareness on the elements of India’s 
dialogue with Pakistan. 

Think tank contribution to policy discourse 

The similarities in the policy discourse adopted by government think tanks 
were found to be due to similar membership styles and institutional worldviews 
derived from patronage from the government. Political narratives on Pakistan 
emphasised national security as the predominant theme, and prevailing narra-
tives on Pakistan were encouraged while dissenting voices (particularly those 
calling for concessions to Pakistan) were undermined or ignored. This chapter 
examines if there is any deviation from that trend at non-government think 
tanks. When think tanks are able to supplement government funding through a 
reliance on private donors, does the nature of discourse undergo a change? Are 
think tanks then able to expand on the agenda and ideas beyond government 
narratives on relations with Pakistan? Further, the oft-argued “consultative role” 
in policy formulation is explored, with a particular focus on “orienting public 
opinion.”34 

The reliance on private sources for funding also raises questions about the 
relative independence of research agendas. Additionally, owing to the sensitive 
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nature of the issues at hand, the Indian foreign policy establishment would 
be wary of externally funded research on international relations and strategic 
affairs.”35 Sponsors too are in a position to dictate their own research agendas 
irrespective of whether they are public agencies, private foundations or inter-
national organisations.36 Samir Saran from the ORF, for instance, argues that: 

we are acutely aware of the need to balance a proximate relationship with 
the government that would allow enough distance to be able to conduct 
research freely and yet be cordial enough so that we would be able to  
share insights and ideas with institutions that are best placed to make use 
of them.37 

This need to balance the sharing of policy ideas while striving to maintain inde-
pendent research agendas becomes further complicated in the case of a high-
profile and highly volatile relationship as with Pakistan. Policy inputs into India’s 
relations with Pakistan are curtailed by the continually changing bilateral rela-
tionship and the overwhelming primacy of political will as the main driving 
force for change. It is within this dynamic that the CD process provided a “criti-
cal juncture” – offering space and power to think tanks – to transfer knowledge 
(in this case on specific issues that impacted India–Pakistan relations) and then 
act as carriers of coordinative and communicative discourse.38 Think tank trac-
tion on “functional issues” and mobilisation of public opinion in support of 
government policy on Pakistan is thus crucial to understanding their place in the 
policy process.39 

Non-government think tanks – namely the ORF, the CPR, the VIF and 
the IF – have all engaged with dynamics within the India–Pakistan relation-
ship, to varying degrees. Research agendas at the ORF are comprehensive, and 
the engagement with India–Pakistan relations represents just one aspect. Dis-
course on India–Pakistan relations was strongest in the period while the official 
CD process was ongoing and there was focused attention on issues including 
Kashmir, Siachen and terrorism. What is surprising though is that being an  
organisation with an articulated focus on India’s economic policies, the ORF’s 
engagement with aspects of India’s economic cooperation with Pakistan has been 
very limited, even though broader economic programmes undertaken by India 
have been considered. 

At the CPR too, research on Pakistan is undertaken within the thematic  
cluster of International Relations and Security. Intellectuals including Brahma 
Chellaney, Bharat Karnad, G. Parthasarathy, B.G. Verghese and Ramaswamy  
Iyer have contributed to the discourse on nuclear security and Kashmir and 
India’s position on river water disputes with Pakistan. There has also been an 
engagement with dialogue on Kashmir at the Track II level with participation 
in the Neemrana Dialogue, Pugwash initiatives and the Chaophraya dialogues. 
As early as 2003, the late B.G. Verghese was associated with the Task Force on 
Inter-Linking of Rivers and later between 2013–2014, was a part of three World 
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Bank study groups working on resolving conf licts in the Indus, Ganges and 
Brahmaputra basins.40 

Initiated in 2009, the VIF arrived on the think tank landscape during a cru-
cial phase for India–Pakistan relations. The formal CD was suspended and the 
post-Mumbai scenario was very different from the years preceding it. Most of 
the issues under consideration in the CD had collapsed by 2009, and VIF view-
points have often ref lected cynicism in the process and the futility of continu-
ing a dialogue process with Pakistan. Research at the VIF has therefore been 
squarely focused on the dispute in J&K and the problem of terrorism emanating 
from Pakistan. The IF’s policy discourse, however, is difficult to gauge as they 
“provide inputs directly to the government through policy briefs that are clas-
sified”41 and other research outputs are limited, even though it is often a forum 
for discussions on foreign policy.42 The following section highlights policy dis-
course from non-government think tanks on issues as addressed in the CD. It 
also ref lects the government’s collaboration with these non-state actors aimed at 
building consensus on its official positions. 

Kashmir: expanding the debate – Much like narratives at government think tanks 
that analysed the conf lict in Kashmir primarily through the national security 
paradigm, non-government think tanks have also highlighted the necessity of 
maintaining law and order in the state. They however expanded the scope of 
their policy ideas with an increased focus on civil society engagements in Kash-
mir as well as additional policy ideas on AFSPA and water conf licts impacting the 
dispute. Substantial attention in the discourse was on the delineation of the dis-
pute first as a problem ‘of ’ Kashmir, which relates to the relationship with Paki-
stan, and second as the problem ‘in’ Kashmir that refers to the internal dynamics 
within the Indian state of J&K. This approach resonated with the direction of 
the official dialogue adopted by the Indian government. In his closing remarks 
at the second Jammu and Kashmir Roundtable in May 2006, Manmohan Singh 
reiterated that the dispute in J&K has two dimensions – “one being the relation-
ship between Delhi and Srinagar and the other, the relationship between Delhi 
and Islamabad.”43 Policy ideas from think tanks popularised this argument and 
further expanded it through their policy recommendations. 

While attention to Kashmir was limited in the ORF discourse prior to the 
ceasefire in 2003, government initiatives including L.K. Advani’s talks with 
separatists and Vajpayee’s new peace initiatives with Pakistan were appreciated 
as a move beyond “traditionally stated positions.”44 As highlighted earlier, the 
ORF’s R.K. Mishra and Brajesh Mishra were closely involved with Vajpayee’s 
agenda in Kashmir. Opinions in the early stage of the process did, however, 
warn about the volatility of the issue and the “divergent” and “seemingly irrec-
oncilable” positions of India and Pakistan as a deterrent to the larger process. 
However, ref lecting the organisation’s practice where research opinions are “not 
reconciled” into a common institutional position, the CD’s engagement with 
Kashmir was understood in various ways at the ORF.45 One opinion argued that 
the CD approach worked in “keeping Pakistan engaged on all matters except 
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Kashmir.”46 A differing perspective was that the unilateral ceasefire at the LoC 
was “inconvenient for the Indian army” and allowed the Pakistan army “the 
freedom to continue its nefarious activities in Kashmir without fear of Indian 
retribution,” enabling Pakistan to “continue its low-cost, low-risk, high-payoff 
option of waging a proxy war against India.”47 

The “historical continuity” in Pakistan’s Kashmir policy and the military-
militant connection within Pakistan as a deterrent for peace was a dominant 
focus of the discourse. Musharraf ’s proclaimed commitment to destroy terrorist 
infrastructure within Pakistan was welcomed by the government, but opinions 
at the ORF argued that it was also 

a conscious decision on the part of his government to keep the Jihadi infra-
structure alive as an insurance policy on Kashmir in case the peace process, 
especially the dialogue on Kashmir gets mired in bickering and protests, 
and fails to yield any tangible results for Pakistan.48 

There was discussion at think tanks on the Kashmir proposals put forth by Paki-
stani President Musharraf. Reiterated in a TV interview during his visit to New 
Delhi in April 2005, Musharraf ’s four-point proposal sought a phased withdrawal 
of troops, local self-governance, free movement of Kashmiris across the LoC and 
a joint supervision mechanism in Jammu and Kashmir involving India, Pakistan 
and Kashmiris.49 At ORF these ideas represented a “well-crafted and cleverly 
worded war game.”50 This perspective was similar to the CPR’s where these 
proposals were seen merely as “public rhetoric” for domestic consumption.51 

Even though there was some scepticism regarding the direction of the dia-
logue, the disagreement was mostly on the need for caution rather than a com-
plete disregard for the process. Think tank discourse at this stage played a role 
in highlighting the nature of the dialogue as well as the significant government 
initiatives and proposals on Kashmir, including those set forth by Musharraf, were 
analysed in depth and introduced into the public domain. The CPR’s opinion 
conceded that the four-point proposal signified a change in Pakistan’s position of 
claiming “J&K by virtue of the two-nation ideology” and resembled the concept 
of a J&K with soft borders, leading to some kind of “confederation” that was can-
vassed with President Ayub and Abdul Qayyum Khan by Jawaharlal Nehru and 
Sheikh Abdullah as far back as 1964. 52 The idea of a “non-territorial” settlement 
aimed at “transforming the relationship across the LoC” was recommended as an 
advisable policy direction. 53 A more vigorous understanding of Musharraf ’s Kash-
mir proposals was also emphasised, particularly the concept of “self-governance” 
that brought to light the stark contrasts in the political and social realities between 
Indian Kashmir and Azad Jammu and Kashmir (AJK) on the Pakistani side.54 The 
government’s focus on cross-LoC interactions also found attention in think tank 
discourse, with recommendations to open up other cross-border routes including 
Jammu and Sialkot, Kargil and Skardu, Poonch and Rawalakot, Rajouri and Mir-
pur.55 Travel between Kashmir was recommended to be used as an opportunity 
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to build on the coordination and communication within an “informal co-federal 
relationship.”56 Think tank intellectuals at this stage were also directly engaged 
with the dialogue, for example, M.K. Rasgotra headed the working group on 
Strengthening Cross LoC Relationships set up by the UPA government, and Ver-
ghese at the CPR was a part of the Neemrana dialogue group, which is known to 
have contributed to the operationalities of cross-border travel. 

In addition to a mere promotion of government policy, the ORF and the CPR 
also became forums for a studied critique of the initiatives in Kashmir. The aca-
demic discourse focused on the state of human rights in PAK often as a counter-
tool to Pakistan’s attention on Indian Kashmir. There was significant effort at 
these think tanks to highlight conditions in PAK, particularly after the Kashmir 
earthquake in 2005 that provided space to extremist organisations, including the 
Jamaat-ud Dawa ( JuD), the parent organisation of the Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT), 
in addition to a “coalition of various religious, secessionist and terrorist groups 
coming together in the aftermath of the earthquake.”57 In terms of policy impli-
cations, this collusion among various groups it was felt, would increase India’s 
vulnerability at a time when the government was considering opening additional 
routes along the LoC. Questions were also raised on reconciling these new ideas 
with India’s position on Kashmir adopted in the resolution of the parliament in 
1994 and aspects of the 1972 Simla agreement.58 

There was also a focus on evolving a military strategy with pro-actively aggres-
sive trans-LoC operations in response to violations of ceasefire and attempts of 
infiltration.59 The articulation of such a strategy gained momentum after 26/11. 
The VIF, for instance, was incessantly critical of Manmohan Singh’s policy of 
engagement with Pakistan and argued that it failed to reduce the trust deficit  
and the continued LoC infiltrations. Terrorist attacks, movement of counterfeit 
currency and Pakistan’s inactions against those involved in the Mumbai attacks 
were all considered a manifestation of this policy of appeasement. Policy ideas 
at this stage were also a ref lection of the changing public opinion and the pos-
sible loss of the “critical juncture.” Ref lecting the growing cynicism with dia-
logue, recommendations from the VIF therefore included abandoning the CD, 
making trade liberalisation with Pakistan contingent upon the Most Favoured 
Nation status to India and curtailing visas till concerns related to terrorism were 
addressed.60 In terms of offensive diplomatic action, recommendations suggested 
exploiting “Pakistan’s faultlines” in Balochistan and highlighting cases of human 
rights violations, in addition to a recourse to covert and focused strikes against 
terrorists.61 Any attempts by the foreign policy establishment under Manmohan 
Singh to resume dialogue with Pakistan were seen through this critical lens,  
whether it was the meeting between foreign ministers S.M. Krishna and Hina 
Rabbani Khar in 2012 or Pakistani Interior Minister Rehman Malik’s visit to 
India in 2013. 62 

Think tank discourse also contributed to debates on resolving the internal 
conf lict in Kashmir through specific discussions on maintaining law and order 
within the state, evaluating the presence of the Indian army and the execution 
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of the AFSPA and the role of the separatists, particularly the Hurriyat. Addition-
ally, efforts to work with civil society within Kashmir to address the alienation 
of populations was also a significant factor addressed in the discourse. Perspec-
tives on these issues also ref lected the difference of opinion among think tank 
intellectuals. At the ORF, for instance, while some arguments considered the 
Hurriyat a “marginal player,” a “nuisance value” that would create domestic dis-
sent, making it diplomatically easier for Pakistan to gain the upper hand, other 
opinions appreciated Manmohan Singh’s invitation to the Hurriyat to be a part 
of the Roundtable Conferences and considered it “as a counter strategy to keep 
the Hurriyat from playing the role of a spoiler.”63 

At the CPR too, the Hurriyat’s assumption as the “sole” representative of 
Kashmiri public opinion and its support for the Pakistani position on J&K was 
criticised.64 The Prime Minister’s roundtable, it was argued, was an opportunity 
for the government to keep the Hurriyat in check.65 The UPA’s initiatives on 
Kashmir were, however, given considerable value within the narratives. In con-
sidering the proposals on Kashmir, policy options recommended the creation 
of a “Union Territory comprising Srinagar, Baramullah, Anantnag, Kupwara, 
Pulwama and Budgam and giving it a semi-State status, much like what Delhi 
once had.”66 This, it was argued, would take into account the claims of all three 
regions of the state – namely, Jammu, Kashmir and Ladakh – giving them more 
autonomy and better opportunities for good governance. Arguments at the CPR 
also stressed the need for Indian public opinion to be made aware of the interests 
of the Indian government in giving concessions to J&K “from a position of moral 
strength and not be seen as shabby compromises that gloss over past guilt.”67 In 
addition to welcoming the PM’s decision to meet with the Hurriyat, recommen-
dations to consider a roundtable conference to address the alienation and return 
of the Pandits was also recommended as part of an internal settlement in parallel 
with a settlement with Pakistan. 68 

For the VIF, however, the dominant opinion was that separatists in Kashmir 
should not be allowed political space or the freedom to meet “external adversar-
ies” for political or financial support and their “open alignment” with Pakistan 
should not be tolerated.69 The criticism of India’s Kashmir policy was not limited 
to the initiatives of the Manmohan Singh government alone. Earlier attempts 
by Vajpayee, including the visit to Lahore, the failure to “escalate” the Kargil 
conf lict or the decision to seek a “political” resolution of the Kashmir conf lict, 
were also critiqued.70 

The changing dynamics in Kashmir visible after the Amarnath agitation in 
August 2008 brought to light the continued concerns of the Kashmiri youth. 
Policy recommendations from think tanks, for instance, articulated reaching 
out to disgruntled groups, including the Hurriyat, generating new employment 
opportunities and initiating direct dialogue with the people.71 Discussions under-
lined “the need for sustained dialogue representing all stakeholders in Kashmir 
and underscored the criticality in maintaining law and order in the state and pos-
sible reduction in CRPF deployment in residential areas.”72 Introspection into 
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government policy and highlighting significant shortcomings in the govern-
ment’s approach to internal dialogue was considered at think tanks. Ideas ranged 
from identifying underlying causes for mistrust in the Indian state to attributing 
this to the UPA’s policy of appeasement of the separatists, “pampering the Kash-
mir valley with economic packages” and ignoring Pakistan’s continued support 
to the insurgency, which was a significant cause for the disturbance.73 

The fall-out of the Amarnath agitation was to redirect attention to the debate 
on Indian military presence in J&K, in particular the focus on the AFSPA. The 
AFSPA, as argued in the ORF discourse, represented “a legal protection to con-
duct effective operations.” The focus remained on the need for the central gov-
ernment to undertake “counter alienation” policies to address the concerns of 
human rights violations that arose from the implementation of the AFSPA.74 

Yet, for the VIF, any dilution of the power wielded by state security forces in 
Kashmir was not recommended. One opinion stated that, “to utilize this public 
hyperventilation against localized perceptions of security forces’ excesses [and] 
to justify and legitimise the separatist agenda in J&K is a serious and tragic mis-
take.”75 Instead, the need for a “bipartisan consensus” in J&K was recommended, 
although what this bipartisan consensus entailed was left unclear. There was no 
viable basis found for the dilution of the AFSPA provisions. Instead, the emphasis 
was on the return of Kashmiri pandits to the valley.76 In addition, research at the 
VIF underscored the changing trends within militancy in Kashmir and articu-
lated the need for new policy options, including counter-infiltration strategies 
and small trans-LoC strikes given the restrictions of waging conventional war. 
Perception management exercises were also suggested to be conducted internally 
to demonstrate the stronger position of the Indian army.77 Understood collec-
tively, these ideas represented a very visible change in dominant government 
narratives after the suspension of the CD and the continuing deterioration in 
India–Pakistan relations. 

Siachen: from strategic value to International Peace Park – Government think tank 
discourse on Siachen was fairly split – between demilitarisation or the insistence 
on Siachen’s strategic value for India. A similar perspective was visible in non-
government think tanks, but much like formulations on Kashmir, policy ideas 
were expansive and more detailed. Ideas suggested caution yet recommended a 
phased demilitarisation from a 5–10-year period, going to a third party to secure 
guarantees against any possible Pakistani incursion, preparation of detailed maps 
by the MEA showing present positions and sharing them publicly.78 Other tan-
gible policy suggestions included the creation of a joint monitoring system. The 
viewpoint of the think tank intellectuals is also relevant here. Gurmeet Kanwal, 
Senior Fellow with the ORF at the time, positively perceived the demilitarisation 
of the region. Kanwal maintained this position during his subsequent association 
with the CLAWS and the CAPS, highlighted in the previous chapter. According 
to his arguments, a national consensus needed to be built around this issue, and 
the demilitarisation of Siachen represented a relatively low-risk option to test 
Pakistan’s long-term intentions.79 Similarly at the CPR, Verghese advocated for 
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the establishment of an International Peace Park covering the entire region from 
the west of the Karakoram Pass up to K2 under joint management by India and 
Pakistan.80 Subsequently, the Shaksgam region under Chinese control could also 
be included in the park. Verghese continued to support the recommendation of 
a peace park in 2007 and added further that: 

licensing a trekking expedition to Siachen, against Pakistan’s hollow pro-
test, could mark the beginning of converting the NJ 9842-Baltoro-Siachen 
triangle (or a wider arc extending to K2 in the northwest and the Pakistan 
“claim line” in the northeast) into a jointly controlled, demilitarised Peace 
Park.81 

While the army’s presence in Siachen forms one part, another part of the Siachen 
debate is the dispute regarding the AGPL. On this aspect too, opinions were 
divided. For Verghese (CPR) this could be easily resolved, through “a quiet 
authentication of the AGPL, if necessary through an annexed exchange of let-
ters.”82 For sceptics, however, any kind of scaling back from India’s strategic 
advantage in Siachen was not recommended “without an exchange of authen-
ticated documents and carefully delineated positions.”83 These opinions found 
a further voice in the post-26/11 environment and a faltering peace process. In 
response to Kayani’s calls for demilitarisation in 2012, opinions at the ORF also 
remained divided. For some, including former RAW chief Vikram Sood, the 
“strategic advantage in Siachen should not be given up for apparent short-term 
political gains.”84 While Verghese pushed for demilitarisation, the strategic value 
of the Siachen region was also emphasised at the CPR, and other opinions cen-
tred on Pakistani renouncement of terrorism and authentication of ground posi-
tions. A resolution of the Siachen region was also linked to an agreement on the 
resolution of the larger Kashmir dispute. It was therefore argued that any kind of 
demilitarisation or troop withdrawal from the glacier heights would put India at 
a strategic disadvantage.85 

The strategic asset argument was also predominant at the VIF, and any kind 
of relinquishing of control was argued to be detrimental to Indian interests. Dis-
course urged that in the absence of Pakistan’s redressal of terrorism concerns, any 
negotiation on Siachen was a moot point, and hence no policy recommendations 
for resolving Siachen were offered. Further, it was stressed that India’s strategic 
advantage in Siachen is also important for its relationship with China.86 Any 
demilitarisation of the region must therefore precede demarcation of the AGPL 
and should ideally consider Siachen as a part of the “overall settlement of the J&K 
issue.” 87 It was argued that it is in India’s interest to maintain its strategic presence 
in Siachen to circumvent any Kargil-like attack from Pakistan, which is highly 
likely owing to the trust deficit between the two.88 

Nuclear Security: moving the discourse from doctrines to risk reduction measures – 
While it was a significant area of interest for non-government think tanks, 
the discourse went beyond an academic understanding of nuclear positions 
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and doctrines to make policy recommendations, for instance on nuclear deter-
rence and risk reduction, even though an argument for discussions on Pakistan’s 
nuclear ‘first use’ was recommended in the dialogue agenda. As early as June 
2004, policy recommendations from the ORF suggested a possible agreement on 
“de-mating nuclear warheads from their delivery systems and storing warheads 
in a disassembled form.”89 Such a measure it was emphasised would reduce the 
risk of inadvertent or unauthorised use of nuclear weapons. In addition, “a pos-
sible agreement could be signed on the non-use of short-range ballistic missiles 
for nuclear deterrence.”90 During this time, the ORF also secured funding from 
the MEA for a project titled India’s Nuclear Diplomacy after Pokhran-II: its govern-
ment and New Delhi and thus became directly invested in the nuclear dialogue.91 

This also enhanced the possibilities of the ORF’s policy narratives to make way 
into official discourse on the nuclear issue. 

At the VIF, however, the increased asymmetry between India and Pakistan’s 
nuclear doctrines was emphasised, and the need to enhance and upgrade India’s 
nuclear weapons arsenal in the light of possible collusion between Pakistan and 
China was given prime place. There was considerable interest in the acquisition 
of Tactical Nuclear Weapons (TNW) by Pakistan and its challenges to India. 
India’s recourse to TNWs was, however, not recommended.92 The discourse 
at the VIF also recommended the creation of a Chief of Defence Staff posi-
tion to provide guidance, particularly in the event of nuclear crises. One of 
the key recommendations in terms of reforming India’s nuclear doctrine was to 
include a retaliatory second strike against an “abetting nuclear weapon state,” 
once again with direct reference to Chinese support to Pakistan’s nuclear weap-
ons programme.93 

Indus Waters Treaty: building public discourse – Previously examined government 
think tanks with the exception of the IDSA devoted little attention to the IWT 
and its application to water disputes between India and Pakistan. The perspective 
that Pakistan’s concerns were ill-founded was also ref lected in non-government 
think tanks, yet research and policy formulations were more detailed. There was 
also a difference in perceptions regarding this issue. At the VIF, for instance, 
the argument was that India should exercise full right over the Indus waters as 
legally permitted under the IWT, and the use of river water should be maxi-
mised within India, curtailing the amount of water released to Pakistan. Further, 
it was recommended that there should be more storage dams built in Kashmir. 
Additionally, the “IWT should be renegotiated with Pakistan to enable India to 
have access to 20 per cent of the waters and 40 per cent of the catchment area.”94 

However, while the VIF emerged on the scene during the later years of the 
CD, there was significant engagement with the issue at the CPR owing to the 
research expertise from B.G. Verghese and Ramaswamy Iyer – both of whom 
have contributed significantly to the academic understanding of the water 
debate. Iyer, for instance, was directly engaged with the GOI and on the direc-
tive of Manmohan Singh prepared a White Paper on the working of the IWT in 
2010. The dominant policy narrative at the CPR was that the IWT represented 
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a prime example of a successful agreement between India and Pakistan, and 
Pakistan’s concerns as a lower riparian state were ill-founded. There were, how-
ever, noticeable differences in the positions of the two experts at the CPR on the 
future prospects of the treaty. While Verghese advocated for Indus II, Iyer was 
not in favour of the inclusion of water issues in future dialogues with Pakistan 
and held that the Treaty negotiated through a long and comprehensive process 
be left as it is, and India and Pakistan should continue to “operate it in a spirit 
of constructive cooperation.”95 Indus II, however, as Verghese argued, could be 
a viable trust-building exercise, and while the “Treaty has served its purpose, 
it leaves behind a possibly large untapped potential in the upper catchments of 
the three western rivers that are allocated to Pakistan but are under Indian con-
trol.”96 This potential, it was argued, could be “harnessed through joint invest-
ment, construction, management and control.”97 Further, owing to the effects of 
climate change and changing environmental conditions because of glacier melt-
ing, the need for an Indus II Treaty, which would also address Pakistan’s water 
scarcity issues in a more efficient manner, was recognised.98 The recommenda-
tion pushing for Indus II was reiterated following the ruling on the Baglihar 
Dam by the Neutral Expert in India’s favour.99 The controversy over Baglihar 
and other dam projects for Iyer were essentially “underlying lower-riparian anxi-
ety and insecurity about upper-riparian control.”100 With the breakup of the CD 
after 2008, while security formulations became more sceptical, the CPR main-
tained that the Indian response to Pakistani paranoia over water security should 
be one of reassurance and within the provisions of the IWT.101 

Terrorism – The aspect of terrorism is unique, as it is usually one where con-
sensus is achieved in think tank formulations. Both before and after the events 
of 26/11, arguments from think tanks including the ORF were critical of the 
official dialogue’s lack of focus on terrorism and the acknowledgement of Paki-
stan’s position on Kashmir as an “unsettled issue,” and any attempt to delink 
the dialogue with terrorism was criticised.102 However, in addition to a gen-
eral criticism, policy recommendations were made to improve India’s counter-
terrorism strategies and infrastructure. In July 2005, after the Mumbai blasts, the 
ORF recommended the formulation of a National Counter-Terrorism strategy 
that could include armed and punitive action against terrorist infrastructure and 
funding and specific recommendations centred on India’s dialogue with Paki-
stan focused on making the issue of terrorism an integral part of the CD.103 The 
demand for a viable counter-terrorism strategy also included the need to have a 
counter-terrorism legislation in India. The Mumbai blasts of 2005 also ref lected 
the CPR’s continued focus on academic research. In a comparative analysis of the 
NDA’s anti-terror policy and the UPA’s weak anti-terror response, Mehta argued 
for the need to develop a discourse that could “detach the issue of majority-
minority distinction” and develop a political strategy towards terrorism in addi-
tion to a strategic one.104 Critical of the UPA’s lacklustre response to terrorism, 
former diplomat G. Parthasarathy was particularly critical of the Joint Anti-
Terror Mechanism ( JATM), which signified Indian inaction in exposing the 
involvement of Pakistan-based groups not just in India, but also in Afghanistan 
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and western countries such as the US, UK and Australia.105 The JATM, Par-
thasarathy argued, also conveyed the impression to Pakistan that it would discuss 
terrorism as an issue in other parts of India rather than in J&K.106 Ref lecting 
on his experience as India’s High Commissioner in Pakistan at the time of the 
Kandahar hijacking incident, Parthasarathy recommended that a mere policy 
of “not yielding to terrorist demands” formulated in early 2008 was inadequate 
and must be backed by a parliament resolution, legislation, as well as a serious 
consideration to the possibility of covert action against terrorist infrastructure.107 

The issue of terrorism was very often also linked to an analysis of Pakistan’s 
position on Kashmir – particularly used as a political tool by the Pakistan army. 
The “historical continuity” in Pakistan’s Kashmir policy, as demonstrated by 
Musharraf ’s refusal to deal sternly with terrorist infrastructure in Pakistan, was 
highlighted repeatedly.108 The Pakistan Army, according to former RAW Chief 
Vikram Sood, “has a  Ghazwa-e-Hind (the final battle for India) mindset,” one not 
amenable to a peace process with India.109 The VIF’s policy discourse also main-
tained that the Deep State in Pakistan and the predominance of the Pakistani 
Army made for a distrustful ally. In the light of this, policy recommendations 
for India were to continue the dialogue but only after responding to ceasefire 
violations and infiltrations across the LoC in a “befitting” manner. The focus 
also remained on putting pressure on Pakistan to dismantle terror networks in its 
territory and act against terrorist groups, including the JuD and the LeT, primar-
ily responsible for the 26/11 attacks and other terrorist acts in India. 

This cynicism towards the peace process after 26/11 was also ref lected in the 
ORF policy ideas, several of which focused on using a military option against 
Pakistan. Some of these ideas were new and countered the government policy 
to not internationalise the conf lict. A detailed research report highlighted the 
continuing linkages between the LeT and the Pakistani establishment, and spe-
cific policy recommendations included setting up an international coalition of 
security experts under the UN umbrella to guide and monitor Pakistan’s action 
against the LeT. International intervention to ensure the safety of nuclear weap-
ons and installations within Pakistan and keeping active intelligence and mili-
tary options to deal with any future terrorist attacks were also recommended.110 

Chellaney (CPR) also recommended that India must exert pressure on Pakistan 
to conform to international norms on terrorism, through the use of diplomatic 
and economic sanctions, and “waging [of ] unconventional low intensity war-
fare.”111 The ORF and the CPR discourse, in general, recommended continued 
dialogue with a restructuring of the CD, with issues such as Siachen and Kash-
mir to be addressed through Joint Commissions institutionalised by the Parlia-
ment in the two countries and discussed on a long-term basis. The new agenda 
should also include more robust engagement with trade and commerce issues, 
and social-cultural-educational and health exchanges should be emphasised.112 

While the expansion of the dialogue to the international level was a new 
policy direction suggested by non-government think tanks, discourse predomi-
nantly adopted the government position, particularly visible in the endorsement 
of the dual nature of the Kashmir dispute, the strategic value of Siachen and the 
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need for an adequate response to terrorism. Policy ideas were, however, more 
elaborate in comparison to government think tanks with a specific focus on aca-
demic research. There was also a focus on civil society dialogue and especially 
the need to address humanitarian aspects of the relationship through soft bor-
ders and reconciliation policies in Kashmir. However, post-2008, the discourse 
became more status quoist, and think tank attention shifted away from a discus-
sion on India–Pakistan relations. In keeping with their close association with 
the BJP – the chief opposition party at the time – the VIF and the IF remained 
critical and apprehensive of any future dialogue with Pakistan unless core con-
f licts were resolved. Since the BJP assumed power in India in 2014, there has 
been a further deterioration of relations with Pakistan, and several of the policy 
ideas discussed so far have become a part of official narratives. In line with the 
more hawkish views expressed in think tank discourse, the BJP has advocated a 
tougher stand on terrorism, and the growing discontent in the region has also led 
to a stronger reaction against the separatist movement in Kashmir. In addition, 
in response to ceasefire violations on the LoC, the BJP government in power 
has not shied away from publicising its offensive policies represented in military 
strikes conducted inside Pakistani territory, conducted first in September 2016 
and more recently in February 2019. Thus, while the 2003 LoC ceasefire is con-
tinually challenged, formal dialogue with Pakistan has remained suspended with 
considerable escalation in tensions at the bilateral level. 

Think tank contribution as communicative actors 

As non-government think tanks vie for government patronage through the shar-
ing of policy ideas, the government too has used them for consensus building 
on policy and specific initiatives related to the dialogue with Pakistan. Through 
their substantive research outputs – a combination of written publications and 
public events – these think tanks have also played a role in underlining the 
nature of the dialogue process with Pakistan and introduced its complex debates 
into the public domain. Furthermore, the body of intellectual elite in their per-
sonal capacities have written extensively on these debates and both through their 
repeated policy assertions and their direct engagement with government initia-
tives, they have popularised and promoted government policy. For instance, B.G. 
Verghese was associated with the Task Force on Inter-Linking of Rivers since 
2003 and was also a part of a South Asians for Human Rights mission to Pakistan 
to report on minority rights in South Asia. Verghese’s expertise on river water 
sharing also placed him in a critical position to contribute to the public discourse 
and with Ramaswamy Iyer, his writing contributed significantly to the academic 
understanding on river water disputes. The role played by R.K. Mishra and 
Brajesh Mishra and others including M.K. Rasgotra and G. Parthasarathy was 
also important, as they acted as a link between official policy and public intel-
lectuals. Further, academic debates by Pratap Bhanu Mehta, Brahma Chellaney, 
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C. Raja Mohan and Manoj Joshi are abundantly available in the public domain 
for a better understanding of the complex government policy on Pakistan. 

As communicative actors, think tanks brought attention to government initia-
tives and policy proposals on Kashmir, particularly those set forth by Musharraf 
and Manmohan Singh. which were analysed in depth and introduced into the 
public domain. The dual focus of the Kashmir conf lict was endorsed by think 
tank policy discourse as examined in the previous section. Arguments in support 
of the government position were also popularised and expanded, and as official 
dialogue considered the conceptualisation of soft borders that brought relief to 
divided families in Kashmir, academic debates at think tanks also engaged with 
this idea. The ORF, for instance, became a forum for discussion with visits by 
prominent politicians, including by Sardar Abdul Qayyum Khan, former Presi-
dent and PM of PAK, who held discussions in September 2006 and again in April 
2007. This coincided with the official Kashmir roundtables, thus the presence of 
PAK representation is notable here. Khan was received by M.K. Rasgotra, who 
headed one of the Working Groups (Strengthening Cross LoC relationships) 
established by Manmohan Singh to address internal dialogue in Kashmir.113 The 
emphasis of the discussions remained on the need for Kashmiri leadership from 
both sides of the border to dialogue with each other.114 

The government’s continued focus on economic and humanitarian CBMs 
was also emphasised at an interaction with visiting former diplomats from Paki-
stan at the ORF in April 2005. Think tanks also performed an educative role. 
Changing dynamics in Kashmir visible after the Amarnath agitation in August 
2008 brought to light the continued concerns of the Kashmiri youth. They 
also ref lected the inadequacy in the government’s understanding of the ground 
realities – a gap that research from think tanks could fill.115 Publications such as 
Verghese’s J & K Primer were therefore important for “demythifying” the con-
f lict in J&K, and as a significant tool towards creating public awareness, it was 
“intended to educate ordinary people about the basics of the J&K question and to 
put various events and issues in context.”116 He also recommended “a unilateral 
suspension of operations” by Indian security forces under clearly specified terms, 
even if initially limited to designated areas and subject to periodic review”.117 

Furthermore, highlighting Pakistan’s changed position in Siachen ref lected in 
Army Chief Kayani’s initiative to demilitarise the Siachen region following the 
Gayari avalanche, in May 2012, Verghese published  Siachen Follies: Defining Facts 
and Objectives underscoring the key terms of the dispute and critical official agree-
ments between India and Pakistan.118 While Verghese contributed to the develop-
ment of an academic perspective, expressed opinions by Ata Hasnain, Gurmeet 
Kanwal and Vikram Sood in the media, coupled with their operational experi-
ence in Kashmir and Siachen, provided a practitioner’s analysis of the ground 
situation – enabled by the platform provided by think tanks. More recently, the 
VIF and the IF have become a platform for the articulation of ideas held by the 
BJP. Even though the party initiated the CD in 2004, it became a key opposition 
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to the UPA’s Pakistan policy in subsequent years – ref lected in the opinions and 
perspectives highlighted by the VIF’s policy discourse. In addition to the prolific 
writing in leading Indian newspapers and the new medium of the internet, think 
tanks and the analyses by elites thus became a channel for information on progress 
in the dialogue with Pakistan. 

Non-government policy think tanks and India’s 
Pakistan policy – a summary 

The analysis of discourse on India’s relations with Pakistan at the ORF, the 
CPR, the VIF and the IF has highlighted that during years when official dia-
logue was at its peak, there was robust research on bilateral issues and policy 
ideas were shared and articulated – some conforming to government policies 
and some pushing for change. The government also used think tanks as forums 
for discussion, for additional research and for creating awareness of its dialogue 
initiatives with Pakistan. Think tanks were involved in the promotion, advocacy 
and articulation of foreign policy towards Pakistan during the CD period. How-
ever, the restrictive and bureaucratic set-up in India has meant that think tank 
involvement was often limited to suggesting policy options and adding to the 
public discourse on foreign policy, rather than a visible and direct involvement in 
policy formulation processes. While funding was diversified, government con-
trol on funding legislation and project funding also demonstrated the Indian 
state’s efforts to create a “historic bloc” – in this case, support for its dialogue 
with Pakistan in collaboration with think tanks. Think tank engagement with 
policy formulation is also ref lected in the government’s invitation to intellectual 
elites including Verghese, Rasgotra and others to become involved in subsidiary 
aspects of policy making. Further, in keeping with the DI-Gramscian frame-
work, intellectuals in these think tanks played a role in mobilising public opinion 
and contributing to public debate on government policy, indicating significant 
collaboration between the civil society elite and the policy elite. 

As formal dialogue derailed, the policy discourse at think tanks also ref lected 
a change and became weaker and more status quoist. Thus, as dialogue faltered 
and the government and its policy directions on Pakistan changed, so did think 
tank interest. Broad institutional positions enabled a f lexibility in policy think-
ing, and to retain their policy relevance and to balance proximity to policy elites, 
think tanks altered their research focus on Pakistan. The donor-driven agendas 
of these think tanks controlled by the tacit approval of the government also 
meant that while they had the ability to spread ideas over time, they were more 
likely to get ideologically absorbed into the stronger bureaucratic frameworks. 
This is also ref lected in Schmidt’s argument with respect to the inf luence of tim-
ing and the right audience on discursive interactions.119 Thus, as dialogue was 
suspended, think tanks’ agendas also adapted to the changing policy directions. 
The change is also ref lective of the distinctions between think tank interaction 
with ruling coalitions. Presenting conf licting opinions, while some have argued 
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that the new BJP government led by Narendra Modi was “more open to inputs 
from think tanks”120 with a “general increase in receptivity,”121 others have 
argued that the BJP is more open to “ideas similar to its own policy frames,”122 

and there is now “more traction for the IF and the VIF owing to their alignments 
with the government.”123 This is also acknowledged by the MEA, with the VIF 
now considered as one of the key forums for policy promotion.124 

Conclusion 

Through the analysis of non-government think tanks, this chapter has ques-
tioned their ability to challenge or endorse government policy narratives on 
Pakistan during the CD process. Particularly notable for their diversified fund-
ing structures and the varied membership patterns, think tanks in this category – 
namely, the ORF, the CPR, the VIF and the IF – have enjoyed relative freedom 
from government funding and direction to their research agendas. Encouraged 
by India’s liberalisation process and the need to supplement government capacity 
on foreign policy, these think tanks were ideally placed to expand and chal-
lenge the policy discourse on Pakistan. While the greater emphasis on academic 
research and the informed discussion on India’s Pakistan policy did enable some 
new thinking on key issues, the government control over funding legislation 
and the think tank need to retain policy relevance created significant challenges. 
Therefore, while providing support for government initiatives on dialogue with 
Pakistan, discourse has insufficiently challenged policy frameworks, and with 
the decline in official dialogue opportunities, think tank engagement with pol-
icy ideas on Pakistan have also declined, in favour of issues that enjoy continued 
government support. 
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6 
PEACEBUILDING THINK TANKS 

The previous chapters have examined think tanks that are embedded into the 
bureaucratic set-up in India and receive funding and patronage from key gov-
ernment departments. The linkages with the government have also provided 
direction to research agendas at these institutions, particularly with respect to 
foreign and security policy. In addition to government-funded entities, there 
also exist smaller non-government think tanks in India that have emerged in the 
post-liberalisation and the post-nuclear test era of Indian politics. While India’s 
economic liberalisation paved the way for its rising economic credentials, the 
nuclear tests in 1998 created recognition for India as a significant strategic and 
military power. This has also impacted the policy research landscape in India, as 
has been highlighted in previous chapters. There was also an increase in interest 
from international donor agencies to invest in Indian think tanks and towards 
the conduct of independent policy research during this period. The emergence 
of new institutions at this time also coincided with the changing global defini-
tions of security and an increasing interest in conf lict resolution, peacebuilding 
and human security, ref lected also in the context of India–Pakistan relations and 
specific aspects of the dialogue process. 

In part two of the analysis on non-government think tanks, this chapter  
looks in detail at the Institute of Peace and Conf lict Studies (IPCS), the Delhi 
Policy Group (DPG), the Centre for Dialogue and Reconciliation (CDR) and 
the Women in Security, Conf lict Management and Peace (WISCOMP). With 
respect to the analysis covered in previous chapters, these think tanks are smaller 
in scale and membership, and there also exist noticeable differences in their 
membership patterns and engagement with the policy establishment in India. 
While highlighting these differences, the chapter also asks if the positions that 
these think tanks adopt on India’s conf lict with Pakistan have differed from gov-
ernment think tanks or other non-government think tanks discussed previously. 
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The following analysis looks at both discourse as well as interaction with pol-
icy-making institutions, and a few common elements stand out. While larger and 
more resourceful think tanks that were analysed in previous chapters lack what 
Parmar calls an “institutional line” and rather have a de facto institutional world-
view, peacebuilding think tanks have displayed clear institutional positions and 
often distinctly defined narrow organisational goals.1 This is partly due to the 
funding structures in operation which are project driven and partly due to the 
narrow constituency of knowledge elites. The focus at these non-government 
think tanks has also been on training and networking – through a focus on 
developing women’s networks and encouraging youth trainings and simulations. 
Thus, while reaching out to policy elites and mobilising public opinion has been 
a goal, an emphasis on grassroots initiatives and expanding stakeholders towards 
peace with Pakistan has also been visible. 

Nature of intellectual elite – patterns in institutional 
worldviews and collaborations with the state 

Non-government think tanks in this category look visibly different from those 
addressed in the previous chapter. They are smaller in size and composition. 
More notably, they ref lect significant differences in funding structures. These 
think tanks are not funded by the government, other than small project grants 
to IPCS. Established in post-liberalised India, research agendas therefore have 
been more independent of government direction, but this also indicates a lack of 
patronage and support from the government. Further, in terms of their research 
agendas, in addition to policy enquiry, the advocacy and training component  
is significant. Particular emphasis is on projects dedicated to conf lict resolu-
tion, peacebuilding and training for peace, and in addition to this, there is a 
sustained attention to NTS issues. The emphasis of these research agendas is also 
a ref lection of the nature of intellectuals that are involved in these think tanks, 
who focus on civil society activism and are also more actively involved in non-
government multi-track processes. 

Benefiting from the open economic environment of post-liberalised India, 
the Delhi Policy Group (DPG) was founded in 1994, under the leadership of 
Radha Kumar and founding director V.R. Raghavan. The institutional focus 
“was on strategic issues of critical national interest and research over the years 
expanded into special areas of peace and conf lict studies and national secu-
rity.”2 Through an emphasis on research and advocacy, the DPG’s interactions 
have covered a wide canvas, including strategic and geo-political issues, geo-
economics, defence and security. Research programmes supported primarily by 
the Ford Foundation began with the National Security Program that focused 
on regional security, internal security, emerging security challenges and nuclear 
policy and disarmament.3 In 2003, the program was expanded, and a chair on 
NTS was instituted held by T.K. Oommen and B.G. Verghese.4 Radha Kumar’s 
expertise in peace and conf lict studies led to the initiation of the Peace and 
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Conf lict Studies program in 1998, with specific attention given to conf licts in 
Afghanistan, Jammu and Kashmir, Pakistan and India’s northeast. While the 
Pakistan program focused on bilateral peacemaking between India and Pakistan, 
the program on J&K dealt with issues of internal reconciliation in the state. Key 
target groups for the DPG have been legislators, civil society and trade organisa-
tions, with a specific focus on women’s dialogues and women’s networks within 
South Asia. 

Founder Radha Kumar’s ideas were a crucial inf luence on the research design 
at the DPG. An academic by training, Kumar is a specialist in ethnic conf licts, 
peacemaking and peacebuilding, a focus that was visible in the DPG formu-
lations at the time.5 Kumar was also instrumental in setting up and running 
the Nelson Mandela Centre for Peace and Conf lict Resolution at Jamia Millia 
Islamia as Director from 2005–2010 and, from October 2010 to October 2011, 
served as one of the government-appointed interlocutors for J&K.6 Another key 
inf luence at the DPG in its early years was Gen. V.R. Raghavan, one of India’s 
prominent strategic thinkers, with significant operational experience serving in 
Siachen and Kargil, where he retired as the DGMO in 1994. At the DPG he 
implemented projects on South Asian Comprehensive Security, focusing on the 
political, economic and environmental security issues; NTS premised on non-
military security threats; and nuclear policy stewardship aimed at sharpening 
the nuclear debate in India for introducing restraint and responsibility in nuclear 
policy.7 The current Director General, Hemant Krishan Singh, is also a former 
bureaucrat and a former career diplomat in the IFS. His expertise is essentially 
in India-Japan relations and India’s policy in South East Asia manifested in the 
Look East Policy.8 Other notable names associated with the DPG have been 
K. Shankar Bajpai, Arvind Virmani,9 Aditya Singh,10 Arun Sahgal11 and Rana 
Banerji.12 

India’s liberalisation and the developing interest in independent policy 
research also prompted the establishment of the Institute of Peace and Conf lict 
Studies (IPCS) in 1996. The brainchild of P.R. Chari and Dipankar Baner-
jee, while initially focused on non-military security issues and threats to the 
region, the research agenda was expanded following India’s nuclear tests in 1998 
and developments in the post-9/11 period.13 Leadership at the IPCS has been a 
combination of academics and practitioners, knowledge elites composed of sea-
soned diplomats and former bureaucrats, including Salman Haidar, I.P. Khosla, 
Leela Ponappa and A.S. Dulat, armed forces veterans, namely A.S. Lamba, Uday 
Bhaskar and several academics. The IPCS also claims to have had “the youngest 
profile in terms of its faculty and also invites young scholars from other regions 
to host them as interns and visiting fellows.”14 

Much direction for its research agenda and specific programmes has come 
from the late P.R. Chari – a former bureaucrat and an early member of the 
think tank community in India. He was Director at the IDSA from 1975–1980 
and Research Professor at the CPR from 1992–1996. Chari is known to have 
been an authority on issues of disarmament and nuclear proliferation. He was 
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on the faculty at the South Asian Summer School conceived by George Perkov-
ich aimed at creating a network of young researchers with expertise on arms 
control and conf lict resolution strategies in South Asia.15 While rhetoric in the 
years following the 1998 nuclear tests was in favour of hawkish national security 
positions, in academic circles, Chari was known for promoting a “consensual 
approach on the nuclear issue.”16 Serving as Research Professor at the IPCS until 
2015, Chari was also closely involved in the training and development of young 
professionals.17 

While Chari’s strength was his academic background, co-founder Dipankar 
Banerjee was a retired Army officer. He was also Senior Fellow at the IDSA 
from 1987–1990 and Deputy Director from 1992–1996, after which he helped 
build the IPCS.18 With a keen interest in disarmament issues, Banerjee has 
also remained interested in border security and security sector reforms. Other 
researchers have included Suba Chandran and Mallika Joseph, who have written 
prolifically on foreign policy issues such as security sector reforms, relations with 
Pakistan and the developing political dynamics in Kashmir.19 

Since it was established, the IPCS has networked with international insti-
tutes including the Brookings Institution, the Sandia National Lab, the Interna-
tional Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS) (London), the China Research Forum 
and Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, among others. In South Asia, it is the founding 
member of the Consortium of South Asian Think Tanks (COSATT), a network 
of leading think tanks in the region, and the Strategic Studies Network led by 
the Near East South Asia Center involving think tanks and scholars from North 
Africa, West Asia, Central Asia and South Asia. It enjoys relative independence 
from government financial support, although some grants have been from the 
MEA and the government of J&K. Most funding for the IPCS programmes has 
come from the Nuclear Threat Initiative (NTI), Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, the 
MacArthur Foundation, the Korea Foundation, the Japan Foundation, the Ford 
Foundation and Ploughshares, among others. In addition to the research and 
training element, the IPCS has also organised Track II dialogues involving the 
strategic community from other countries on select issues such as nuclear secu-
rity, India–Pakistan and Afghanistan, and water security. 

Membership patterns at the DPG and the IPCS are different from the two 
smaller think tanks in this category. Intellectuals at the CDR and the WISCOMP 
have been primarily focused on civil society activism. The CDR was established 
in 2000 by Sushobha Barve, with a focus on research and advocacy through dia-
logue forums geared towards building networks. These included cross-LoC civil 
society dialogues (since 2005), cross-LoC women’s dialogues (since 2009), youth 
leadership and inter-community dialogue in J&K, and India–Pakistan Track II 
dialogues (with Jinnah Institute since 2010). Listed as a not-for-profit company, 
funding comes from Friedrich Naumann Stiftung (FNS) and the European 
Union. Board members have included prominent names such as Rajmohan Gan-
dhi, Wajahat Habibullah,20 Syeda Hameed21 and Teesta Setalvad.22 However, the 
primary inf luence on the CDR’s worldviews has been from founder Sushobha 
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Barve, who has worked in the area of peace and conf lict resolution with first-
hand experience of communal violence during the 1984 riots in Delhi. Barve 
has also worked in other conf lict zones, including Gujarat, Maharashtra and 
J&K. In 1992, she set up the Mumbai Mohalla Committee Movement Trust and 
mobilised a citizens’ police force.23 In J&K, Barve has set up several innovative 
women’s empowerment and peace initiatives, such as peace education training 
for teachers and interregional, intercommunity, and intracommunity dialogue 
between Hindus and Muslims, and Kashmiris and residents of Jammu. In addi-
tion to Barve, the CDR has been unable to hire other full-time research staff 
until it received bigger grants from the FNS and the EU.24 Other researchers, less 
known, have been based in Kashmir and have worked primarily at the field level. 

Similarly smaller in scale, the WISCOMP is an initiative of the Foundation 
for Universal Responsibility (FUR), which was established with funds from the 
Nobel Peace Prize awarded to the Dalai Lama in 1999.25 A key focus at the WIS-
COMP has been to initiate a discourse on women, peace and security in South 
Asia, which is done through a combination of research, training and advocacy. 
A clear institutional position has emphasised the role of women as “peacebuild-
ers” and “agents for nonviolent social change.”26 Further emphasis has been on 
“empowering a new generation of women and men with the expertise and skills 
to engage in peace activism through educational and training programs in Con-
f lict Transformation.”27 The organisation’s stated focus is on a “people-oriented 
discourse on issues of security” through advocating for peace, multi-track diplo-
macy and civil society dialogues.28 

In addition to the trust fund from the FUR, the WISCOMP’s programmes 
have been funded by the Ford Foundation, the Embassy of Finland and small 
project grants from the MacArthur Foundation and the International IDEA.29 In 
terms of leadership, the primary inf luence has been founder Meenakshi Gopi-
nath. An educationist, Gopinath was Principal of Lady Shri Ram (LSR) Col-
lege in New Delhi (1988–2014) and also the first woman to serve on the NSAB 
(2004–2006). Mainstreaming gender and highlighting human security concerns 
have been her key focus, and she has been a member of several India–Pakistan 
peace initiatives including the Neemrana dialogue, the Pakistan India People’s 
Forum for Peace and Democracy (PIPFPD) and the Chaophraya Dialogue. In 
addition, Manjri Sewak has led WISCOMP’s Conf lict Transformation (CT) 
programme. With training in the field of peacebuilding, she has significant 
expertise in CT and curriculum development. In addition to designing WIS-
COMP’s Indo-Pak CT project, in 2004–2005, Sewak was part of a team that 
designed a Diploma Program in Conf lict Transformation and Peacebuilding at 
the LSR, where she also served as Visiting Faculty.30 In addition to research  
staff, the WISCOMP’s advisory board includes prominent names such as Shyam 
Saran, Leila Seth, Varun Sahni, Amitabh Mattoo and Satish Kumar, among oth-
ers. Most of these have been associated with a think tank or have held prominent 
policy-making positions, and are considered to be significant knowledge elites 
in each of their areas of expertise. 
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With significant focus on capacity building and creating long-term knowl-
edge networks, the WISCOMP began its work with a public dialogue on  Report-
ing Conflict Through a Peace Lens, focusing on the relationship between gender, 
conf lict reportage and peacebuilding in South Asia. Other research programmes 
have included the CT project and projects on Gender Peace and Security and 
Educating for Peace. Within these broad themes, the focus has been on gender 
sensitivity training through the project on violence against women titled Part-
ners in Wellbeing; “engendering security” through the South Asian collaborative 
research project titled Transcending Conflict: Gender and Non-Traditional Security;31 

and supporting women-led civil society initiatives in the Northeast and Kashmir 
(Women Building Peace). Of particular significance to this research is the Athwaas 
project situated in J&K, which will be detailed later. Between 2000 and 2008, 
the WISCOMP with support from the Ford Foundation funded research studies 
by mid-career researchers on South Asian political and social issues in the  Scholar 
of Peace fellowship programme. In addition, collaborations with other interna-
tional and regional organisations has been an active part of the research agenda.32 

With differences in elite composition and research agendas, the approaches 
that shape peacebuilding think tank discourse on India’s relations with Pakistan 
also differ. The next two sections examine the differences in their approach by 
first expanding on policy discourse on Pakistan and second, by considering the 
ability and efforts of these think tanks to introduce an alternative policy narra-
tive based on an increased focus on civil society activism and NTS issues. 

Policy discourse and mobilisation of dominant 
government narratives 

Embracing the incremental nature of the CD formulation and its emphasis 
on civil society engagement, research programmes have focused on grassroots 
peacebuilding initiatives, particularly in Kashmir – with women’s networks 
(WISCOMP, DPG, CDR), engaging with the youth through educational pro-
grammes (IPCS, DPG) or with traders and other economic actors as in the case 
of the CDR. While the agendas were project driven and were based on funding 
arrangements, there was also a very clear and sustained engagement with dia-
loguing with Pakistan and building networks beyond the borders. The role of 
the intellectual elite also comes into play, with the involvement of experts such 
as Radha Kumar, V.R. Raghavan, P.R. Chari and Meenakshi Gopinath in gov-
ernment advisory and research positions. There is also evidence of an interest in 
India–Pakistan dialogue that predated the CD. Thus, as early as May 1997, the 
DPG commissioned a study on Kashmir, one that led to significant academic and 
policy debates under the co-directorship of Kanti Bajpai, Dipankar Banerjee and 
Amitabh Mattoo.33 The project was undertaken in four phases and comprised 
background papers on internal security, foreign policy, economic development 
and centre-state relations, as well as extensive fieldwork in J&K between June– 
October 1997 with briefings from the MEA and the DGMO. While conducted 
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under the sponsorship of the DPG, the report was a result of an independent 
research effort by key specialists and provided significant policy recommenda-
tions both for internal reconciliation as well as relations with Pakistan. Some 
key suggestions included military cooperation with Pakistan to include CBMs, 
a cautious defence posture and a nuclear safety assistance and collaboration zone; 
settlement of smaller disputes including Siachen, Sir Creek and Wullar Barrage; 
economic cooperation through concessions to Pakistani exports, facilitating 
business visas and revisiting the pipeline proposals; and Track II diplomacy as 
well as engagement with third parties that could enhance cooperative deals with 
Pakistan.34 The language of some of these recommendations was similar to the 
official formulations of the CD process initiated in 2004. However, the causal 
link between them is difficult to determine because of lack of information and 
transparency in the policy processes. 

The initiation of the CD provided a further impetus, and think tanks began 
to engage more actively with its various debates. Their particular approach  
towards key issues is discussed further. In addition to policy research by both the 
DPG and the IPCS, publications from think tanks (particularly the IPCS) also 
tracked the official dialogue through comprehensive chronologies, creating sig-
nificant scholarship on the process.35 Also noteworthy was the research by junior 
academics or students that formed a part of the youth component at the IPCS, 
several of whom moved on to other think tanks or acquired academic positions 
after their experience at the institute. 

Kashmir – In addition to the DPG’s analysis of Kashmir before the CD, the 
IPCS policy briefs and commentaries also focused on the different elements of 
the conf lict, concentrating on political leadership, both mainstream and separat-
ist with attention to the alienation of the people of the region. The impact of 
the conf lict on the disillusionment within the populace was a common thread 
within the IPCS research discourse, becoming more prominent after 2004.36 

Elections and issues regarding local governance were also considered, in addition 
to suggestions for an “institutionalised” dialogue with the Hurriyat party.37 The 
DPG’s early viewpoints on Kashmir also focused on internal reconciliation and 
redressal of Kashmiri grievances and the promised autonomy and the concept of 
“soft partition” – very similar to the concept of open borders envisioned by the 
PM in later years.38 Kumar, however, at that stage was sceptical about the accep-
tance of an open border if “the rest of the border between India and Pakistan 
[was] closed.”39 

As in the previous analysis, here too, the dual focus on Kashmir – as both an 
internal and a bilateral conf lict – remained. The need for an “institutionalised 
bilateral mechanism” between India and Pakistan, particularly with regards 
to their discussions on the Kashmir conf lict, was emphasised.40 The DPG also 
offered suggestions for cooperation in earthquake relief and key formulations on 
Kashmir by President Musharraf and Manmohan Singh were considered.41 With 
G. Parthasarathy (CPR), Radha Kumar published the  Frameworks for a Kashmir 
Settlement – to suggest ways in which complex factors related to a solution for J&K 
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could be addressed through discussions on key issues such as self-governance and 
conf lict resolution strategies.42 Early proposals towards the Srinagar-Muzaffarabad 
bus service, which became an important CBM in the following years, were also 
discussed in detail at the IPCS.43 Additionally, the new initiatives for dialogue were 
understood to have stemmed from the realisation that “all parties to the Kashmir 
imbroglio have to make compromises and that maximalist rhetoric, addressed to 
domestic audiences is counter-productive.”44 There were also visible differences of 
opinion among intellectuals at the IPCS regarding the process. While the CBMs 
suggested in 2003 were welcomed by Chandran, Banerjee seemed sceptical about 
them owing to Pakistan’s stubborn attitudes and suggestions to bring in UN moni-
toring for the Kashmir bus service and meetings between Pakistan and Kashmiri 
separatist leadership.45 

The IPCS continued to engage with key decisions on Kashmir policy, includ-
ing the initiation of the bus service and the Kashmir roundtables that led to the 
constitution of working groups, specifically on cross-LoC trade. Research schol-
arship at the time brought to light psychological perceptions of the Kashmiri 
people towards the government in New Delhi and argued that cross-LoC trade 
would marginalise extremist voices in the valley.46 In addition to presenting  
political ideas, the IPCS’s participation in the policy process also helped to fill in 
gaps in the government’s knowledge of ground realities. Owing to its running 
projects in J&K and the empirical knowledge acquired, several recommendations 
on cross-LoC interactions emphasised more effective trade and introduced the 
idea of cross-LoC tourism, both religious and adventure – ideas that were new 
and underexplored. To facilitate cross-LoC interactions, it was suggested that 
the Jammu-Sialkot and the Kargil-Skardu routes should also be opened, and 
heritage routes for tourism and regional festivals including the Pir Panjal Festival 
and the Poonch festival should be revived.47 It was also suggested that cross-LoC 
trade should be made an economic CBM rather than just a political tool – thus 
expanding the basket of goods and providing banking facilities instead of the 
barter system currently in place.48 

There was significant engagement at these think tanks with the internal dia-
logue in Kashmir. Policy ideas went beyond a review of the army’s presence and 
Kashmir’s strategic value. The events and discussions since 2004 took on board 
key issues under consideration, and the IPCS became an important actor for 
mobilising public opinion and through its communicative discourse, became rel-
evant to the presentation of political ideas to the public. These ideas included but 
were not limited to the potential demilitarisation of Siachen as a key to resolving 
the Kashmir dispute, while also addressing counter-insurgency operations in the 
region.49 The impact of alienation of the Kashmiri people owing to the intense 
militarisation was also an idea that was discussed at length.50 In May 2006, 
responding to the PM’s Kashmir roundtables and the organisation of the differ-
ent working groups, the DPG also organised simulations based on the working 
group on Centre-State relations, which it believed “touche[d] on the crux of the 
problem: Kashmir’s political status.”51 This initiative was supported by the EU, 
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particularly the European Cross-Cultural Programme (ECCP). The conference 
and many of the policy recommendations that emerged from these conferences 
drew on other comparative conf licts, such as in Northern Ireland and Israel and 
Palestine, often referencing the Oslo agreement. A noteworthy argument that 
emerged was the idea of a “Non-Retractable 370” that essentially proposed that 
the rights to self-rule that Article 370 of the Indian Constitution provided to 
J&K be extended to all of the former princely states and made non-retractable 
with regional and international guarantees towards its implementation.52 

Unlike government think tanks, the role of the Hurriyat in the internal dia-
logue in Kashmir was seen differently at peacebuilding think tanks. It was argued 
that while not the sole representative, the Hurriyat party represented significant 
Kashmiri public opinion that must be taken on board within the dialogue.53 

The Hurriyat, it was argued, “provides the much-needed political space between 
militancy and the moderate demand for an independent Kashmir or maximum 
autonomy,” and the union government should therefore attempt to engage with 
the moderate leadership within the Hurriyat, including Mirwaiz Umar Farooq 
and Sajad Lone.54 Recommendations were also made in favour of allowing a  
Hurriyat delegation to Pakistan and PAK. This was significantly different from 
the position taken by think tanks examined earlier, who recommended limiting 
the Hurriyat’s connection to PAK and relegated its relevance to only as an actor 
in the domestic dynamics. 

Radha Kumar was also a member of the team of interlocutors appointed by 
Manmohan Singh in October 2010. With extensive interviews (700 delega-
tions in the 22 districts of J&K) and three roundtable conferences, key sugges-
tions from the team were the recommendations for CBMs related to human 
rights and rule of law reforms; a review of the AFSPA; improvements in police-
community relations; providing better relief and rehabilitation for widows 
and orphans of violence in the state; and facilitating the return of Kashmiris 
stranded across the LoC, many of whom had crossed over for arms training.55 

The appointment of the interlocutors was also potentially an admission by the 
Government of India of the lack of adequate information from the region. Think 
tanks and intellectual elites within think tanks with expertise on Kashmir-
specific issues were well placed to provide insight. The team of interlocutors  
also promoted the recommendations of the PM’s Working Groups and endorsed 
the idea of “irrelevant borders.” Radha Kumar further asserted that the report’s 
impetus was on a “settlement of core political issues” rather than one focused 
on CBMs.56 The report was submitted in October 2011 and was made public 
for an informed debate in May 2012. It did not, however, receive any serious 
official consideration. 

Think tanks in this category also contributed to debates on the changed 
nature of India–Pakistan relations and the continuing radicalisation in the state 
of J&K that was visible in the Amarnath and Shopian incidents.57 The IPCS, 
for instance, undertook a project titled Jammu, Kashmir and Ladakh: Building 
Peace and Countering Radicalisation (2009), that aimed to bring together younger 
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generations from the different regions to gain an understanding of key issues and 
deliberate on preventive measures for further radicalisation. The project focused 
on three kinds of radicalisation – regional, religious and ethnic – and divided 
into three phases, concentrated on field surveys across the three regions. It com-
missioned research papers and conducted a workshop in collaboration with the 
University of Jammu in December 2009.58 Key recommendations that emerged 
focused on the need to address regional and religious differences in the state with 
an emphasis on internal displacement, governance and decentralisation. Sugges-
tions also ref lected a need for better communication, easy travel, revival of tour-
ism and other cross-regional cultural and educational activities.59 

Peace and Security – In addition to the active discourse on Kashmir, peace-
building think tanks also engaged with the debate on nuclear weapons. As early 
as 2001, the DPG in collaboration with the Islamabad Peace Research Insti-
tute (IPRI) facilitated a dialogue on nuclear risk reduction.60 The talks involved 
briefing the foreign office and sought to develop “a shared and agreed lexicon” 
on key nuclear concepts such as “minimum nuclear deterrence.”61 The dialogue 
“facilitated an interaction between two sets of experts comprising former For-
eign Secretaries, defence services officers, nuclear strategy analysts and acade-
micians.”62 Commenting on this interaction, Raghavan noted the “differing  
interpretations placed on commonly used nuclear phraseology. It was also a rev-
elation to note how adversely, immature political rhetoric in one country affects 
the mood in the other.”63 

Raghavan’s inf luence and his support for nuclear disarmament and abolition 
could be clearly seen on the DPG’s worldviews. In 2002 and 2003, he was a part 
of a Carnegie–NTI and Stimson Center enabled Track II workshop, as well as 
a part of a working group on an expanded non-proliferation system between 
November 2009 and June 2011. The impetus of these dialogues was to for-
mulate Nuclear Risk Reduction Measures (NRRM) for the subcontinent. 64 At 
the IPCS, this expertise lay with Chari and Banerjee, and the issue of nuclear 
non-proliferation, particularly with regards to the nuclear relationship between 
India and Pakistan since 1998, was considered. Several dialogues were conducted 
by the IPCS under the India-Pakistan-China trilateral Nuclear Strategic Dia-
logue with support from the NTI. 65 With funding from the NTI, the IPCS also 
organised capacity-building workshops at a student level, for media and young 
professionals in 2008 and 2009 on Nuclear Weapons, Global Disarmament and 
Regional Security.66 In addition, between 2007 and 2009, in collaboration with 
the IDSA, the IPCS organised workshops on disarmament and nuclear issues for 
government officials and armed forces personnel. 

Chari was the most vocal proponent of nuclear disarmament at the institute, 
often highlighting the need for enlarging mutual understandings of security 
concepts and nuclear doctrines, more so since 2004. 67 In addition, he recom-
mended that India should concede to Pakistan’s request to include cruise mis-
siles in the pre-notification of missile test agreement signed in 1999. Chari was 
sceptical about the recommendation to increase channels of communication 
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between air forces and nuclear establishments and in several commentaries dur-
ing the early phase of the dialogue process, emphasised the need for conventional 
CBMs to progress simultaneously with nuclear CBMs and called for the exten-
sion of the 1988 agreement to include population centres and major economic 
assets.68 Dipankar Banerjee was also vocal about nuclear disarmament, insisting 
on “elimination through binding commitment” with a focus on transparency 
and verification.69 

As part of the India-Pakistan-China trialogue organised by the IPCS since 
2008, similar issues regarding nuclear power and threat perceptions; existing 
nuclear CBMs; fissile material stockpiles and control and production ban; partic-
ular emphasis on Asian nuclear stability and security; harmonising doctrines for 
cooperative security; and aspects of nuclear weapons and terrorism were taken 
up among key interlocutors from India, China and Pakistan.70 

Siachen – By and large, viewpoints on Siachen have questioned the strategic 
significance of the area for both India and Pakistan. The potential demilitarisa-
tion of Siachen was also linked to resolving the Kashmir dispute.71 The shift in 
Pakistan’s position, ref lected in Army Chief Kayani’s proposal after the Gayari 
avalanche, was perceived as a “major departure” from Pakistan’s previous posi-
tion.72 The proposal, it was argued, should result in a positive Indian response 
that would be helpful in asserting again that Siachen/Saltoro ridge is not of 
strategic significance and should be resolved. The IPCS thus adopted a more 
reconciliatory position, while many in the think tank community in India were 
suspicious of Pakistan’s motivations. 

Terrorism – Unlike other think tanks that focused on India–Pakistan relations, 
peacebuilding think tanks did not consider the issue of terrorism as extensively. 
The only organisation that addressed the issue in their policy discourse was the 
IPCS. The issues of terrorism and armed violence were, however, perceived at 
the IPCS through a South Asian perspective, and very often recommendations 
focused on a joint South Asian strategy to counter terrorism in the region.73 This 
was in contrast to the steadfast focus on a Pakistan-centred policy on terrorism 
as ref lected in government think tank discourse. The IPCS discourse before 
the Mumbai attacks also considered issues of internal conf licts and left-wing 
extremism. Thus, in August 2005, the IPCS collaborated with the Social Sci-
ence Research Council and the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs to 
conduct an intensive study, incorporating two years of field research and analyses 
of protracted violent conf licts from around the world, focusing particularly on 
Kashmir, Sri Lanka and Indonesia.74 Further in 2005, a research study analysed 
the Jaish-e-Mohammed ( JeM) and its activities and operations in India.75 In 
addition, as was popular practice at the IPCS, several publications highlighted 
terrorist attacks in India, particularly in J&K. The post-Mumbai focus was 
on strengthening internal security through improvements in intelligence and 
implementation agencies – ideas that were expressed by other research organisa-
tions as well.76 
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Introducing alternative policy narratives 

With regard to the discourse on security, research agendas at peacebuilding think 
tanks were defined through a particular perception of security – with an empha-
sis on non-traditional security issues including a focus on gender and resource 
politics. This emphasis was also more clearly visible in their adopted approach 
towards the India–Pakistan dialogue process. There was a noticeable emphasis 
on building cross-border networks, particularly with like-minded constituencies 
and civil society in Pakistan and in training the youth, seen as future stakeholders 
in the conf lict and hence relevant to the creation of resolution strategies. Even 
within India, the emphasis of these institutes was on civil society engagements 
seen more squarely in the programmes of the WISCOMP and the CDR, even 
though there was some attention to this aspect at the IPCS and the DPG. The 
training and professional backgrounds of intellectuals within these think tanks 
was also ref lected in their focus on conf lict resolution, peacebuilding and an 
alternate conceptualisation of security issues. Thus, while the IPCS and the DPG 
focused on the broader issues regarding Pakistan, the CDR and the WISCOMP 
emphasised engagements with civil society. 

The CDR’s approach encouraged leading civil society initiatives to facili-
tate cross-LoC dialogue in Kashmir. Not classifying itself as a “purely security 
oriented organisation,” CDR dialogues took on board debate and discussion 
on India–Pakistan relations, but the approach was to consider seemingly non-
political issues and frame them in such a way to avoid contention with state 
policy.77 Thus, rather than a direct reference to the IWT, the CDR considered 
issues such as water security, public health and education. This strategy was used 
to retain the interest of policymakers and maintain viability as a research insti-
tute. The programmes at the WISCOMP also ref lected an interest in conf lict 
resolution, with particular emphasis on the role of women as peacebuilders and 
specifically the role of women’s organisations in building peace between India 
and Pakistan. In 2000, it was part of the India–Pakistan women’s bus for peace 
initiative launched by Nirmala Deshpande (in the backdrop of Vajpayee’s Lahore 
bus).78 This was perhaps the first group to initiate cross-border dialogue in the 
aftermath of the Kargil conf lict. 

The shaping of the formal dialogue gave fillip to the DPG programmes as 
well, and in 2005, the DPG launched its two-year program on  Developing Durable 
Peace Processes and Partners, “built around India’s renewed peacemaking engage-
ments.”79 The project “combine[d] closed door policy conferences with student 
workshops, in an effort to expand policy-oriented research on peace and security 
between Indian and European think tanks and universities.”80 Significant focus 
was on training and simulation exercises on key aspects of the Kashmir dispute. 
The discourse at the WISCOMP also engaged with the academic and policy 
debate on Kashmir, both through its research and its more participant-driven 
forums. Its CT workshops, for instance, included drafting of joint statements on 
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Kashmir between Indian and Pakistani participants (2001) and conducted work-
shop simulations on conf lict resolution strategies (2004).81 

The creation of civil society networks was also a crucial agenda for peace-
building think tanks. In addition to an emphasis on internal dialogue and rec-
onciliation, the CDR maintained a collaborative partnership with the Jinnah 
Institute – a think tank based in Islamabad with which the CDR has jointly 
organised Track II dialogues since 2010.82 In addition, a one-year education 
partnership was initiated with the Lahore University of Management Sciences. 
These cross-LoC interactions were expanded based on participant feedback and 
focused on participation from both sides of the border in Kashmir, in an attempt 
to bring to the table differing viewpoints and varying regional problems and 
perspectives. 83 Academic research studies on pertinent issues in J&K were also 
commissioned, including a comparative analysis of documents related to the 
autonomy question in Kashmir funded by the FNS and the EU; another on the 
issues of the Indus River Basin with support from the FNS – an outcome of 
deliberations during the CDR-Jinnah Institute dialogue on common concerns 
in the Indus Basin.84 The DPG has also collaborated with other organisations, 
for instance, in November 2006, a conference titled Pluralism and Democracy after 
9/11: Europe and India was organised in collaboration with the Nelson Mandela 
Centre and with the support of the ECCP. The conference particularly mobilised 
public opinion to consider and adapt conf lict resolution strategies from Europe 
to the South Asian region.85 

Further to mobilising opinion on cross-LoC dynamics, there was also a focus 
on intra-regional dynamics in Kashmir and the need to address the concerns of all 
three regions of the state, namely Kashmir, Jammu and Ladakh. Responding to 
the “MEA’s admission that they lacked information on LoC areas in the Jammu 
region, or the divided families in the Jammu region,” the CDR conducted  Intra-
Region Dialogues. 86 Based on participant recommendations, the dialogues were 
expanded across the LoC and since 2005, ten cross-LoC dialogue conferences 
have been conducted parallel to developments in the official dialogue that have 
focused specifically on cross-LoC Kashmir CBMs adopted since 2005. Conf lict 
resolution ideas that have emerged from these dialogues have stressed the need to 
reduce violence, initiate a dialogue process that includes people of all regions and 
communities of the divided state and end human rights violations. There have 
also been suggestions for a calibrated reduction of security forces from civilian 
areas in the state. 

The CDR has also commissioned several studies on specific problems faced by 
people in the border districts between India and Pakistan and by divided families 
and Kashmiri Pandits living in the valley, reports of which were circulated to 
relevant policy elites. It was the organisation’s assertion that “the new suggestions 
for opening of routes for travel and trade in all three regions of the state” was 
owing to the recommendations made by the CDR dialogues, particularly the 
opening of the Poonch-Rawalakot route, which it claimed was a “direct result of 
suggestions made through the CDR initiated Track III civil society meetings.”87 
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In addition, the organisation has claimed that fencing across the LoC was modi-
fied as a response to the CDR’s suggestions.88 The ideas emerging from the intra-
region dialogues were also centred on the reduction of violence and the need to 
allow for easy trade and travel. A crucial aspect within these dialogues was the 
inclusion of participation from AJK, Gilgit and Baltistan, usually ignored actors 
in the political dynamics. These dialogue forums involved the participation of a 
wide selection of experts, both political and civil society actors from all regions 
in J&K, as well as significant participation from PAK, and bureaucrats and poli-
cymakers from Delhi and Islamabad. It was one of the rare dialogue forums that 
managed to organise a meeting in Islamabad, whereas many other organisations 
were unable to, owing to visa and funding restrictions. This was perceived as an 
indication that the government was receptive to such dialogue forums.89 

In addition to the dialogue groups, there was also an emphasis on developing 
modules for peace education training to improve communication and enable an 
understanding of the conf lict and the diversity of opinion in Kashmir. During 
the period from 2004–2007, the CDR conducted peace education programmes 
for 200 government secondary schools and teachers from 100 schools in Kash-
mir.90 It also launched its water initiative in 2010 in recognition of “issues related 
to water, climate change, the environment, transboundary aquifers, changing 
demographics, cooperation for joint disaster management and possible joint stud-
ies on issues of common concerns in the Indus Basin.”91 This project also took 
the form of an India–Pakistan dialogue in collaboration with the Jinnah Insti-
tute. Further along this line, the IPCS’s project titled Jammu, Kashmir and Ladakh: 
Building Peace and Countering Radicalization (2009) also aimed to bring together 
younger generations from the different regions to gain an understanding of key 
issues and deliberate on preventive measures for further radicalisation. As part 
of the project, a workshop with students focused on critical issues of concern to 
the three regions.92 These included the role of the Amarnath land row agitation 
in polarising communities and its spill-over effect in other states, the gradual 
waning of Sufi inf luence in the Valley, the displacement of Kashmiri Pandits, 
the alienation of Rajouri and Poonch districts, the growing Gujjar-Pahari divide 
in these twin districts and the challenges that confront Ladakh since its division 
into Leh and Kargil districts, among other topical issues in the context of J&K. 

A key goal of the CDR initiatives was also to create a “deeper understand-
ing between stakeholders” by developing networks within Kashmir, primarily 
among the women who have suffered due to years of violence.93 The impetus to 
civil society engagement was also undertaken in the WISCOMP programmes. 
Inf luenced by the ideas of John Paul Lederach, particularly the concept of con-
f lict transformation and the “three tier pyramid” model, the WISCOMP also 
emphasised the engagement of stakeholders at different levels of social and polit-
ical hierarchies.94 Special attention was given to women’s empowerment and 
gender-based violence, particularly in the context of armed conf lict. In 2000, 
the WISCOMP organised a roundtable on  Breaking the Silence: Women in Kashmir. 
A direct result of the roundtable was the creation of  Athwaas – an all-Kashmiri 
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women’s network in 2001 that focused on income-generating activities in Kash-
mir, the rehabilitation of widows and orphans, trauma healing and peace educa-
tion workshops, in addition to creating peace education programs for the youth 
in Kashmir. The  Athwaas initiative also created Samanbals – a safe space in vari-
ous locations in Kashmir to dialogue in conjunction with an income-generating 
activity.95 

In response to Manmohan Singh’s roundtable conferences in Kashmir, which 
lacked the participation and representation of women’s voices, in August 2006, 
the WISCOMP also organised a convention titled Women in Dialogue: Envi-
sioning the road ahead in Jammu and Kashmir. A primary goal of the convention 
was to “contribute proactively to the ongoing dialogue on the peace process in 
Jammu and Kashmir by placing womens’ perspectives, and their visions of the 
road ahead squarely on the table.”96 In addition to advocacy and social develop-
ment, the WISCOMP’s work in Kashmir was also focused on prolific academic 
research on various aspects of Kashmir’s political and socio-economic dynamics, 
both internally as well as in relation to Pakistan. 

Peacebuilding think tanks were also more actively engaged with multi-track 
initiatives on conf lict resolution and trust-building in general and with explicit 
focus on Kashmir. This role is particularly relevant in the light of the deterio-
rating status of the official dialogue since 2008. Think tanks therefore enabled 
a forum for interaction when official channels of dialogue were suspended. 
Through their grassroots initiatives, they were also able to highlight the political 
dynamics and changing public perceptions in Kashmir. During the Amarnath 
agitation, for instance, the CDR teams travelled extensively in the region and 
remained in communication with their existing networks in the state. Meetings 
were held in the towns of Poonch, Mendhar, Surankot and Mandi, which were 
most affected by the rioting, and reports were sent to the state administration. 
The DPG also organised a conference in March 2012, titled Achieving Peace in 
Jammu and Kashmir: Options Today that focused on the need for CBMs for conf lict 
resolution, particularly the need to incorporate a dialogue process among legis-
lators.97 On similar lines, the IPCS initiated its Indo-Pak dialogue on Conf lict 
Resolution and Peace Building in 2009, and as part of the project published a 
series of background papers that provided a detailed narrative of the history of 
India–Pakistan disputes with a specific focus on cross-LoC interactions, IWT, 
terrorism, trade and regional cooperation. The papers were uniquely designed to 
provide both an Indian and a Pakistani perspective on these issues. The Indo-Pak 
dialogue initiated by the IPCS also featured a Track II meeting in Bangkok in 
October 2009 with support from the Ploughshares Fund. Terrorism and associ-
ated issues formed a crucial part of this interaction, in addition to focused dis-
cussions on religious radicalism and the dangers of terrorism and violence and 
evolving better joint mechanisms to counter terrorism.98 Other aspects included 
a need to review and expand CBMs and the possibility of third-party interven-
tion in the absence of a successful bilateral dialogue process. The dialogue also 
considered a review of the IWT. 
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Subsequently, in March 2013, a Track II Indus water dialogue was conducted 
by the IPCS with support from the Ploughshares fund, and several issue briefs 
were commissioned that provided insight into multiple dimensions related to  
the Indus River Basin.99 The papers dealt with a range of issues including cli-
mate change, cross-LoC CBMs and the status of the IWT. The dialogue titled 
Towards Building an Indus Community focused on contemporary issues related to 
the sharing of Indus waters based on the existing approaches and issues from 
the perspectives of India, Pakistan and the two parts of J&K. Besides compre-
hending the discourse on rivers of the global commons between both states in 
terms of sharing the Indus waters, the bilateral identified new approaches and 
recommendations on cross-LoC CBMs over the Indus. It schemed innovative 
methods and alternatives with respect to working together on issues related to 
the environment, climate change, supply-demand deficit gap, joint projects and 
making effective use of the IWT and, ultimately, garnering all efforts towards a 
policy orientation.100 

Peacebuilding think tanks and India’s Pakistan policy: 
a summary 

Based on the bureaucratic politics literature, think tanks explored in this chapter 
are best described as “insulated agencies” as seemingly more insulated from for-
mal bureaucratic positions and thus different from the “embedded institutions” 
categorisation that better describes government think tanks such as the IDSA 
or more resourceful non-government think tanks such as the ORF.101 Yet, the 
insulation from bureaucracy restricted the ability of peacebuilding think tanks 
to have better inputs into policy making. The lack of government patronage and 
resources meant that research could not be sustained, and very often these think 
tanks moved towards adopting “more palatable” research agendas that were not 
in conf lict with the formal bureaucracy. This is ref lected in the CDR’s framing 
of issues or the DPG’s expansion of programmes to a focus on Afghanistan as 
the India–Pakistan dialogue lost momentum after 2008. With new leadership, 
the focus of other DPG programmes also appears to have changed with visibly 
reduced attention to peace and conf lict studies. The power of the state in forging 
consensus is thus very visible here. 

Further, aspects of bureaucratic bargaining and “research brokerage” are also 
evident as these think tanks were dependent on tacit government support to 
organise many of their cross-border initiatives (in the form of official approvals 
and visas) and to enable their continued funding from international agencies. 
The role of these think tanks, however, in building discourse and mobilising 
public opinion during 2004–2008 is visible, and the communicative discourse 
aspect expressed through publications, public outreach and networking pro-
grammes, aided also by new methods like social media groups and formal media 
engagements, was strong. The linkages with formal policy making, however, 
were weak and very often considered as “bleeding heart” organisations, so the 
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narratives introduced by peacebuilding think tanks were not given considerable 
value. Yet, the work of these organisations in expanding narratives, in creating 
spaces for articulation of civil society’s aspirations and their attention to train 
and empower younger generations makes them unique. The networks that these 
think tanks created – with Pakistan and within Kashmir – were sustained even 
when official dialogue was suspended, although only to a marginal degree. 

Conclusion 

Presenting the second part of the analysis on non-government think tanks, this 
chapter has conducted a critical examination of the research agendas focused 
specifically on peacebuilding and reconciliation. Taken together, peacebuilding 
think tanks are smaller in scale and membership, and they demonstrate notice-
able differences in membership patterns when compared with government think 
tanks or more resourceful non-government think tanks including the CPR and 
the ORF. Also distinct is their engagement with the policy establishment, with 
visibly reduced ties to policy elites and an added emphasis on advocacy. The 
chapter also explored the policy positions on the conf lict with Pakistan, high-
lighting programmes geared towards training and networking, creating women’s 
networks and enabling forums for training of the youth. Thus, while reaching 
out to policy elites and mobilising public opinion is a goal, an emphasis on 
grassroots initiatives and expanding stakeholders towards peace with Pakistan is 
also visible. While these peacebuilding think tanks significantly expanded the 
discourse on Pakistan to include civil society and women’s perspectives, their 
distance from official narratives and lack of proximity to policy elites curtailed 
their institutional relevance and provides evidence of the state’s role and pre-
dominant place in forging policy consensus. The state’s role in building con-
sensus can also be seen through the control of funding and access to these think 
tanks, limiting their institutional potential in creating a changed discourse on 
India–Pakistan relations. 

Notes 

1 Inderjeet Parmar,  Think Tanks and Power in Foreign Policy (New York: Palgrave MacMil-
lan, 2004), p. 77. 

2 More on DPG’s official webpage:  www.delhipolicygroup.org/about-us 
3 With new leadership, DPG programmes also appear to have changed. The new web-

site (www.delhipolicygroup.org) highlights a focus on strategic and geopolitical issues 
including regional security challenges; geo-economic issues like India’s political econ-
omy, regional economic integration including regional connectivity initiatives; defence 
and security issues include, national security policy, defence technology and trade, 
maritime security and issues of non-traditional security. There is less emphasis on peace 
and conflict studies now. 

4 A renowned sociologist and professor emeritus at JNU, Oommen was a member of 
the Sachar Committee set up by the PM to study the social, economic and educational 
status of the Muslims in India as well as a Chairman of the Advisory Committee of the 
Gujarat Harmony Project constituted after the 2002 Gujarat communal riots. Known 

http://www.delhipolicygroup.org
http://www.delhipolicygroup.org
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to be an expert on water security issues, Verghese had a long-term association with 
CPR, and his viewpoints have been discussed in the previous chapter. 

5 Kumar was Executive Director of the Helsinki Citizen’s Assembly in Prague (1992– 
1994) and Associate Fellow at the Institute for War and Peace Studies at Columbia 
University (1994–1996). She has also been a senior fellow in peace and conflict studies 
at the CFR in New York (1999–2003). She currently is on the board of the Stockholm 
International Peace Research Institute and the Council of the United Nations Univer-
sity, where she was appointed as Chair in 2016. 

6  The Nelson Mandela Centre for Peace and Conflict Resolution was launched in 2004 
and was one of the first of its kind in an Indian university. Its chief focus is compara-
tive and contemporary studies, and it aims to address the lack of serious and purposeful 
analysis of types and sources of conflict in our country and neighbourhood, and the 
methods of dealing with them that India has adopted. For more, see http://jmi.ac.in/ 
cpcr 

7 After DPG he moved to the Centre for Security Analysis, Chennai, as President, where 
he has led programmes on peninsular India’s security perspectives, relations with South 
East Asia and on Civil Society–Governance interface.  http://disarmament.nrpa.no/ 
wp-content/uploads/2008/02/Bio_Raghavan.pdf 

8 A seasoned diplomat, before joining DPG, Singh was Professor for Strategic Studies at 
ICRIER (2011–2016) and has been associated with several public policy initiatives and 
Track II / Track 1.5 strategic dialogues involving major think tanks of India, Japan, Asia 
and the US. He has written and worked extensively on the ongoing transformation of 
India’s relations with the United States and Japan and their growing convergences in 
shaping Asia’s emerging economic and security architecture.

 9 Virmani has been an advisor to the GOI at the highest levels for 25 years, including as 
Chief Economic Advisor, Ministry of Finance and Principle Advisor, Planning Com-
mission. His affiliation with think tanks extends to his membership in the Governing 
Board of the Forum for Strategic Initiatives (FSI) and CPR. 

10 A former member of the NSAB, General Singh retired in September 2007 as GOC of 
the Southern Command 

11 A retired Brigadier in the Indian Army, in addition to being a research fellow at DPG, 
Sahgal is the Executive Director of the Forum for Strategic Initiatives, a policy think 
tank focusing on national security, diplomacy and Track II Dialogues. He was previ-
ously the founding Director of the Office of Net Assessment, Indian Integrated Defense 
Staff, Head of the Center for Strategic Studies and Simulation, USI, and Senior Fellow 
at the IDSA. His research comprises scenario planning workshops, geopolitical and 
strategic assessments related to Asian security, and issues concerning nuclear doctrine 
and strategic stability in South Asia. He has been a member of the Task Force on Net 
Assessment and Simulation, under the NSC, and a consultant with DRDO. He is a 
member of many Track 1.5 and Track II initiatives. 

12 A former bureaucrat, Banerji has held important positions in the state of Assam as well 
as in Indian missions abroad, dealing particularly with security and intelligence-related 
issues impinging on National Security Policy formulation, with focused expertise on 
the South Asian region. 

13 www.ipcs.org/about-us 
14 More about the IPCS Internship programme can be viewed at:  www.ipcs.org/ 

internship-program 
15 The South Asian Summer School in Arms Control was an annual summer school for 

young South Asian (and Chinese) journalists, officials and scholars (about 25–30 par-
ticipants, 6–8 international faculty). The first and second sessions were held in 1993 
and 1994 in Pakistan, while the third took place in India in August 1995. The goals 
were to transfer knowledge about arms control, verification, and conflict resolution, 
and to create a network of younger scholars that transcends regional borders. For more, 
see Sundeep Waslekar, “Track Two Diplomacy in South Asia”,  ACDIS Occasional Paper 
(Urbana-Champaign: University of Illinois, October 1995). Chari was also involved in 
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a study on the Brasstacks Crisis of 1987 – a study co-organised by Kanti Bajpai, Pervaiz 
Cheema, Sumit Ganguly and Stephen Cohen, that culminated in a detailed book, 
Brasstacks and Beyond: Perception and Management of Crisis in South Asia (New Delhi: 
Manohar Press, 1995). 

16 According to C. Uday Bhaskar, Former Director at IDSA,  www.thehindu.com/news/ 
national/nuclear-disarmament-advocate-pr-chari-passes-away/article7466792.ece 

17 Chari’s particular interest in nurturing young minds is fondly recalled by his colleague. 
Dipankar Banerjee’s comment in, “Tribute: P R Chari”,  Mainstream, 53:34, August 15, 
2015, www.mainstreamweekly.net/article5879.html 

18 Banerjee was also briefly Executive Director at the Regional Centre for Strategic Stud-
ies (RCSS) from 1999–2002, a prominent Sri Lankan think tank. In addition, he was 
associated with the US Institute of Peace and was on a UN Panel of Governmental 
Experts on Conventional Arms. 

19 Chandran edited Armed Conflicts in South Asia – an annual publication from IPCS to 
map and analyse the nature of armed conflicts in the region. With significant experience 
in the field of conflict resolution and peace studies, Chandran’s specific focus has been 
on issues within the Kashmir conflict. He is currently affiliated with the National Insti-
tute of Advanced Studies in Bangalore, http://nias.res.in/professor/d-suba-chandran . 
Mallika Joseph specialises in security sector reforms and has been Director of IPCS 
since 2015, prior to which she was Executive Director at the RCSS in Sri Lanka from 
2012–2014. 

20 Former chairperson of the National Commission for Minorities and former Chief 
Information Commissioner of India. 

21 A prominent social and women’s rights activist, Hameed is a former member of the 
Planning Commission. She has previously chaired the  Steering Committee of the 
Commission on Health, which reviewed the National Health Policy of 2002, which 
was later replaced by the NITI Aayog. Hameed is also founding trustee of the Women’s 
Initiative for Peace in South Asia and a former member of the National Commission 
for Women (1997–2000). 

22  Setalvad is an Indian civil rights activist, journalist and secretary of Citizens for Justice 
and Peace, an organisation formed to fight for justice for the victims of communal 
violence in the state of Gujarat in 2002. 

23 http://india.ashoka.org/fellow/sushobha-barve 
24 Personal communication with senior member at CDR, New Delhi, on October 7, 

2015. 
25 www.furhhdl.org 
26 Mission of the organisation provided on their website that can be accessed at  http:// 

wiscomp.org/our-mission 
27 ibid. 
28 In a personal communication with a senior member at WISCOMP, New Delhi, on 

September 7, 2015, it was argued that the think tank’s and NGO’s conceptions of 
security changed from a hard-core state security focus in the early 2000s to one where 
both people’s security and state security began to be considered. This was also the time 
when the MEA and at a larger level the UN started giving more credibility to NGOs. 

29 Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA), www.idea.int 
30 The center has now been renamed the Aung San Suu Kyi Center for Peace and courses 

offered include Conflict Analysis and Conflict Transformation; Dialogue; Mediation; 
Gandhi; Justice, and Reconciliation.  http://lsr.edu.in/ASSK-Centre-for-Peace.asp 

31 Initiated in 2002, this research project was the first systematic attempt to foreground, 
through case studies from the South Asian region, the need to develop methodolo-
gies that situate gender concerns squarely within the security discourse. It facilitated 
cross-border research, published as monographs, by scholars from Pakistan, Bangladesh, 
Nepal, Sri Lanka, Bhutan, and India on areas of conflict within the country of their 
residence.  http://wiscomp.org/programs/gender-and-nts-south-asia 

32 WISCOMP has partnered with the Peace Research Institute Oslo in its multi-year 
project on “Making Women Count for Peace” and organised a roundtable on Women 
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and Peace Building in 2015; association with PAIMAN Trust in Pakistan to strengthen 
people-to-people contact between India and Pakistan. Mossarat Qadeem, Founder and 
CEO, PAIMAN Trust has been a WISCOMP Scholar of Peace Fellow in 2002 and 
a regular at WISCOMP’s annual CT workshops. It is also one of the 14 founding 
members of the NTS Consortium based at the Rajaratnam School of International 
Studies, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore. Further, WISCOMP is a mem-
ber of the Global Partnership for the Prevention of Armed Conflict. The Women 
Peacemakers Program, an initiative of the International Fellowship of Reconciliation 
set up in 1997 in the Netherlands, has also given financial support to WISCOMP to 
bring together women from regions of armed conflict in South Asia for dialogues on 
peacebuilding. 

33 The draft report written in November 1997 was presented to the DPG trustees and 
directors and subsequently presented in New Delhi in 1998. 

34 Kanti Bajpai, Dipankar Banerjee, Amitabh Mattoo, et al.,  Jammu and Kashmir: An 
Agenda for the Future (New Delhi: Delhi Policy Group, 1999), pp. vi, vii. 

35 Detailed chronological information on the progress of the different baskets of issues in 
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7 
FOREIGN POLICY THINK TANKS 

Challenging or building consensus on India’s 
Pakistan policy? 

The starting point of enquiry for this research project was to examine think 
tanks and situate them within India’s policy-making arena. The book has inter-
rogated the placement and understanding of think tanks as policy actors/ agents/ 
idea brokers and information filters. In doing so, it has problematised the role 
of these non-state actors and their specific engagement with India’s relationship 
with Pakistan. This research has built upon literature on think tanks worldwide 
and contributes particularly to the study of Indian think tanks. It is the first of 
its kind to explore the activities of Indian think tanks through an examination 
of their policy discourse on Pakistan at a given time and their specific role in 
promoting and mobilising public opinion on the Indian government’s policies. 
To be able to account for think tank role in policy, I have used the discur-
sive institutionalist approach in conjunction with a Gramscian understanding of 
state-society relations. The DI-Gramscian model developed in this research has 
helped to trace think tank interactive processes – their coordinative and com-
municative discourse on Pakistan – as well as enabled a critical analysis of Indian 
think tanks’ role and relevance to policy making, together with an examination 
of their relative position in the policy structure. It has also brought to light sig-
nificant challenges faced by think tanks in India to both retain their institutional 
independence and maintain their policy relevance. 

The international literature and theoretical formulations on think tanks have 
gradually accepted their role as policy actors, but each approach has differed on 
the specific position of think tanks vis-à-vis policy establishments. In this book 
I argue that how think tanks are defined should take into account the context in 
which they operate and develop. Thus, scholarship on American think tanks and 
the application of that to the Indian political scenario is problematic. As relatively 
new actors, the understanding of think tank involvement in the policy process 
must consider the structural environment, i.e. India’s specific political context 
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and the various institutional structures and material realities that have had a 
direct impact on the growth of think tanks in India. The use of DI enabled an 
understanding of the various processes through which Indian think tanks seek to 
have an impact on policy. DI’s emphasis on the right timing, the right audience 
and the various levels at which interactions between think tanks and policy-
making bodies occur was found particularly useful.1 Further, Ladi’s phenomenon 
of a “critical juncture” was able to explain how the Composite Dialogue period 
was particularly significant to think tank engagement with India’s Pakistan pol-
icy.2 The development of the DI-Gramscian approach has further allowed for an 
examination of the material and structural constraints that think tanks in India 
face. It provided a better understanding of the nature of relationships between 
think tank intellectuals and policy-making elite in India – a relationship that is 
particularly relevant for the adoption of think tank ideas and their continued 
institutional importance. The use of distinct categories further highlighted dif-
ferences in think tank affiliations: membership patterns and their subsequent 
policy ideas and policy interactions. This, in turn, allowed for an examination of 
specific constraints – structural and ideological – that transformed the way a par-
ticular think tank was situated in the Indian policy-making scene. The following 
sections revisit some of the main arguments that have emerged from this analysis. 

Nature of intellectual elite – patterns in institutional 
worldviews and collaborations with the state 

The examination of think tanks in India involved a closer look at their composi-
tion and institutional positions. The ability of a think tank to inf luence policy 
particularly in India was directly related to their relationship and proximity to 
the policy-making apparatus. Literature on Indian think tanks, however, was 
found inadequate to explain these dynamics. The application of Gramsci’s atten-
tion to the differences between civil society and political society and the symbi-
otic relationship that exists provided a good framework.3 Think tanks in India 
are notable for their knowledge elites, and the ability to relay their ideas to poli-
cymakers was found directly connected to their institutional policy relevance. 
The established positions and proximity to leadership of K. Subrahmanyam and 
Jasjit Singh, for instance, as intellectual elites added to the credibility of the IDSA 
and the CAPS, respectively. R. K. Mishra’s close proximity to Vajpayee and the 
Reliance group was also able to secure the initial funding and institutional impe-
tus for the ORF, as was the case with the VIF’s close connections with NSA Ajit 
Doval. Proximity to policymakers, however, also had a reverse effect visible in 
the declining inf luence of the IDSA and the ICWA under new leadership. The 
relationship and ability of think tank intellectuals to establish their networks and 
maintain proximity to policymakers was therefore beneficial for a think tank 
and greatly enhanced the possibility of acceptance of its policy ideas. 

Through the DI-Gramscian framework, this aspect of state–think tank coop-
eration was expanded to the examination of think tank linkages with the foreign 
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policy establishment in India. The manifestation of a “knowledge/power nexus” 
among think tanks and policy elites in India indicated that the government used 
the resources of think tanks to privilege a particular understanding of a foreign 
policy issue, and think tanks behaved more substantially than merely a bridge 
between civil society and policy.4 Think tanks adjusted their discourse to suit 
government policy directions in order to balance government patronage and 
policy relevance. 

Institutional structures at think tanks were also found to closely resemble 
the government. Membership patterns displayed a similarity in professional and 
socio-economic backgrounds and political positions. There was also visible an 
over-reliance on senior researchers and high-profile leadership, together with con-
siderable personal linkages that benefited think tanks. Though capacity building for 
younger researchers was encouraged in a few think tanks – namely, the CPR, the 
ORF and the IPCS – the presence of former bureaucrats and diplomats and their 
vast experience was largely preferred. Also visible was a gendered dynamic, with a 
small sample of women-led think tanks or women researchers focused on research 
on issues of security and foreign policy. Representative of Gramsci’s power bloc, 
membership patterns have also impacted the way ideas were represented in think 
tank discourse, with only limited attention to foreign policy ideas that focused on 
the varying impact that the India–Pakistan conf lict had on men and women. 

Intellectual elite at government think tanks (IDSA, ICWA, CAPS, CLAWS 
and NMF) came from similar professional backgrounds and have experienced 
common training methods. The government, particularly the MEA and MoD, 
played an important role in the creation and support to this body of elites and 
this power bloc – both through financial support and involvement in policy 
initiatives – indicative of the growing need for policy expertise on defence and 
strategic issues. The physical office spaces occupied by government think tanks 
were also often provided by government grants of land.5 These similarities in 
membership and government funding (though for specific projects) were also 
noticeable in non-government think tanks. There was, however, an added atten-
tion to academic research at the ORF, the CPR, the VIF and the IF, in addition to 
noticeable linkages with business interests in India and affiliations with political 
parties (namely, the BJP). While funding structures were more diverse in non-
government think tanks, there was some project-based funding from the MEA. 
There was also implicit government control and regulation of foreign funding 
through legislations such as the FCRA (1976).6 In addition to enabling foreign 
contributions, the GOI has also involved these think tanks for specific policy ini-
tiatives. Thus, intellectual elites including K. Subrahmanyan, B.G. Verghese and 
Ramaswamy Iyer were invited to participate in government committees owing 
to their academic expertise, while the operational experience of former military 
service professionals enabled a better insight into defence policy directions. 

The analysis in previous chapters has also indicated that in the absence of 
funding opportunities from the government, the level of interaction and prox-
imity of think tank intellectuals to policy elites was also reduced. Thus, smaller 
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and less resourceful peacebuilding think tanks – namely, the DPG, the IPCS, the 
WISCOMP and the CDR – lacked government patronage and support. They 
were funded instead through philanthropic organisations including the Ford 
Foundation and have had noticeably different membership patterns. Established 
in post-liberalised India, in addition to academics trained in conf lict resolution 
and peacebuilding strategies (WISCOMP, DPG, IPCS), civil society activism 
was a dominant characteristic at these think tanks. The different training and 
worldviews of elites and funding bodies has had a direct impact on the nature of 
research agendas. Thus, these smaller non-government think tanks ref lected a 
particular emphasis on projects that were focused on conf lict resolution, peace-
building and training for peace. Further, the advocacy (CDR, WISCOMP) and 
training component (DPG, IPCS, WISCOMP) was significant, in addition to 
active participation in multi-track processes. Although independent research 
agendas enabled them to articulate alternate policy narratives, it has curtailed 
the ability of these think tanks to have an impact on policy. 

The proximity and similarities between policy elites and think tank intel-
lectuals give rise to arguments that government think tanks offered nothing 
more than an “an extension of government thinking.”7 Their role has often been 
criticised for providing a narrow and limited engagement and a perpetuation of 
government narratives. The distance from policy making, however, as prevalent 
in the case of non-government peacebuilding think tanks discussed in Chap-
ter 6 , has challenged their ability to communicate their new policy ideas to the 
relevant policymakers. 

Think tank contribution to policy discourse 

With respect to policy research agendas, think tanks in India are found to con-
centrate on a variety of issues including social and political policy, political and 
military strategy, socio-economic development, political participation, and non-
traditional security issues related to drug and human trafficking and terrorism. 
There has been considerable policy emphasis on India’s strategy regarding Paki-
stan, with most think tanks in India adopting an active research and advocacy 
component centred on the dispute with Pakistan. The beginning of the for-
mal dialogue and the debates initiated by the CD created further interest, and 
think tanks played a consultative role and provided advisory policy ideas. Yet, 
these ideas were restricted to specific policies rather than a paradigmatic shift 
in India’s position on Pakistan. Unlike Zimmerman’s assertion that think tanks 
created “discursive spaces” to inform foreign policy agendas and change domi-
nant narratives by framing and setting agendas, policy agendas on Pakistan have 
remained the domain of the Indian state.8 

In institutionalising and funding think tanks, the GOI has therefore also 
engaged in a consensus-building role on policy directions on Pakistan. However, 
this “constant restatement of policy message via different formats and products” 
enabled government think tanks to have a place in the process.9 Working closely 
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with government ministries on particular issues and owing to their direct rela-
tionship with government patrons provided government think tanks the oppor-
tunity to interact with actors at the centre of policy formation. This significantly 
broadened the scope of their “coordinative discourse.” Yet, while proximity pro-
vided an opportunity for the transfer of policy ideas, it restricted the adoption of 
alternative narratives, as the evidence shows. Government patronage and fund-
ing and the similarities in elite composition have also indicated that these think 
tanks have taken their cues from the funding agencies – in this case, the MoD 
and the MEA. Dominant discourse on Pakistan, ref lected in research projects at 
the IDSA, the CLAWS, the CAPS and the NMF, have therefore led to policy 
recommendations that centred on national security with a focus on threats from 
a failing Pakistani state with basic irreconcilable ideological differences with 
India. Think tank discourse perpetuated government narratives on Pakistan, 
Kashmir, Siachen and nuclear doctrines and side-lined alternative conceptualisa-
tions on resolution of key conf licts. Government think tanks also did not engage 
adequately with issues of trade, people-to-people contact or the Sir Creek dis-
pute. The similarity in viewpoints with the defence and foreign policy com-
munity in India has therefore emphasised the Indian government position on 
Kashmir, argued for a continued military presence in the region and continued 
to stress opposing differences in nuclear doctrines and strategies. 

Even though non-government think tanks were funded externally, there con-
tinued to be a certain dependence on government accounts on Pakistan and invest-
ment in the dialogue process owing to project funding. However, differences in 
the nature of intellectual elites and institutional agendas that focused on academic 
research did expand the academic understanding of India–Pakistan issues. As 
proximity became distant, the ability of think tanks to suggest policy alternatives 
was more visible, for instance, in the CDR, the WISCOMP and the IPCS with 
an increased emphasis on gender-based violence and conf lict over resources. In 
their approach towards the India–Pakistan dialogue process, there was therefore 
a noticeable emphasis on building cross-border networks, particularly with like-
minded constituencies and civil society in Pakistan and in involving the youth as 
future stakeholders in the conf lict and relevant to new designs on resolution strat-
egies. Even within India, the emphasis of peacebuilding institutes, particularly the 
WISCOMP and the CDR, was on civil society engagements and reconciliation, 
which also highlighted their proactive involvement in non-governmental multi-
track processes. As “insulated agencies,” however, these think tanks were unable 
to have better inputs into policy making.10 Their lack of government patronage 
and resources meant that research could not be sustained, and these think tanks 
often moved towards adopting “more palatable” agendas that were not in conf lict 
with formal bureaucracy.11 Research issues at peacebuilding think tanks were 
also framed strategically to avoid conf lict with the government position. The 
CDR, for instance, stayed away from political issues, and the DPG changed its 
emphasis on peacebuilding to incorporate the government’s developing interests 
in Afghanistan, particularly after 2008 and the collapse of the CD. 
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Think tank contribution as communicative actors 

Operating within a top-down policy-making structure, while think tanks did 
not introduce policy agendas, they did inform public opinion on the ongoing 
policy initiatives of government.12 As carriers of communicative discourse, think 
tank research on government policies, disseminated through meetings, confer-
ences, research publications and writings in the media, completed the cycle – 
bringing government policy to the wider public arena. With their inf luence 
in shaping/gauging public opinion, Indian think tanks became repositories of 
knowledge and offered an academic understanding of policy changes.13 On rela-
tions with Pakistan, as this book has highlighted, policy standards were created 
by the state, yet think tanks participated in refining and promoting these ideas 
through their research and analysis. 

Think tanks in India have promoted key government initiatives – such as the 
Kashmir dialogue (both internal and bilateral) as well as the CBMs introduced 
as part of the dialogue process. Through specific research projects on PAK and 
cross-LoC interactions (IDSA), AFSPA (IDSA), and IWT (CPR, IDSA, IPCS), 
think tanks have introduced these debates into the popular discourse. This role 
is particularly useful as there are limited avenues for insights into government 
policy, particularly on issues of defence policy. The public discussion around 
key debates therefore helped to popularise the Indian government’s position on 
Kashmir and its emphasis on PAK as occupied Indian territory. The defence 
policy think tanks have also provided a review of the continued army presence in 
Kashmir, their humanitarian activities in the state of J&K and have distinguished 
these with human rights violations and the lack of democratic and political rights 
in PAK. Non-government think tanks enabled an academic understanding of 
water conf licts, particularly with respect to river water disputes (both Verghese 
and Iyer played a crucial role here), the impact of armed conf lict on civilian pop-
ulations (IPCS, WISCOMP, CDR) and the gendered nature of conf lict in J&K 
(WISCOMP, DPG). The prolific writing by former diplomats and public intel-
lectuals such as M.K. Rasgotra, G. Parthasarathy, Pratap Bhanu Mehta, Brahma 
Chellaney, C. Raja Mohan, Manoj Joshi and others have also provided a better 
understanding of complex government policy on Pakistan. 

New think tanks and contemporary India–Pakistan 
relations – continuity or change? 

The November 2008 attacks on Mumbai by the Pakistan-linked militant group 
Lashkar-e-Taiba, in addition to the ousting of Musharraf from power in Pakistan, 
contributed to the slowing pace of the CD process after 2008. While it signifi-
cantly impacted public opinion on dialogue with Pakistan, the UPA government 
led by Manmohan Singh took a restrained approach in the wake of the Mumbai 
attacks. It refrained from a military response, attempted to continue the CD and 
did not publicly acknowledge the Indian army’s covert cross-border operations 
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across the LoC to prevent infiltrations by militants and cease-fire violations.14 In 
2009, following the re-election of his government, Manmohan Singh also met 
with the new Pakistani Prime Minister, Yousaf Raza Gilani, on the sidelines of 
the Nonaligned Movement (NAM) Summit, and issued a joint statement agree-
ing to resume the dialogue. Subsequently, however, the third round of the CD 
in 2013 was aborted. The joint statement was criticised for delinking action 
against terrorism by Pakistan with the resumption of dialogue and mentioning 
Pakistan’s concerns about separatism in Balochistan, which it has long alleged is 
fanned by Indian intelligence officers. The statement was condemned by senior 
members of the Congress Party, the Indian media and the opposition BJP, which 
staged a walk-out of parliament.15 In his memoir, Shivshankar Menon has attrib-
uted the negative public reaction to the statement at the NAM Summit, and 
domestic politics in general, for scuppering the government’s attempts to resume 
the peace process.16 

In addition to being an indication of the UPA government’s inability to achieve 
its aim of creating strong and resilient constituencies for peace within the Indian 
state, the demise of the dialogue also ref lected crucial structural constraints of 
policy making. While there was some progress on the issues under consider-
ation in the CD, policy initiatives largely suffered from an over-dependence 
on top-down leadership, a lack of bureaucratic support and the reluctance of 
the defence establishment to think beyond law and order in Kashmir. At the 
broader level of dialogue with Pakistan, there remained an over-dependence 
on top-down political will and leadership to sustain the process. Thus, even 
though the Kashmir proposals set forth by Musharraf and Singh represented a 
shift in posture, the UPA could not ease bureaucratic processes with regard to 
trade and has been criticised for its inability to take timely decisions on crucial 
aspects such as the demilitarisation of Siachen or to build sustainable linkages 
with actors within Pakistan. Multi-track efforts, including the back-channel, 
remained tied to the political fortunes of individual politicians and lost momen-
tum when Musharraf lost power and when political agendas shifted in India with 
the rise of the BJP. Further, due to the absence of coordination and collabo-
ration between foreign policy bureaucracies, ideas remained unimplemented. 
Thus, while specific policy initiatives including cross-LoC trade and travel were 
aimed at economic growth as an incentive for peace, the implementation of these 
programmes lacked bureaucratic support and failed to enable the expansion of 
Kashmiri economy outside the valley region.17 

At the level of civil society, though economic links between India and Paki-
stan and the two parts of Kashmir expanded, they continued to be limited, and 
the civil society linkages established by the CD process were not deep enough 
to constitute a tangible peace constituency with Pakistan, particularly after the 
2008 Mumbai attacks. The attacks re-empowered a national security elite within 
government think tanks, the MoD and the armed forces, who insisted on using 
a military strategy to resolve the Kashmir conf lict and control Pakistan. Argu-
ments in favour of precision military strikes against terrorist strongholds gained 
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momentum, as did criticisms of the UPA’s lack of cohesive decision making to 
attack Pakistan and the need for building better counter-terrorism capabilities. 
Such arguments were particularly visible in the post-Mumbai discourse at gov-
ernment and defence think tanks in India and the new think tanks, including the 
VIF led by former Intelligence Bureau chief Ajit Doval and the IF, largely sup-
ported by the BJP-RSS elites.18 Think tanks also developed outside the national 
capital region around this time. Thus, the Takshashila Institution was established 
in Bangalore in 2009 and the Gateway House was set up in Mumbai. 

As the evidence in this book suggests, think tanks in India depend to a great 
degree on the government for financial and institutional support. They found 
a strong voice for policy research and articulation when government interests 
ref lected the desire for dialogue with Pakistan. However, as public opinion and 
political motivations shifted in the post-Mumbai policy landscape, structural 
constraints both external and internal restricted the autonomy and ability of 
think tanks to effectively interject in the policy process. While external fund-
ing provided non-government and peacebuilding think tanks the opportunity 
to conduct independent research and develop alternative ideas, the same pro-
cess also significantly restricted their inf luence. The strict legal framework that 
exists for the regulation of think tanks in receipt of foreign donations limited the 
autonomy of foreign-funded think tanks. Non-government think tanks were 
also dependent on information produced by government agencies for their pro-
gram development and required sustainable state support for institutional rel-
evance and to organise cross-border initiatives (in the form of official approvals 
and visas), to retain their networks and to enable their continued funding from 
international agencies. Thus, when government attention shifted from a dia-
logue with Pakistan, so did think tank interest. 

Contemporary India–Pakistan relations and the Modi 
government’s relationship with think tanks 

While India–Pakistan relations began to deteriorate after the 2008 Mumbai 
attacks, the Manmohan Singh government continued with its efforts towards 
dialogue, receiving significant criticism from the opposition parties, particularly 
the BJP. While the BJP under Vajpayee had been instrumental in initiating the 
CD with Pakistan, as an opposition party, it was severely critical of the UPA 
government’s “soft stance” on Pakistan, particularly after 2008. The BJP’s criti-
cism was ref lected in the election manifesto of 2014 that referred to the need to 
deal with cross-border terrorism with a firm hand even while affirming friendly 
relations with the neighbourhood was reiterated.19 

The BJP-led government elected in 2014 and then subsequently reelected in 
2019 has been unable to initiate a dialogue with Pakistan, despite several attempts 
to restart a formal process of negotiations. The government’s policy is guided 
signif icantly by the NSA Ajit Doval, who through his close relationship with 
the Prime Minister, Narendra Modi, has made ideas that emphasise a militaristic 
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strategy to combat terrorism emanating from Pakistan central to India’s approach 
to both Pakistan and the Kashmir conf lict. In recent years, there has been increase 
in cross-border ceasefire violations along the border in Kashmir as well as an 
increase in violence in Indian-administered Kashmir. India’s current Kashmir 
policy under Modi also places emphasis on a militaristic strategy and encourages 
an active use of force towards civil unrest. As evidence of this change in strategy, 
in the first such publicised incident in September 2016, India claimed to have 
conducted a “surgical strike” in Pakistan-controlled Kashmir across the LoC. 
While Pakistan denied this move, it represents a significant shift in India’s mili-
tary strategy in Kashmir.20 The escalation of the conf lict with Pakistan reached 
a new level in February 2019, following an attack on a convoy of paramilitary 
forces in Indian-administered Kashmir. The attack on a convoy of the Central 
Reserve Police Force (CRPF) on February 14 is perhaps one of the most serious 
single attacks against security forces in the troubled region of Kashmir. Travel-
ing from Jammu to Srinagar, the convoy was attacked by a vehicle laden with 
350 kilograms of explosives, leaving behind nothing but death and destruction 
of lives, infrastructure and most importantly, the already fragile state of security 
in the state. The attack was claimed by the Pakistan-based Jaish-e-Mohammad 
and was carried out by a radicalised 20-year-old Kashmiri youth from the South 
Kashmir Pulwama district. Further esclating the conf lict, on February 26, 2019, 
India allegedly carried out an air-strike into Pakistani territory in Balakot to 
destroy terror camps. While Islamabad denied any casualties from the Indian 
operation, it retaliated with its own air force operation across the LoC, which 
resulted in the downing of an Indian plane and the capture of an Indian pilot, 
who was subsequently released. While the crisis was defused somewhat, there has 
been a rise in ceasefire violations on the LoC amid significant diplomatic ten-
sions between the two nations. 

Tensions have also been on the rise in Kashmir. On August 5, 2019, the ruling 
BJP government reversed the constitutional autonomy provided to Indian Kash-
mir since its accession in 1947. In an unexpected move, the Modi government 
through two presidential orders revoked Article 370 of the Indian constitution, 
withdrawing the “special rights” and autonomy for the state of Kashmir, and 
announced the bifurcation of the state into two union territories of Jammu and 
Kashmir and Ladakh. The decision was announced amidst an increased mili-
tary deployment and an extensive and prolonged communications blockade of 
the Kashmir valley that included detention of local Kashmiri leadership. With 
respect to the focus of this book, political circumstances in Kashmir today and 
the relationship with Pakistan appear in stark contrast to the critical juncture and 
the dialogic opportunities opened up by the CD process. 

Modi and think tanks 

The nature of the relationship between think tanks and policymakers has also 
undergone a change since the election of Narendra Modi as Prime Minister. The 
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Modi government has a stated intention to draw on think tank expertise and, 
indeed, “build rigorous and competitive think-tanks” as “a natural corollary of 
a globalised society” as India transitions into a “leading power.”21 The govern-
ment has prioritised engagement with corporate-funded think tanks such as the 
ORF, the Brookings Institution India and the Carnegie Endowment India, and 
especially think tanks linked to the Hindu nationalist movement, including the 
IF and the VIF. The IF has partnered with the MEA to carry out the govern-
ment’s public diplomacy initiatives while the ORF’s research programmes and 
its Raisina Dialogue in particular has attracted significant government attention. 
Besides the Raisina Dialogue, the MEA has also been holding the Gateway of 
India Dialogue, in partnership with the Gateway House, to conduct multilateral 
talks on geoeconomic issues, along with partnerships with the Institute of Chi-
nese Studies, the Indian Council of World Affairs.22 Thus, while think tanks that 
emerged after the Composite Dialogue period had a limited engagement with 
India–Pakistan issues, they remain relevant for the new government. Intellectual 
composition at these new think tanks, both within and outside the national 
capital, is also similar to other older think tanks, with a concentration of retired 
diplomats, bureaucrats and academic professionals. 

On India’s relations with Pakistan, while official dialogue remains suspended, 
unofficial interest and discourse on India–Pakistan relations has also changed. 
Research institutions in Delhi – including the IDSA, the ORF and the VIF, 
to name a few – have welcomed the Modi government’s robust foreign policy 
towards Pakistan and largely believe that the “firm hand” towards ceasefire vio-
lations were what was missing in India’s foreign policy overtures previously. 

So-called government-approved think tanks, particularly the VIF, the ORF 
and the IF, can now be seen propagating the government discourse while institu-
tions outside of the government have become weaker.23 Members of the civil soci-
ety, both peacebuilding organisations and several people’s initiatives for peace, have 
been marginalised and rendered weaker by stringent funding structures. Those that 
remain have changed their dominant agendas and are more comfortable adopting 
programs and positions that do not contradict the government’s agendas.24 The 
lack of alternative voices has also transformed the public opinion on peace with 
Pakistan, thus the popular consensus that Vajpayee claimed was inf luential in a 
rethinking of positions has been lost, as has the “critical juncture” achieved by the 
CD formulations. This is evident in the lack of people-to-people contact, strict 
measures on inter-cultural interactions and an increase in militarised responses 
and a charged political rhetoric. While this book has made a case that government 
think tanks perpetuated dominant government narratives even under the UPA, 
there was some tolerance for alternative narratives from think tanks. These were 
manifested in the ability to get foreign grants, hold events and consultations with 
Pakistani participants and the easy grant of visas to conduct training and network-
ing programmes.25 Think tanks embraced the depoliticisation strategy of the UPA 
while the government provided intellectual space for the generation of an alterna-
tive discourse, even if the discourse was not uniformly adopted. 
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Since 2014, think tanks funded by international donors have been targeted 
by government legislation including the FCRA.26 Owing to this, for instance, 
while IPCS funding from the Ford Foundation has been affected, other think 
tanks such as the DPG appear to have shifted their research focus from peace 
and conf lict studies to the new and emerging India-Afghanistan relationship. 
A former Director at IPCS highlighted that “the BJP is not open to intellectual 
discussions and it is very difficult to have an objective dialogue between India 
and Pakistan.”27 Other analysts have also pointed out that there was more role for 
think tanks in the UPA government and that in the Modi government, institutes 
close to the government dispensation, namely the VIF, have more traction.28 

Though the role of peacebuilding think tanks in official foreign policy pro-
cesses has diminished after 2008 and has ceased completely under the new BJP 
government, think tanks, in general, remain important actors in foreign pol-
icy. Think tanks in India are f lourishing, and research agendas are constantly 
evolving to provide expertise on new issues of foreign policy. New think tanks 
including the Gateway House: Indian Council on Global Relations, Brookings 
Institution India and Carnegie Endowment India, which are funded primarily 
by corporate interests in India, have emphasised the evolving relationship with 
the United States, lacking a sustained interest in India–Pakistan relations. In 
addition, older think tanks particularly the ICWA have been given a new lease 
on life even though they appear to function primarily as a MEA platform for 
visits by foreign delegations. 

Despite an evolving relationship, think tanks in India remain crucial actors. 
Although policy directions and foreign policy agendas are decided by the gov-
ernment and top leadership in India, Indian think tanks have been critical for the 
promotion of ideas, the generation of public debate in support of a certain set of 
ideas and fulfilling the capacity for new policy areas. Think tanks have created 
what Medvetz has described as an “institutional subspace” for IR professionals 
in India.29 Within the backdrop of India’s policy on Pakistan, think tanks have 
reacted, engaged, elaborated and promoted the dialogue agenda in their own 
institutional styles, ref lective of their particular funding structures and their pre-
dominant elite inf luence. To summarise, think tanks are neither neutral bridges 
between academia and politics nor have they always functioned for the public 
good. They have acted as carriers of coordinative and communicative discourse, 
a role that is at the heart of the political debate. 
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