
Chapter 2	 40

PART B

REGIONAL INFLUENCES ON INDO-BANGLADESH RELATIONS, 1975-1990

CHAPTER TWO

Indo-Pakistani Rivalry and Indian Party Politics: 1975-1981

The following extracts from three South Asian analysts provide typical

examples of a perspective commonly adopted regarding Indo-Bangladesh

relations during Ziaur Rahman's regime:

...Indo-Bangladesh relations in the post-Mujib era were more or less governed by
the domestic compulsions of Bangladesh. At the domestic front, political instability and
economic crisis dominated the scene. Trade between the two countries was on the path of
decline. The political elites of Bangladesh tried to make political gains by raising the
Muhuri char and New Moore island controversies. Their main purpose was to divert the
attention of the people from domestic miseries. These irritants no doubt spoiled the
relations of India and Bangladesh.1

The unstable [Indo-Bangladesh] relationship is rooted in past memories of Hindu
domination and partition of India. Later the attitude and postures of successive
governments of Bangladesh have influenced shaping of the relations.2

[T]he psychological need of the Bangladesh Government to distance itself from India
and the requirement of external aid and foreign investments from Western and Islamic
countries led to a perceptible loosening of Indo-Bangladesh bilateral ties.3

As broad, but typical, appraisals of Bangladesh's relations with India, the

above statements do not portray a complete picture. Each of the extracts points

to India's role in the relationship as passive, benign and unwitting, requiring

forbearance on India's part to deal with the ramifications of Bangladesh's

excessive and unjustified insecurities. This chapter will explain why the above

opinions should be considered deficient as appraisals of India's role and of the

regional forces which have impinged on the relationship between the two

states. As will be shown in Chapters Five and Six, the domestic determinants of

Bangladesh's foreign policy were of importance, but pressures external to

Bangladesh also played a very influential part in moulding Indo-Bangladesh

relations during Zia's regime. The latter perspective merits greater attention than

it has been given in the literature.

1	 S.S. Bindra, Indo-Bangladesh Relations, New Delhi, 1982, p. 62.
2	 C.J. Gulati, Bangladesh: Liberation to Fundamentalism (A Study of Volatile Judo-

Bangladesh Relations), New Delhi, 1988, p. 221.
3	 U.S. Bajpai (ed.), India and Its Neighbourhood, New Delhi, 1986, p. 294.
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Influences external to Bangladesh are taken to include those of a South

Asian, regional nature; in particular, the pressures which have been exerted on

Bangladesh's foreign policy by India and Pakistan. 4 Regional influences in

general have been down-played in the above assessments of Indo-Bangladesh

relations where the emphasis has been placed on the effects of Bangladesh's

domestic political machinations, poverty and soliciting of aid from states

traditionally antagonistic to India. India has always stressed its policy of non-

interference towards Bangladesh, but a study of individual issues marring

relations between both states reveals that India has actively and effectively

used indirect methods to manage those issues according to Indian

requirements. The evidence shows that a much greater degree of reciprocation

has occurred in relations between Bangladesh and India than has been

acknowledged in the sample extracts above. The cooler relations between India

and Bangladesh during Zia's regime were not due solely to domestic pressures

operating within Bangladesh, such as Zia's choice of foreign policy direction.

As analyst Partha Ghosh has pointed out, the dividing line between

foreign and domestic policies is very thin. 5 Nevertheless, if some attempt to

create a broad, flexible division is made, using a regional perspective, then a

less restricted understanding of Bangladesh's relations with India should

emerge. In assessing the external regional influences, the following two aspects

have been chosen as particularly prominent, although again, no clear separation

exists between them: the traditional character of post-1949 interstate relations in

South Asia, imparted largely by India's political, military and cultural

predominance in the region accompanied by perennial Indo-Pakistan rivalry;

and India's specific foreign policy concerns, as interpreted by the prevailing

Indian government. The latter aspect in particular tends to be underemphasised

in appraisals of Bangladesh's foreign policy during Zia's regime.

As will also be shown in Chapter Five, the relative importance of long-

term political influences needs to be evaluated against the impact of events

occurring during the period under study. In assessing the wider regional forces

which impinge on Indo-Bangladesh relations, it becomes obvious that the

foreign policy of a theoretically independent, sovereign state such as

Bangladesh, is, to some extent, a manifestation of those political forces which

4	 There is a tendency for pro-Indian analysts to consider the 'external influences' upon
Bangladesh's foreign policy to include Pakistan but not India.

5	 P. Ghosh, Cooperation and Conflict in South Asia, New Delhi, 1989, p. 1.
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have become characteristic of the South Asian arena. Perhaps the most

dominant characteristic is that of India's regional preeminence, a position not

necessarily guaranteeing India the right to use a free hand in South Asia, but

one which nevertheless has enabled India to keep a firm rein on the activities of

the other South Asian states. India's position in the subcontinent has been

described thus:

India is beset by a wide range of problems, both internal and external, that severely
limit its capacity to assume the mantle of leadership in the subcontinent, which most of the
Indian elite consider to be the country's rightful destiny. Nevertheless, the basic trend of
developments since the mid-1960s has been toward a solidification of India's position as
the dominant power in South Asia. This now takes the form of a veto on any decision
affecting the region as a whole, as these now require an Indian stamp of approval or, at
least, tacit compliance. New Delhi cannot dictate to its neighbors nor decide the terms
upon which the major external powers are involved in the subcontinent, but it can make
the price paid for persistent deviation from an Indian-determined norm very high.6

The reasons for India's dominant place in the foreign policy perspectives of its

smaller neighbours have already been explored, but this aspect needs to be re-

emphasised as an external influence of fundamental importance in the shaping

of Bangladesh's relations with India. Fear of Indian military strength and

regional intentions, and the way in which that fear has been provoked and

manipulated, provide an undercurrent which permeates Bangladesh's foreign

policy. The repercussions of this fear and mistrust also provide an enduring link

between all of the components to be discussed below.

The other characteristic of South Asian politics widely believed to have

significant implications for Indo-Bangladesh relations is that of regional

bipolarity, whereby sustained Indo-Pakistan rivalry has created considerable

tension in interstate relations. The emergence of Bangladesh in 1971 may have

provided a new ingredient in this bipolarity, but during the first years of

independence at least, the state's existence represented largely an extension of

India's regional preeminence. The pressure of political polarisation in South

Asia meant that once Bangladesh succumbed to military rule in 1975, the state

was considered, particularly by India, to have reversed its diplomatic

orientation, favouring Pakistan instead.

Given the long-standing background of Indo-Pakistan rivalry, as far as

Indira Gandhi and the Indian government were concerned, Ziaur Rahman's entry

into Bangladeshi politics in November 1975 meant that a Pakistani-style military

6 L. Rose, 'India's Frontiers: From the Himalayas to Sri Lanka', in L. Ziring (ed.),
The Subcontinent in World Politics: India, Its Neighbors, and the Great Powers,
N.Y., 1978.
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regime had emerged in Bangladesh. This event evoked almost obligatory Indian

wariness and distrust, despite India's vastly superior military strength. 7 The

Bangladesh military had already been involved in the August coup against

Mujib, but the officers concerned were of junior rank and they appeared to be

acting with political, rather than military backing. 8 The way in which Zia's coup

had accelerated the post-Mujib reconciliation between Bangladesh and Indian

arch rivals, Pakistan and China, compounded Indian fears. 9 Such concerns were

described in the New York Times thus, after Bangladesh and Pakistan had

agreed to an exchange of ambassadors within a few weeks of Zia's coup:

Although Pakistan and Bangladesh had agreed in principle on the exchange of
ambassadors before the coup d'etat in Dacca last Aug. 15, that change of government gave a
major impetus to their reconciliation....The new warmth between the two countries is
regarded as bad news in India,...Pakistan's traditional enemy. After helping to militarily
divide the country, the Indians had a close relationship with Sheik Mujib, and their
relations with the Ziaur Rahman government are considerably cooler.1°

An extra incentive for the Indian government to portray events in

Bangladesh as a threat to regional stability was to use them as a means of

justifying the Emergency proclamation which had been in force for nearly six

months in India, the intention being to quell domestic criticisms and national

disunity. According to a comment made by the Congress Party president, 'had

Mrs. Gandhi not taken the firm stand she did on June 25 (1 he day on which

emergency was proclaimed) India would have gone the Bangladesh way'." In

an oblique reference to Bangladeshi political events, Indira herself commented:

The main task...was to maintain stability and unity of the country. The need for
doing so had been further highlighted by what was happening in "our neighbourhood".12

Both statements by Mrs Gandhi and the Congress party president were

completely unsupported by historical evidence, thus being merely justifications

for Congress party actions.

7	 The difference between Bangladesh's and India's military capability is explained in
Chapter Five.

8	 L. Lifschultz, Bangladesh: The Unfinished Revolution, London, 1979, p. 102.
9 As pointed out in Chapter Five, within days of the November 7 coup, China

extended its 'warm support to the new Government of Bangladesh', already having
extended diplomatic recognition in October, shortly after Mujib's assassination. See
The Bangladesh Observer, 12 November 1975.

10	 New York Times, 2 February 1976.
11	 Times of India, (New Delhi) 8 November 1975.
12	 ibid.
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Ziaur Rahman's assumption of leadership in Bangladesh was resented by

Mrs Gandhi from the start and the antagonism and distrust was clearly mutual,

as indicated in a statement by Zia, made shortly after his coup:

Our patriotic people know well who are friends of the country and who are its
enemies. Our people are also aware of those who are working in the interest of the country
and who are acting against it.13

Zia urged the Bangladeshi public to watch carefully 'those who were engaged in

violence and sabotage and those external forces trying to destroy us'. 14 The

accusations and counter-accusations between Zia and Indira Gandhi therefore

began to acquire a pattern reminiscent of the relationship which traditionally

existed between India and Pakistan, one tainted by suspicion, insecurity and

bitterness:

Both Pakistanis and Indians...had standard negative interpretations of each other's
motives and objectives.... Developments that reinforced old stereotypes were given great
prominence; those that did not were ignored.... Both sides seemed to be affected by a self-
fulfilling prophecy, assuming the worst about each other, acting and reacting accordingly,
and thus usually triggering further animosity....[T]heir unwillingness to even make an effort
to understand each other's positions on a broad series of issues and events no doubt
contributed to the outbreak of the war [in 1971].15

Relations between India and Pakistan were far from amicable, even by February

1976, despite the latter state having been governed by a civilian regime for four

years:

India has no diplomatic relations with Pakistan and, in fact, very few links at all.
Cable connections have been restored, but letters between the countries can still take
weeks. A telephone call from Karachi to Bombay, a distance of 550 miles, is uncertain
even if booked days in advance. Each of the two bars the other's planes from its airspace,
complicating travel on the subcontinent. Very informally, Pakistan and India have been
discussing such problems as air connections. But some officials here say that the moves
towards a better relationship were stalled by the Bangladesh coup and the fact that it
brought the halves of what used to be Pakistan back toward each other.16

The 1971 Indo-Pakistan war and its repercussions contributed towards

the lack of progress in cooperation between India and Pakistan, reinforcing the

entrenched pattern of behaviour towards each other. 17 Ziaur Rahman's coup

13	 The Bangladesh Observer, 24 November 1975.
14	 ibid.
15	 R. Sisson, & L.E. Rose, War and Secession: Pakistan, India and the Creation of

Bangladesh, New Delhi, 1990, pp. 45-46.
16 New York Times, 2 February 1976. The tension between India and Pakistan was

eased by the signing of the Simla Agreement in 1972 and diplomatic relations
between India and Pakistan were restored in July 1976. Nevertheless, relations have
tended to remain cool and wary to the present day.

17	 These included: the drawn-out negotiations over the return of POWs to Pakistan
and the debate over the holding of war crimes trials which provided useful leverage
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also contributed towards the tension between India and Pakistan, further

indicating the strong historical links existing between the three states. The

problem of separating the domestic from the external influences on

Bangladesh's foreign policy becomes particularly pronounced when

considering the historical ties between Bangladesh, India and Pakistan. These

links have tended to be antagonistic in character, and at times bitter, particularly

between India and Pakistan. The traditional tension between the three states

has also underlain what often appears superficially as a lack of cooperation or

communication between the states. Despite the appearance of independence

and isolation, the foreign policy concerns of the three states have always been

inextricably interwoven.

It was because of these links that the Indian government saw the events

of November 1975 in Bangladesh in terms of Indo-Pakistan relations. A

comment made by Mrs Gandhi is indicative of the way in which the Indian

government had given those events a 'Pakistani complexion', although the prime

minister did not specify Pakistan by name. After stressing India's desire for

stable and friendly relations with its neighbours, Mrs Gandhi said that 'some

countries had not liked this,' and 'had intervened in the Bangladesh affairs and

brought about the present situation in that country.'18

For the Indian government to resort to the accusation of foreign

intervention implied that Indian apprehension regarding Bangladesh's new

military regime, and what it in turn implied for the balance of power in South

Asia, was significant. Such insensitive allusions to Pakistani involvement in

Bangladeshi affairs could have exacerbated Indo-Bangladesh relations, a step

which the Indian government had little hesitation in taking. The opportunity to

deliver a warning to Bangladesh that it should not become too friendly with

Pakistan was clearly a greater priority than safeguarding Bangladeshi

sensibilities. Implying that the establishment of a military regime in Bangladesh

had been instigated by Pakistan no doubt also offered the Indian government

an ideal opportunity to justify, regionally and internationally, its traditional

stance of mistrust and animosity towards Pakistan.

The increase in tension between India and Bangladesh was obvious in

the media, once Zia secured his dominant position in Bangladesh. The tension

for the Indian government against Pakistan. See D.A. Wright, Bangladesh: Origins
and Indian Ocean Relations (1971-1975). New Delhi, 1988, pp. 169-189.

18	 New York Times, 31 December 1975.
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focused particularly upon the pro-Mujib Bangladesh guerrillas who commenced

activities on the Indo-Bangladesh border after Mujib's assassination, bringing

the issue of Bangladesh's border security to the fore. Zia quickly portrayed his

attempts to curb the guerrillas as being a necessary part of asserting the

sovereign rights of Bangladesh.P9

The rapid deterioration in Indo-Bangladesh relations was not surprising

considering that such a fundamental change in the nature and outlook of the

Bangladesh government had also occurred under Zia's direction. It was not

difficult for Zia to play upon deep-seated fears of Indian dominance, as

occurred during the border conflicts. These disputes were indicative not only of

the fragility of Bangladesh's relations with India, but also of the extreme

sensitivity in Bangladesh towards any encroachments on the new state's

independence and national unity, both well within the Indian government's

power to destabilise.

The pattern of deteriorating relations between the two states, at least

while Indira Gandhi was in power, became established in the border disputes

associated with Zia's assumption and consolidation of power. While India

attempted to minimise the issues at stake, to preserve an automatically

advantageous bilateral arrangement, Bangladesh tended to overplay and

broaden those issues in order to achieve what was to its government a more

equitable, just resolution. This style of interaction, where neither side was

prepared to acknowledge that the other's concerns may have been justified, is

reminiscent of that described above by Sisson and Rose, regarding India and

Pakistan. The following statement by a spokesperson for the Indian External

Affairs Ministry is a typical example of the Indian response when confronted by

Bangladeshi accusations during the first months of Zia's regime:

The allegation that India is providing arms, training, funds or sanctuary to such
miscreants "is utterly false and baseless"....The attempt to revive anti-Indian feelings is
particularly regrettable...[and] [t]he government of India is led to the inescapable conclusion
that allegations of Indian involvement are being made out of domestic compulsions or
some other reason....[T]he earlier stories of Indian troop concentrations and intervention
threats having failed to carry conviction, new ones were being concocted, the latest being
that India was behind some stray bands of miscreants in a small part of a district of
Bangladesh.20

19	 Discussed in Chapter Five.
20 Times of India, (New Delhi) 31 January 1976. For the Bangladesh government's

response to India's denial of assistance to the 'miscreants' and to the accusation of
anti-Indianism, see The Bangladesh Observer, 1 February 1976.
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The Indian government spokesperson's reference to the revival of anti-Indian

sentiments exemplified the polarised Indian vision of subcontinental relations

up to that time. Any criticism of Indian activities was likely to be interpreted as

of Pakistani origin. This assumption was no doubt cause for considerable

annoyance and anger in Bangladesh, where political autonomy from the

Pakistan government had been sought with such determination and achieved at

such a high cost of human suffering. The Indian government's preoccupation

with Pakistani interference meant that whatever attempts were made by India to

understand and resolve Bangladeshi grievances were given an extra

impediment.

The pervasive influence of Indo-Pakistan rivalry in the region becomes

especially pronounced when viewed in relation to the Kashmir dispute. a bitter

impasse which has dominated and soured Indo-Pakistan relations from the time

of Partition up to the present day. 21 The way in which the feud has been

conducted over the decades has resulted in characteristic, entrenched

behaviour on the part of both states. In focusing upon India, perhaps the most

obvious legacy of the Kashmir dispute has been India's preference for bilateral

negotiations in the region, and a concomitant unwillingness to support extra-

regional involvement and mediation in South Asia, as undertaken intermittently

by the United Nations in particular. Successive Indian governments had little

reason to support UN attempts to reconcile the dispute because India, already

ensconced in Kashmir, had little to gain but much to lose. The overall failure of

the UN to resolve the dispute, or to act independently of the great powers,22

provided a dual message for India: it was possible to flout the wishes of the UN

and ignore international opinion; but at the same time, such disdain appeared to

foster great power involvement in the region. Moreover, the latter outcome

ensured that India's diplomatic path would be far removed from the oft-

espoused Nehru ideal of non-alignment. The following comment may explain

India's justification for refusing to participate in a UN-run plebiscite in Kashmir,

but its idealism does not tally with the reality of decades of Indo-Soviet

alignment. Nor does it acknowledge the way in which the Kashmir issue has

played an integral part of Cold War politics in the region, 23 the dispute fuelling

21	 For an in-depth history of the dispute, see A. Lamb, Kashmir: A Disputed Legacy,
1846-1990, Hertingfordbury, 1991.

22	 A. Lamb, op. cit., p. 231.
23 According to Richard Sisson and Leo Rose, India had 'compromised its non-

alignment principles and involved the Soviet Union - and, for a few years in the
1950s, China - in South Asia as a counter force to the United States. [This was
particularly in response to Pakistan's military alliances involving the United States
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Indo-Pakistan animosity and hence stimulating the desire for great power

military assistance:24

Even more important to Indian thinking is the preference for bilateral rather than
multilateral conduct of international relations. This disposition helps to explain India's
reluctance to utilize the United Nations to the degree that has characterised the foreign
relations of other new nations....[India's] lack of reliance on the United Nations to settle its
own disputes stems from more than India's reluctance to conduct a UN-administered
plebiscite in Kashmir. It is also related to its policy of non-alignment. While Indian non-
alignment can be interpreted as an extension of the nationalist movement on the
international plane, it must also be seen as the safeguard of an independence obtained at
great sacrifice after a struggle that lasted decades. As the long-time Indian Defence Minister
Krishna Menon put it, 'Non-alignment is only the other side of the medal of
independence.25

This comment does little justice to the pragmatism, suspicion and enmity

associated with the Kashmir issue, still as thorny an issue as ever. It is these

entrenched characteristics which also came to bear on Indo-Bangladesh

relations, particularly once Ziaur Rahman assumed leadership of the

government.

Whether or not a military regime had taken control of the Bangladesh

government, it is unlikely that Bangladesh's relations with India would have run

smoothly, given the backdrop of the on-going Kashmir dispute and the fact that

many of the ever-present problems between Bangladesh and India can also be

placed in the category of border issues. The unlikelihood of the two states

resolving territorially-based issues amicably and fairly becomes obvious when

considering the intractability of the Kashmir dispute. Ranged against

Bangladesh, militarily-weak and newly-independent, was a state which was not

only vastly superior in military strength, enjoying the patronage of one of the

great powers and experienced in largescale warfare, but also one seasoned in

defying international opinion and generally unaccustomed to compromise and

diplomacy in territorial matters. It is worth noting that the interminable and

particularly volatile nature of the Kashmir dispute is inextricably linked to the

two-nation theory and the rationale for Pakistan's continued existence. Indo-

Bangladesh border altercations should not necessarily be perceived in terms of

Hindu-Muslim antagonism and the two-nation theory. Nevertheless, any

defiance of the Indian government by predominantly Muslim Bangladesh could

via SEATO and CENTO]. Kashmir was by no means the only critical issue in
these developments, but it assumed a major symbolic role for both the Indian and
Pakistani governments.' R. Sisson, & L.E. Rose, op. cit., p. 40.

24	 A. Lamb, op. cit., p. 241. See also L. Blinkenberg, India-Pakistan: The History of
Unsolved Conflicts, Munksgaard, 1972, pp. 261, 287.

25	 A.C. Rubinoff, 'The Multilateral Imperative in India's Foreign Policy', The Round
Table, no. 319, 1991, pp. 319-320.
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easily be construed in religious and ideological terms as a challenge to Indian

ideals of secularism and democracy, particularly once Bangladesh came under a

military regime which favoured warmer relations with Pakistan.

In attempting to resolve disputes with Bangladesh, the necessity for the

Indian government to accommodate subtle differences in aspirations between

Bangladesh's home-grown military regime and the succeeding governments of

Pakistan would have found little Indian sympathy or support in the polarised

arena of post-Partition South Asian politics. The protracted and emotive

Kashmir dispute has acted to reinforce the polarity, ensuring that ideological

anxieties on the part of both India and Pakistan remain a dominant ingredient in

their stance on respective territorial issues. There was little reason to believe

that Bangladesh, especially under a military, Islamic regime, could expect its

border concerns to be seen by the Indian government in a tolerant, impartial

and understanding light. In more general terms, according to Alastair Lamb:

At the moment of writing (1991) a fourth Indo-Pakistani conflict in or over Kashmir
would still seem to be by no means a remote probability. It is possible, indeed probable,
that without Kashmir the destinies of India and Pakistan would have in any case diverged;
but Kashmir accelerated the process and added to it a most unwelcome degree of violence.
It can be argued that Kashmir has been the dominant force in shaping the foreign policies of
both India and Pakistan; and there can be no doubt that it has infected every aspect of the
internal political life of the two nations (to which, in 1971, was added a third,
Bangladesh).26

The ramifications of the Kashmir dispute for Indo-Bangladesh relations will

become clearer when specific border issues between the two states are

examined in more depth below.

In assessing the extent to which India's general, shifting foreign policy

concerns have been able to mould the course of Bangladesh's relations with

India, an informative event occurring within India indicates that the effect of

those concerns has been significant. The influence of this event was not all-

embracing, but rather more subtle, resulting in the underestimation of its impact

on Indo-Bangladesh relations.

In March 1977, Indira Gandhi and the Congress Party, widely criticised

for undemocratic, dynastic, and authoritarian policies, 27 were ousted in a

general election by the Janata Party, led by Morarji Desai. For almost two and a

half years, the Janata regime maintained a somewhat tenuous hold on power,

26	 A. Lamb, op. cit., pp. 1-2.
27	 See L. Ziring, 'Pakistan and India: Politics, Personalities, and Foreign Policy',

Asian Survey, vol. 18, no. 7, 1978, pp. 714-5.
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until forced to resign in July 1979 from lack of unity and support. 28 In the

ensuing elections held in January 1980, Indira Gandhi, heading a reformed

Congress-I (Indira) Party, was reinstated as prime minister, more or less

returning regional interstate relations to their traditional positions.

The direction in which Desai's government took India's foreign policy,

characterised by an emphasis on 'genuine' non-alignment, 29 undoubtedly had

beneficial results for Indo-Bangladesh relations, clearing the air to some extent

and allowing greater room for political manoeuvring for both Zia and Desai.

Both leaders were relatively 'unhindered by inherited sentiments', 30 and just as

Zia was at pains to dissociate his regime from the unpopular policies of his

predecessor, Mujib, so did Desai and the Janata Party attempt to chart a new

political course, away from the more militant, high-handed style which had

become identified with Mrs Gandhi's rule and which had contributed to her

election defeat.

The Desai government's diplomatic overtures to the United States 31 and

China, 32 and its intimations that the Soviet Union had 'no special corner on

Indian friendship', 33 represented an unprecedented attempt to remould India's

traditional stance in international relations. At a Foreign Minister's Conference

of the non-aligned countries, the first international conference attended by

28 The demise of the Janata Party's unity was caused partly by ideological
factionalism. For an analysis, see L.I. Rudolph & S.H. Rudolph, 'Rethinking
Secularism: Genesis and Implications of the Textbook Controversy, 1977-79',
Pacific Affairs, vol. 56, no. 1, 1983, pp. 15-37.

29 According to the Janata government's minister for external affairs, A.B. Vajpayee,
the government's emphasis on non-alignment represented the restoration of 'idealism
and principled behaviour in the conduct of India's foreign policy'. A.B. Vajpayee,
'India's Foreign Policy Today', in B. Prasad, India's Foreign Policy: Studies in
Continuity and Change, New Delhi, 1979, p. 9.

30	 J. Das Gupta, 'The Janata Phase: Reorganization and Redirection in Indian Politics',
Asian Survey, vol. 19, no. 4, 1979, p. 396.

31 Once in power, the Desai government made a series of gestures of friendship to the
Carter administration in the US and these were quickly reciprocated. See L. Ziring,
'Pakistan and India: Politics, Personalities, and Foreign Policy', op. cit., pp. 722-3.
See also New York Times, 5 July 1977, where Desai explained that since being
installed as prime minister, he and President Carter had exchanged private letters
regularly, expressing similar values with regard to a wide variety of subjects.

32 Relations between India and China had already started to improve under Mrs
Gandhi with India and China agreeing to exchange ambassadors on 15 April 1976.
New York Times, 16 April 1976. In further improving ties with China, Desai's
government aimed to off-set excessive Soviet influence and hence pursue a more
independent foreign policy. See W.K. Andersen, 'India in Asia: Walking on a
Tightrope', Asian Survey, vol. 19, no. 12, 1979, p. 1249.

33	 See L. Ziring, 'Pakistan and India: Politics, Personalities, and Foreign Policy', op.
cit., vol. 18, no. 7, 1978, p. 728.
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India after the formation of the Janata government, Desai declared that India

would remain non-aligned in the 'real sense of the term'. 34 Once installed as

leader of the new government, Desai also made prompt reassurances to India's

South Asian neighbours, explaining that 'his government was specially

determined to make every effort so that India's relations with its immediate

neighbours improved on the basis of dignity and mutual interest'. 35 In further

emphasising the reorientation in Indian foreign policy, he added:

Our purpose is to see that at least this Sub-continent overcomes old suspicions and
discovers that through co-operation and peaceful efforts we make our neighbourhood stable
against outside malevolence and can devote greater share of our limited resources towards
respective constructive endeavours....The challenge before the non-aligned is to wage the
battle against want through meaningful bonds of cooperation and collaboration among
ourselves....India...[is] anxious to join in any multilateral initiative suggested by the Non
Aligned movement or any other international body to give greater content and shape to its
programme. If non-alignment is to have meaning we must have faith and commitment to
such together.36

There is ample evidence that the Desai government's efforts to ease the

tension in relations between India and Bangladesh did go considerably beyond

the rhetorical level, managing, to some extent, to counteract the traditional

influence of political polarisation in South Asian relations. At the

Commonwealth Heads of Government meeting held in London in June 1977, Zia

and Desai, meeting for the first time, espoused their commitment to resolving

the various problems existing between the two states, with particular reference

to the pro-Mujib dissidents who had been operating under Indian sanctuary.37

Warmer relations between India and Bangladesh were given substance due to

the Desai government's encouragement of many of the so-called 'miscreants' to

return to Bangladesh, declining to continue readily giving them Indian financial

and political patronage. 38 In November 1977, Desai and the Indian Foreign

Minister, A. B. Vajpayee reaffirmed that the government would not give any

support or encouragement to 'elements wanting to carry on political activities

against India's neighbours'. 39 Such reassurance represented a stark contrast to

the attitude of the previous Indian government which had continually denied

that any assistance was being given to the dissidents at all, virtually refusing to

acknowledge even the existence of such groups in India. Nevertheless, Desai's

34	 The Bangladesh Observer, 8 April 1977.
35	 ibid. For a comment in the western press on Desai's attempts to reassure India's

neighbours, see The Times (London), 31 March 1977.
36	 The Bangladesh Observer, 8 April 1977.
37	 ibid., 11 June 1977.
38	 See ibid. and The Times (London), 30 August 1977.
39	 The Bangladesh Observer, 30 November 1977.
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government was also attempting to pave the way to obtain similar concessions

for Indian dissidents claimed to be receiving Bangladeshi support:

The Bangladesh government says that we have been harbouring and training
insurgents of their country but it is Bangladesh which, in collusion with China, has been
training Naga and Mizo rebels for insurgent activities in India.40

Perhaps the best example of how India's foreign policy stance has been

able to alter, at least temporarily, the shape of Indo-Bangladesh relations, is the

way in which the Desai government chose to deal with the arguably most

divisive issue existing between the two states: the sharing of the Ganges water.

The dispute over Ganges water usage had been an on-going source of friction

between India and Pakistan virtually from the time of Partition, but once

Bangladesh achieved independence, the controversy assumed particular

significance.

Bangladesh, the lower riparian state and economically dependent on the

Ganges, was automatically placed in a position vulnerable to any plans which a

prevailing Indian government might have to divert Gangetic water. Bangladeshi

fears were brought into focus in 1975, with India's eventual completion of the

Farakka barrage which had been constructed across the Ganges, in a

strategically vital position, only 17 kilometres upstream from Bangladesh's

western border with India (see Figure 3). The most publicised purpose of the

barrage was, and is, to divert sufficient water from the Ganges into the

Bhagirathi-Hughli river, a distributary which provides India with a vital

economic link between the Ganges and the Bay of Bengal (see Figure 4). The

augmented flow was deemed necessary to reduce the siltation which was

impairing the navigability of Calcutta port at the river mouth, particularly during

the drier months of the year. 41 Although the issue was not ignored,

Bangladeshi concerns about the implications of the Farakka barrage were held

in relative abeyance during most of Mujib's pro-Indian regime, 42 but once the

barrage actually commenced operation, the character of the dispute became

increasingly bitter, for a number of reasons.

40	 This statement was made by the Indian defence minister, Jagjivan Ram. See The
Times (London), 30 August 1977.

41 For a thorough analysis of the rationale behind the Indian government's decision to
construct the barrage, see B. Crow (et al.), Sharing the Ganges: The Politics and
Technology of River Development, New Delhi, 1995, pp. 55-74.

42	 D.A. Wright, op. cit., p. 154.
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The most obvious was the reality of less water being available to

approximately one third of Bangladesh during the drier time of the year. This

was to set in motion a chain of adverse environmental, social and economic

effects for Bangladesh, consequences which were continually down-played by

the Indian government. 43 Also significant in heightening the dispute, after the

barrage commenced operation, was the Indian government's provocative

decision to continue diverting the Ganges flow after the expiration of a

temporary agreement with Bangladesh lasting from 21 April to 31 May, 1975.

Bangladesh had expected that further discussions would be held, but India's

decision to keep the barrage in operation was undertaken without consultation

or concurrence by Bangladesh.44

With the barrage already causing concern, it was not surprising that

when General Ziaur Rahman came to power in November 1975, he should

vindicate his anti-Indian stance and rally domestic unity and support by

focusing on the emotive Farakka issue, thereby also contributing towards the

escalation in tension between Bangladesh and India. 45 Until the Desai

43 For a detailed study of the effects (which range from disrupted fishing, navigation
and irrigation to salination of farming soil), and the Indian government's generally
unsympathetic responses, see see B. Crow (et al.), op. cit., pp. 124-128, and K.
Begum, Tension over the Farakka Barrage: A Techno-Political Tangle in South
Asia, Stuttgart, 1988, pp. 128-151. See also The Bangladesh Observer, 12
February 1976, in which many of the perceived ill-effects of the barrage were
described. The Bangladesh government outlined the repercussions of the barrage in
The White Paper on the Ganges Water Dispute, the full text of which was published
in The Bangladesh Observer, 15 September 1976. India's tendency to disregard
Bangladeshi fears with regard to the barrage is exemplified by the following,
somewhat glib, statement made by India's minister for external affairs, Yeshwantrao
Chavan: 'According to the best information and expert assessment available with the
Government of India, any withdrawal of the waters of the Ganga in Bangladesh or in
India ought not to have any adverse consequences for either country because of the
abundance of water throughout the year, except for the lean season of mid-March to
mid-May. In fact, no adverse effects in Bangladesh during the lean season last year
were observed by the Indian members of the joint teams of experts that had been set
up under the Agreement of 18th April, 1975.' Lok Sabha Debates, 9 March 1976.
Whatever observations were made by the Bangladesh experts are conspicuous by
their absence in the minister's statement.

44 The following comment appeared in The Bangladesh Observer, 6 February 1976: 'A
fresh agreement has to be reached if India wants to withdraw water through her
Farakka Barrage during the ensuing dry season. Therefore, the Statesman [Calcutta]
report on the withdrawal of 40,000 cusecs long before the beginning of the lean
months without prior agreement with her lower riparian counterpart is not only
surprising but also shocking'. See also The Bangladesh Observer. 14 September
1976 and The Times (London), 23 March 1976.

45	 The Farakka barrage issue became the focus of considerable attention in Bangladesh
from February 1976, not long after Zia came to power, when the dry season
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government came to power, the intermittent bilateral talks conducted to resolve

the Farakka issue exhibited an obvious decline in cordiality. At talks held in

Dhaka in June 1976, the Deputy Chief Martial Law Administrator of Bangladesh,

Rear Admiral M.H. Khan commented that views concerning Farakka were

exchanged with India in a 'cordial atmosphere' and he was glad that the leader of

the Indian team had appreciated the Bangladesh points of view. 46 By August

1976, M.H. Khan was taking a much stronger stand concerning Farakka,

declaring that Bangladeshis would 'fight to the last and shed our last drop of

blood to establish our right', 47 and adding that 'India wants to cripple us.

Unless we stand united and fight out the issue, all our water resources and

flood control measures will suffer'.48

Farakka talks held in New Delhi in September 1976 only reinforced the

deadlock between the two states, with the Bangladesh government blaming

India's unrelenting intransigence 49 for the failure of the talks and India accusing

Bangladesh of taking an 'inflexible stand'," thereby preventing a solution being

reached. Even involvement and encouragement from the United Nations, the

stated intention of which was to negotiate and resolve the Farakka dispute by

'arriving at a fair and expeditious settlement', 5 I did not make the subsequent

bilateral talks more productive. 52 The following comment, which highlighted the

lack of progress, appeared in an editorial in The Statesman (Delhi), after the

conclusion of the January talks:

The hopes generated by the "consensus statement" on the Farakka issue in the U.N.
Special Political Committee on November 24 have been frustrated. The two rounds of talks
in Dacca, in December and earlier this month, did not yield an agreement, but it was said
that much ground had been covered and some progress made. At the end of the third round
in Delhi, neither side thought it worthwhile to pretend that anything had been, or was
likely to be, achieved....In theory, the negotiations could be resumed; but, at the moment,
neither side seems to think that this will serve any purpose.53

operation of the barrage had begun to take effect. See The Bangladesh Observer, 12,
15, 19, 24, 29 February 1976, 6, 14, 18, 24, 26 March 1976.

46	 ibid., 23 June 1976.
47	 ibid., 26 August 1976.
48	 ibid.
49	 ibid., 14 September 1976.
50	 The Statesman (Delhi), 11 September 1976.
51 This statement was made by the UN following a debate held in November 1976,

which had been prompted by Bangladesh's appeal in September to the UN for an
impartial hearing on the Farakka issue. See The Statesman (Delhi), 26 November
1976. See also The Bangladesh Observer, 30 September 1976 and 16 November
1976.

52 For details of the talks, held between December 1976 and January 1977, see The
Bangladesh Observer, 7 December 1976, and 16, 24 January 1977. See also The
Statesman (Delhi), 9 December 1976 and 24 January 1977.

53	 The Statesman (Delhi), 25 January 1976.
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The lack of progress achieved in Farakka negotiations, up to the time of

Mrs Gandhi's election defeat in March 1977, stood in marked contrast to the

speedy developments occurring after the installation of the Janata government.

Within three weeks of assuming power, the new Indian government had taken

decisive steps to comply with the UN's earlier consensus statement which

insisted that India and Bangladesh should settle the dispute bilaterally, a result

which, until the Janata's investiture, had been far from forthcoming. 54 On 18

April 1977, after three days of negotiations between Ziaur Rahman and the

Indian defence minister, Jagjivan Ram, an 'understanding' had been reached on

the sharing of Ganges water, an agreement which the Indian press claimed

would go a 'long way in restoring and further strengthening the friendly

relations between the two neighbouring countries'. 55 Details of the

understanding, revealed unofficially within days of the negotiations, indicated a

substantial concession on India's part, enough to cause considerable concern

in Calcutta and West Bengal generally. 56 The Indian government had agreed to

halve the amount of water drawn at Farakka during the driest period in April

from 40,000 to 20,500 cubic feet of water per second, a reduction which the

Calcutta newspaper, Amrita Bazar Patrika dramatically declared would 'sound

the death knell of the vital Calcutta Port in [the] no distant future'.57

The formal signing of the Farakka accord did not take place until 5

November 1977, 58 and although the agreement was only a temporary one,

intended to last 5 years, it represented the most substantial step towards

resolving the 25-year-old dispute. Considering the lack of previous progress,

the signing of an accord, even if a short-term, stop-gap measure, was an

achievement easily underestimated. 59 It becomes an even more remarkable

54	 Three rounds of inconclusive talks had already been held between November 1976
and January 1977.

55	 Amrita Bazar Patrika (Calcutta), 19 April 1977. See also The Bangladesh
Observer, 19 April 1977, for a more cautious appraisal of the announcement.

56 Amrita Bazar Patrika (Calcutta), 22 April 1977. See also The Times (London), 8
September 1977, for a comment on the political outcry in West Bengal over Indian
concession in the Farakka dispute. Criticism of the accord was not restricted to
West Bengal, coming also from those in the opposition parties (including Mrs
Gandhi) and even some members of the ruling Janata Party. See K. Singh, India
and Bangladesh, Delhi, 1987, pp. 118-9, and p. 124.

57	 Amrita Bazar Patrika (Calcutta), 22 April 1977.
58 For details of the accord and an account of the history of the Farakka dispute, see

The Bangladesh Observer, 6 November 1977. A full copy of the agreement is also
available in K. Singh, op.cit., pp. 162-166.

59 Khushida Begum dismisses the 5-year accord as failing 'to ease the situation'. K.
Begum, Tension over the Farakka Barrage: A Techno-Political Tangle in South
Asia, Stuttgart, 1988, p. 187.
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event when also taking into account the domestic political turmoil in

Bangladesh at the time. In the intervening period between the initialling of the

Farakka agreement, on 30 September 1977, and the formal signing of the

agreement on 5 November, Zia was confronted with a particularly threatening

and violent military uprising. The mutiny was crushed mercilessly and, in order

to rally popular domestic support, Zia quickly resorted to claims of Indian

interference, although the focus of his attack was directed at West Bengal

rather than the Desai government as a whole:

[T]hose who take orders from other countries have to leave this country....[T]he
West Bengal Press have not accepted our rights on the Ganges and were also helping the
miscreants. It is significant that the recent incidents took place after the miscreants were
allowed to come back and settle down.6°

In this way, Zia could use his traditional tactic of blaming India for

Bangladesh's domestic political instability, without being too provocative

towards a relatively friendly regime. At the same time, the Desai regime, if it

chose, could easily have played upon Zia's accusations and his current political

crisis to use them as excuses to delay signing of the Farakka accord or even to

renege on the terms of the agreement. The fact that neither leader had taken a

provocative stance at the time indicates that the Janata regime had succeeded

in fostering a surprising degree of genuine political goodwill between

Bangladesh and India.

The increase in warmth of Indo-Bangladesh relations was particularly

pronounced during the post-accord euphoria, as exemplified by Ziaur Rahman's

visit to India in December, where he was accorded a 'hearty welcome', in an

'atmosphere charged with friendship and enthusiasm'. 61 Retrospective criticisms

of the accord usually centre on its failure to produce the expected study and

recommendations for a long-term scheme to augment, from a source agreeable

to both India and Bangladesh, the dry season flow of the Ganges. This failure

should, more realistically, be regarded as an indication of the extraordinary

difficulty of solving the problem of augmentation, rather than the

ineffectiveness of the accord. Finding a mutually-satisfactory means of

augmenting the Gangetic flow has proved to be as formidable a task as sharing

the Ganges itself.62

60	 The Bangladesh Observer, 12 October 1977. For the West Bengal press reply, see
Amrita Bazar Patrika (Calcutta), 15 October 1977.

61	 The Bangladesh Observer, 20 December 1977.
62 For details of the various proposals for augmentation of the Ganges - which range

from the construction of dams on Ganges tributaries to the building of a link canal
from the Brahmaputra to the Ganges, see M.R. Islam, 'The Ganges Water Dispute:
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The fact that the Janata government collapsed in July 1979, years before

the accord recommendations were due to be fulfilled, was also relevant in

assessing the overall worth of the 5-year accord. Even in the last months of the

Janata regime, Desai and Zia were on amicable terms, asserting that a mutually

acceptable solution for augmentation of the Ganges would be found 'as quickly

as possible', and that 'great possibilities existed for increasing co-operation in

economic trade, agriculture, shipping and technical fields'. 63 In April 1979, two

weeks after the withdrawal of martial law by Zia, Desai paid a three-day visit to

Bangladesh, the first visit in seven years of an Indian Prime Minister, providing

Indo-Bangladesh relations with an additional warmth which was sufficiently

noteworthy to attract comment in the New York Times."

With the reinstallation in January 1980 of Mrs Gandhi and the Congress-I

party as leaders of the Indian government, the Farakka accord (which they had

opposed as being too generous to Bangladesh) quickly came under review,

reviving some of the tensions which dominated Indo-Bangladesh relations

before the Janata party had come to power. The resurgence of the more habitual

testiness traditionally associated with the Farakka issue could be predicted from

the first comments made by the new Indian minister for Irrigation and Energy,

Mr Gani Choudhury, in which he expressed his misgivings about the

'soundness of the agreement for sharing of Ganga waters', adding that the

Congress-I 'was critical of the agreement when it was concluded by the Janata

Government'. 65 In a similar vein, a contemporary Indian newspaper editorial

declared:

It is generally believed that Bangladesh asks for more water than it really needs and
India is not unprepared to take less than the Calcutta Port needs.... Bangladesh has been
steadily pushing its ground and it is unlikely to give up any of the advantages which it has
already secured.66

Nevertheless, the harder line followed by Mrs Gandhi's government with

regard to Farakka, and the ensuing mutual recriminations between India and

Bangladesh, 67 did not mean that the accord was scrapped. Mrs Gandhi's

reassumption of power was met initially with at least some degree of optimism

An Appraisal of a Third Party Settlement, Asian Survey, vol. 27, no. 8, 1987, pp.
922-926. See also Chapter Three, Figure 8.

63	 The Bangladesh Observer, 19 April 1979. For an equally optimistic comment from
the Indian press, see Times of India (New Delhi), 18 April 1979.

64	 New York Times, (New York), 19 April 1979.
65	 Amrita Bazar Patrika (Calcutta), 21 January 1980.
66	 ibid.
67	 For example, see Amrita Bazar Patrika (Calcutta), 4 March 1980, The Bangladesh

Observer, 4 March 1980, 9 April 1980 and 9 January 1981.



Chapter 2	 59

and cordiality in the Bangladesh press. 68 As a result, tension over Farakka did

not escalate to the level it had attained before the Desai government came to

power. 69 Although the various Farakka talks held in 1980-81 made little

headway in resolving the problem of augmentation, the tone of the talks was

somewhat milder than those held between 1975 and March 1977. 70 It would

further confirm, therefore, that the Janata government's contribution towards

the mellowing of Indo-Bangladesh relations was of more than temporary

significance.

The Farakka stalemate and the way in which it came to dominate lndo-

Bangladesh relations had shown no indication of breaking before 1977, under

Ziaur Rahman and Indira Gandhi. The combination of the fact that the

governments of both states were unequivocally convinced of the validity of

their respective positions, along with the sheer logistical difficulty of sharing

satisfactorily what was, during the drier months, barely an adequate amount of

water just for Bangladesh, produced an intractable bone of contention

reminiscent of the Kashmir issue between India and Pakistan. The essential

reasons for the enduring stalemate of both issues had much in common,

including ingredients such as India's military superiority, territorial possession

and control and the other state's overwhelming sense of injustice,

powerlessness and frustration. Although lacking the history of violence

associated with the Kashmir dispute, the potential for violence erupting over

Farakka and the sharing of Gangetic water cannot be ruled out. While

Bangladesh may be far less capable than either India or Pakistan of waging a

military campaign to settle an issue as vexing as the Farakka barrage, frustration

and violence could be manifested in a number of other ways, such as mass

demonstrations or support for rebel groups, either Indian or Bangladeshi. Like

the effects of the Kashmir issue on Indo-Pakistan relations, disagreement over

Farakka has continually marred Indo-Bangladesh relations up to the present

day, being a focus of rhetoric, recrimination, political manoeuvring, and, in

Bangladesh's case, fear; defying long-term resolution and generally curbing any

long-term warming of those relations.

68	 For example, see The Bangladesh Observer, 23 January 1980 and 15 February
1980.

69 Moreover, other matters were receiving greater attention and providing more useful
political mileage for Zia and Mrs Gandhi, such as the crackdown on illegal
immigration of Bangladeshis into Assam and the ownership dispute over New
Moore Island in the Bay of Bengal.

70	 The Bangladesh Observer, 24 March 1980, 12 July 1980, 9 January 1981 and 10
January 1981.
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Against such an unpromising background of irreconcilability, the efforts

by Morarji Desai's government to settle the Farakka dispute stood out in

contrast to the harder line followed by the preceding and succeeding Indian

governments led by Mrs Gandhi. Adding to the unlikelihood of solving the

dispute was the pressure deriving from Zia's regime to extract as much political

advantage as possible, domestically and internationally, from a highly emotive

and rallying issue. The approach taken by Desai's government regarding

Farakka and the progress achieved were therefore all the more remarkable in

view of these well-entrenched problems which, as pointed out above, can be

compared with those of the Kashmir dispute in their intractability. Considering

the inability of India and Pakistan to find a long-term solution, (and the fact that

'long-term solutions' are all but absent in the history of major South Asian

disputes), the short-term alleviation of the Farakka tension achieved by Desai's

regime represented an important step forward, setting a precedent for the Indian

government to compromise a little over Farakka and accommodate some of the

Bangladeshi demands, thereby easing the considerable potential for a violent

outcome.

The period of Janata rule was relatively short and unstable. The Janata

government was also unable to fulfil, in the long term, its promises to institute a

regime more attuned to the ideals of democracy and non-alignment. These

shortcomings have resulted in a tendency for analysts to gloss over Janata

achievements and to regard the regime as a welcome but ephemeral respite from

the essentially dynastic character of the Indian government. The following

comment about the Farakka issue typifies the commonly held opinion that the

Janata regime's contribution provided little of lasting substance in resolving the

dispute:

The water treaty of 1977, an Agreement of the two countries to agree on the
question of the best means of augmentation of the Ganga within a fixed period of 5 years
ended without any consensus of the two parties. All the arrangements made at the cost of
time and energy of the negotiators proved to be futile at the end of the 5-year duration of the
treaty. In plain words, the two parties failed to make any significant progress towards the
settlement of the dispute.71

This assumption may be valid on a superficial level, but it does not do justice to

the fact that a Farakka agreement was actually reached in 1977, an achievement

which had not been possible while Mrs Gandhi and Zia were both in power,

despite the United Nation's attempts to encourage a settlement. Desai's

government gave the first indication that India was prepared to make some

71	 K. Begum, op. cit., p. 191.
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concessions to Bangladesh. This move provided much-needed reassurance for

the latter state, particularly as Mrs Gandhi and her government had, until

ousted in the 1977 election, allowed the barrage to operate as they saw fit.

Without the more amenable interlude, as represented by the Janata party's brief

hold on power in India, the Farakka dispute, and Indo-Bangladesh relations

generally, were likely to have deteriorated further.

The signing of a later interim Farakka accord in October 1982, an

agreement which made marginal changes to the 1977 accord and gave only a

slight advantage to India, 72 could also be regarded as the legacy of the warmer

standing of Indo-Bangladesh relations developed during the Desai regime. Mrs

Gandhi had disapproved of the 1977 agreement as being too generous to

Bangladesh, but it would appear by the terms of the 1982 accord, that she did

not have as free a hand as before March 1977. The Janata government had

collapsed, but no doubt Mrs Gandhi was well aware that her hold on power was

not as assured as it may have seemed during the Emergency.

The actions of the Janata regime would therefore confirm the sometimes

overriding, influential role that domestic political events occurring within India,

and subsequent shifts in Indian foreign policy orientation, have been able to

play in the conduct of Indo-Bangladesh relations. Such events illustrate the

extent to which a comparatively small, militarily weak state such as Bangladesh

was and is at the mercy of the domestic, political machinations and fluctuations

of a large, powerful neighbour.

An examination of the territorial disputes which flared up between

Bangladesh and India after November 1979 reveals characteristics which clearly

resemble those of the Farakka issue. The similarities between these issues

emphasise the ways in which India and the broader regional pressures have

moulded Indo-Bangladesh relations. On the other hand, studying the territorial

disputes between Bangladesh and India also highlights the blurring of

distinctions between the various internal and external influences on those

relations. As with the Farakka issue, and for that matter, the Kashmir dispute,

the rule of possession being virtually the equivalent of the law, applied to the

tussles over border delineation between Bangladesh and India. At the same

time, the influence of shifts in Indian foreign policy considerations can be

observed in the course of those disputes. In other words, the nature of

72	 For details of the October 1982 accord, see Asian Recorder, November 5-11, 1982,
p. 16871. For details of the slight advantage to India, see K. Singh, op.cit., p. 137.
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territorial disputes between the two states indicates the considerable influence

of the traditional character of South Asian interstate relations, as exemplified by

Indo-Pakistan rivalry and the fear of Indian domination. The course of the

disputes also illustrates the way in which particular circumstances, such as the

less antagonistic Janata regime's redirection in foreign policy, have impinged on

that intrinsic character.

The most prominent Indo-Bangladesh border issues, the Tin Bigha

Corridor, Muhuri Char and New Moore/South Talpatty/Purbasha island 73 have

all tended to reinforce the traditional antagonisms, rivalries and fears existing in

South Asia, the disputes being manipulated and protracted for political

advantage by both Mrs Gandhi and Ziaur Rahman. A marked contrast can be

observed between the relatively minor tension associated with the issues while

the Janata party held power, and the bitterness which developed around those

issues after the Janata collapse. Although little substantial progress was

achieved in resolving the problems of border demarcation, the way in which the

Desai government diplomatically addressed the issues differed particularly from

the tactics used by the succeeding Indian government under Mrs Gandhi. By

simply acknowledging that the problems, along with Bangladeshi concerns

about Indian territorial designs, actually existed, and furthermore, required

discussion and accommodation, the Janata regime was establishing a

foundation for the possible, mutually satisfactory resolution of the border

issues. In spirit at least, Desai's discussions with Zia in Dhaka in April 1979

were an attempt to do so.74

In dealing with a specific border issue, such as the Tin Bigha corridor,

the Desai government's approach was one of cordiality and compromise. The

history of the Tin Bigha issue has been covered in depth elsewhere. 75 In

73 The name 'Neumoor' (which later became 'New Moore') was first given to the island
by the British Admiralty in 1971. When the dispute over the island's ownership
flared between India and Bangladesh in 1980, India renamed the island 'Purbasha',
while Bangladesh called it South Talpatty. The name 'New Moore' has been used
because it carries a less biased connotation than the others.

74 According to a communique appearing in the Asian Recorder, the two leaders
'discussed the delay in the implementation of the land boundary agreement of 1974
and agreed that all necessary measures be taken to overcome the difficulties in order
that the agreement could be implemented as speedily as possible. It was also agreed
to resume negotiations at an early date to resolve the questions of maritime
boundary on a mutually satisfactory basis. The two sides noted that their "fruitful
and constructive" discussions had contributed greatly towards increasing mutual
trust and friendship between the two countries.' The Asian Recorder, May 28 - June
3, 1979, p. 14903. See also Times of India (New Delhi), 18 April 1979

75	 For a detailed account, see C.J. Gulati, op.cit., pp. 174-183.
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essence the dispute stemmed from the difficulty of translating the theoretical
border delineation, devised by Sir Cyril Radcliffe in 1947, into reality. As a result
of Partition, various East Bengali/Bangladeshi enclaves of territory were located
in India and vice versa. The arrangements regarding Bangladesh's access to

two of its enclaves situated in Indian territory, close to the district of Rangpur

in northern Bangladesh (see Figure 5), also defied long term resolution.
According to the Border Agreement signed in May 1974, India was to lease, in
perpetuity, an access corridor (Tin Bigha) between the two Bangladeshi
enclaves and the mainsoil of Bangladesh.

Figure 5: Tin Bigha Corridor
Sources: C.J. Gulati, Bangladesh: Liberation to Fundamentalism (A Study of Volatile Indo-Bangladesh
Relations). New Delhi, 1988, p. 175 (left), and B.L.C. Johnson, Bangladesh, London, 1975, p.2 (right).

The sticking point of the issue and the reason why the Indian

government chose to procrastinate in fulfilling its part of the agreement was

that by handing Tin Bigha over to Bangladesh, a portion of Indian territory
would be placed in a similar predicament, no longer having a direct, mainland

link to the rest of India. The Desai government made some attempt to break the

Tin Bigha deadlock, which, although it ultimately did not succeed, nevertheless

went far enough to evoke the following strong protest by the political
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representative of Cooch Behar, the Indian district affected by the Tin Bigha

corridor:

It is learnt that the Government of India is going to introduce a Constitution
Amendment Bill...in favour of its agreement with Bangladesh, for handing over the land of
Tinbigha, an integral part of the Indian Union to Bangladesh....[A]ccording to the
agreement, if the corridor (from Bangladesh mainland to Dahagram Angarpota enclave) is
allowed via Tinbigha by perpetual lease, then, the Kuchlibari area will be cut off from the
rest of the Indian territory and as such the people of this area will have to suffer untold
miseries. They will be at the mercy of the Bangladesh Government. A new Indian enclave
problem will arise. So, this type of gift of Tinbigha to Bangladesh must be stopped at all
costs. Certainly, we want friendship with Bangladesh, but not at the cost of our
motherland. No more appeasement. No more surrenders. No more cessation of our
motherland.76

The Janata government's efforts may not have solved the Tin Bigha

issue, but at the same time it did not appease such extreme sentiments or allow

the dispute to reach such bitter heights as occurred in mid-1981 under the

Congress-I government. 77 India had, in effect, reneged on the terms of the 1974

Border Agreement. The Tin Bigha corridor itself was a very small area, being

only 178 metres by 85 metres, 78 but by denying Bangladesh official access to

the enclaves, India was effectively nullifying Bangladesh's ability to exercise

sovereign rights over an area of 25,216 square kilometres. The conduct of the

dispute, illustrating both the ease and the determination with which India could

hold the reins, could hardly inspire the inhabitants of Bangladesh with

confidence that the Indian government would deal with the more serious bones

of contention between the two states with equanimity, impartiality and a

willingness to compromise. The Tin Bigha issue did not attract significant

attention outside the region, but as far as Indo-Bangladesh relations were

concerned, it acted to reinforce popular, stereotypical images held of each other

in both states and provided ample scope for both leaders to extract political

mileage from the dispute, 79 impairing those relations as a result. The issue

epitomised the way in which two antagonistic governments, as were those of

Mrs Gandhi and Ziaur Rahman, could magnify a localised issue into one of

considerable tension and emotive influence, in response to the pressures of

political necessity and advantage. It also illustrated the ease with which the

76	 Lok Sabha Debates, vol. 21, no. 22, 20 December 1978, pp. 244-5.
77 Between early July and mid-August 1981, 8,000 Bangladeshis on the two enclaves

were encircled and besieged by armed Indians alleged to be receiving assistance from
the Border Security Forces. The Bangladesh Observer, 11 August 1981. According
to the same report, several Bangladeshis had died of starvation in the siege.

78	 Lok Sabha Debates, vol. 21, no. 22, 20 December 1978, p. 22.
79 The West Bengal government also played upon the issue, using legal action to

delay the Indian government from handing over the corridor until 1990. See A.K.M.
Abdus Sabur, 'Bangladesh-India Relations: An Overview', in B. Bastiampillai (ed.),
India and Her South Asian Neighbours, Colombo, 1992, p. 167.
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Figure 6: Muhuri Char Location
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prevailing Indian government could regulate the climate of relations between

the two.

Just as the Tin Bigha corridor issue did not become particularly divisive

until after the collapse of the Janata government, neither did the other

prominent territorial disputes between the two states: the rightful ownership of

Muhurir Char" and New Moore Island.

In November-December 1979, both states clashed over which of the two

should administer approximately twenty hectares of emergent charland in the

Muhuri River (see Figure 6). As with Tin Bigha, the flare-up did not escalate to

the point where it drew significant international concern. Nevertheless, the

Muhuri issue provided a clear indication that post-Janata Indo-Bangladesh

relations would revert, to some extent, to their earlier abrasiveness.

Shifts in the course of the Muhuri River in the vicinity of the charland,

and the Indian government's subsequent construction, without Bangladesh's

approval, of nine spurs to control the effects of those shifts, made the area a

focus of tension in October 1979. Earlier that year, in March, at a meeting of the

Expert Committee of the Indo-Bangladesh Joint Rivers Commission, the Janata

government had agreed, at the request of the Bangladesh government, to

demolish the spurs by the 20 October. 81 According to Bangladesh, the

construction of the spurs represented a violation of the terms of the 1974

Boundary Agreement, which had stipulated that the territorial status quo

should be maintained on the Muhuri River, until the international frontier along

the river had been demarcated officially. 82 When the succeeding Indian

government did not demolish the spurs as agreed, and, according to the

Bangladeshi national press, began to strengthen and reinforce them instead,

tension over the issue became particularly acute, leading to armed conflict

within weeks. 83 The catalyst for the recourse to violence in the area, whereby

the Indian Border Security Forces (BSF) and the Bangladesh Rifles (BDR)

exchanged fire over a period of several weeks, derived from the attempts of

Indian cultivators to harvest their crops on the Char in November. The

80 A 'char' is a term for a silted islet formed in a river. The Muhuri Char is situated on
the Indo-Bangladesh border, between Noakhali and Tripura districts, near the Indian
town of Belonia. See Figure 6. For a history of the dispute, see S.S. Bindra,
op.cit., pp. 48-53.

81	 The Bangladesh Observer, 7 November 1979.
82	 ibid.
83	 ibid.
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Bangladesh government claimed that the Char was 'part and parcel of

Bangladesh' and that the Indian cultivators had 'forcibly' harvested the crops

under the cover of BSF assistance, thereby justifying the BDR's firing on the

Char. 84 From the West Bengal press's point of view, Bangladesh was initiating

'war-like moves' in the area, and the BSF was acting merely in self-defence in

order to protect the Indian cultivators and secure threatened Indian territory.85

A close study of the issue indicates that virtually no accurate account of

the events can be presented confidently, particularly concerning which of the

two states may have provoked or initiated the violence. Bias and contradiction

in the contemporary sources, combined with vagueness, inaccuracies 86 and

further contradictions in the secondary accounts provide a host of problems for

any impartial assessment of the issue. 87 Even to ascertain fundamental details,

such as the length of time the Char had been in existence, presents difficulties

when opinions vary considerably. Accounts range from one which stated that

the Char was 'newly surfaced land' in 197988 and its ownership therefore open

to negotiation; to one which implied that the Char had existed for years, always

having been under Indian suzerainty:

But when this firing across Tripura border was taking place day after day, it was
being alleged by Bangla Desh authorities, according to the Press, that certain land, the
charland which is in the middle of the river on which the Indian farmers were cultivating,
they were cultivating that land for quite a long time, that that land did not belong to India
and that it rightfully belonged to Bangladesh.89

Another opinion goes so far as to declare that the disputed charland had

always been part of the Indian mainland, being simply an extension of the

Muhuri River bank:

According to a BSF spokesman, the Indian side produced a map showing that about
4-5 acres" of cultivable land near Belonia on the bank of the Muhuri river were within the
Indian territory and the Indian cultivators were cultivating the land from Tripura maharaja's

84	 ibid., 5 December 1979.
85	 Amrita Bazar Patrika (Calcutta), 13 November 1979.
86 For example, S.S. Bindra, op.cit., p. 49, where the date given for the required

demolition of the spurs should have been 20 October 1979, instead of 2 October.
See The Bangladesh Observer, 7 November and 5 December 1979.

87 It is commonplace and predictable that the Bangladeshi and Indian press should
present accounts which favoured their respective governments, clouding whatever
may have been the reality. The contrasting viewpoints can be compared between
those given in The Bangladesh Observer, and those in the Amrita Bazar Patrika
(Calcutta). See The Bangladesh Observer, 7 November and 6 December 1979, and
Amrita Bazar Patrika (Calcutta), 6-10, 13, 18-19, 21 November 1976.

88	 I. Hossain, 'Bangladesh-India Relations: Issues and Problems', Asian Survey, vol.
21, no. 11, 1981, p. 1124.

89	 Lok Sabha Debates, 30 January 1980.
90	 Should be forty-five acres.
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time in 1952. The Bangladesh authorities, however, made a counter claim that it was their
land.91

The New York Times appears to have accepted the Indian view, bypassing the

points of contention raised by Bangladesh:

Bangladesh has disputed an Indian claim to 44 acres of rice paddies on the banks of
the Muhuri River, outside Belonia, 80 miles south of Agartala. The land has been
customarily cultivated by Indian farmers, but this year Bangladesh objected to the
harvesting.92

While an understanding of the issue may be impeded by conflicting

sources and opinions, some broad conclusions may be drawn. By claiming

ownership of the Muhuri Char and taking a strong stand against India, Zia was

able to create a popular rallying point and enhance his domestic standing.

Bangladeshi fears of Indian dominance were pervasive and easily provoked,

providing a permanent source from which to extract political profit when

appropriate. The strength of the Bangladesh government's claim to ownership,

which appeared to contradict its own insistence that the status quo should be

maintained until an official boundary could be agreed upon., also implied that

there were genuine, deep-seated fears about India's intention to flout the 1974

Boundary Agreement and delay indefinitely the demarcation of disputed

territory. Perhaps by insisting on more than could be expected, the Bangladesh

government aimed at obtaining a reasonably fair settlement. A source of

additional anxiety was, and is, the intrinsic problem of unpredictable shifts in

the Indo-Bangladesh border, it being located in a deltaic region subject to

heavy siltation and erosion arising from regular flooding and cyclones.

In contrast to these fears was the central Indian government's casual and

protractive approach to the issue, while at the same time carefully (and literally)

not giving ground - as exemplified in the following excerpt:

The Government of India perceives the recent firing across the Tripura-Bangladesh
border as a purely local issue' which can be solved through discussions at the appropriate
level. Thus, summing up the situation, the spokesman of the External Affairs Ministry
today said that instructions had already been issued to the districts authorities and the BSF
in Tripura to take up the matter with their counterparts.93

The New York Times again appeared to take the Indian view, emphasising the

minor nature of the dispute and quoting the view of New Delhi officials who

91	 Amrita Bazar Patrika (Calcutta), 13 November 1979.
92	 New York Times, 29 December 1979.
93	 Amrita Ba:ar Patrika (Calcutta), 9 November 1979
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had dismissed the firing incidents as inconsequential. 94 Nevertheless, an

additional comment contained in the article implied that matters were perhaps

not as trivial as the Indian government portrayed:

The Tripura Government has ordered the raising of the protective embankment along
Belonia and has charged that the Government of Bangladesh was "deliberately" trying to
whip a minor dispute into an international incident.95

While India could afford to be complacent about Bangladesh's claims to

a small portion of land which India already occupied, the Bangladesh

government could not afford to ignore the issue or any provocations deemed to

have been initiated by India. Zia's hold on power depended, to some extent, on

cultivating popular appeal and, where possible, undermining the popularity of

his rivals, particularly the Awami League. The issues of territorial integrity and

Indian dominance and interference were perhaps the most emotive and

receptive to manipulation in a newly independent South Asian state. As will be

illustrated in later chapters, the domestic compulsions of Bangladeshi politics

were influential in moulding Indo-Bangladesh relations. Nevertheless, events

occurring external to Bangladesh clearly played an important role. In March

1979, the Janata government had not only acknowledged, but attempted to

accommodate Bangladeshi concerns over the Muhuri Char. 96 By November

1979, within a few months of the removal of Desai's government from office,

those accommodations had shown little indication of being implemented and

both sides had resorted to arms, in lieu of negotiation.

To an even greater degree, the dispute concerning which state had the

right of sovereignty over an emergent island of silt in the Bay of Bengal

provided a source of friction between Mrs Gandhi's re-elected government and

that of Ziaur Rahman. Examination of the New Moore Island issue shows that

the conduct of the dispute resembled those of Tin Bigha and Muhuri Char, but

the stakes and tension were greater, particularly for Bangladesh and Zia's

government. The ramifications for Indo-Bangladesh relations were therefore

correspondingly greater.

Providing an accurate description of events surrounding the New Moore

Island dispute is no less problematic than the border issues discussed above,

given the excessive bias which permeates most of the contemporary and

secondary sources. As with the Muhuri Char issue, simply to ascertain the

94	 New York Times, 3 December 1979.
95	 ibid.
96	 The Bangladesh Observer, 7 November 1979.
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geographical boundaries of the island under dispute is far from straightforward,

the island being formed from eroded silt and gradually increasing in size. 97 A

useful explanation has been provided by M. Habibur Rahman who views the

New Moore island issue in terms of the wider problem of achieving a mutually

satisfactory delimitation of the maritime boundaries for the two states. 98 The

island, being formed in the estuary of the Haribhanga River on the border

between India and Bangladesh, and probably having been created after the

cyclone and tidal bore of 1970, 99 became the focus of a dispute which

epitomised the difficulties which could be encountered in border delineation

between the two states (see Figure 7).

The island's emergence was demonstrative of Bangladesh's unstable and

erodable deltaic coastline. Having come into existence precisely on the Indo-

Bangladesh border, the island's location posed problems not only for the

border's delineation, but more significantly, for the demarcation of the

surrounding sea bed and its resources. If New Moore island was taken to be the

outer-most tip of the Indian coast, then according to India's interpretation of

maritime boundary laws, the country stood to gain possession of a large area of

sea bed which, hitherto, would have belonged to Bangladesh)" Rumours

concerning the island's potential to form a land area of possibly 50,000 square

kilometres 1 co also played a part in amplifying what was considered to be at

stake, consequently increasing the tension associated with the dispute.

Each of the two states claimed ownership of the island on a variety of

legal and technical bases, and each presented the 'evidence' to its advantage.

From Bangladesh's perspective, ownership depended upon which side of the

island the midstream of the Haribhanga River flowed. If, as Bangladesh declared

97 The size of the island has been given a wide range of interpretations, varying from
two square kilometres: C.J. Gulati, op. cit., p. 162, to 288 square kilometres: 1.
Hossain, op.cit., p. 1124. According to a report in The Bangladesh Observer, 26
May 1981, the figure of 228 square kilometres was an estimate of how large the
island would become by 1991. Also complicating matters was the controversy over
whether or not New Moore island was in fact comprised of two separate islands. See
The Bangladesh Observer, 2 July 1980.

98	 See M.H. Rahman, 'Delimitation of Maritime Boundaries: A Survey of Problems in
the Bangladesh Case', Asian Survey, vol. 24, no.12, 1984, pp.1302-1317.

99 This provided an additional reason for Bangladesh's claim to the island, since it
could have been created largely from Bangladeshi soil. See M.H. Rahman, op. cit.,
p. 1308.

100 The amount of sea bed which it was claimed India stood to gain varied from
approximately 25,000 square kilometres to 65,000 square kilometres. See C.J.
Gulati, op.cit., p. 170.

101	 M. Franda, Bangladesh: The First Decade, New Delhi, 1982, p. 294.
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the satellite images revealed, the midstream flowed to the west of the island,

then Bangladesh was the rightful owner. 102 The Indian government also used

satellite images to prove its own right to claim the Island, emphasising instead

the fact that the island lay closer to the Indian mainland than that of

Bangladesh m (see Figure 8).

Further 'evidence' was produced by the Indian government, based on the

results of the Indian survey of New Moore, conducted by the INS Sandhayak:

The main sea channel dividing the Bay waters between India and Bangladesh was
found clearly to be east of the New Moore Island.... Depth sounding of the main channel
showed depths of over 20 metres and it was found to be easily navigable by ships. On the
western and eastern sides of the main channel, depths decrease very rapidly over shallow
banks lying on either side of it. This proved that the channel lay on the eastern side of the
New Moore Island and not on the western side as Bangladesh seemed to suggest.104

Obviously both governments could find suitable evidence to support

their respective claims to New Moore Island. Of greater significance in

attempting to shed light on the issue and the course of Indo-Bangladesh

relations, was the way in which both states came to reinforce those claims with

provocative and aggressive tactics, once Mrs Gandhi returned to power in

January 1980. Under the Janata regime, the Bangladesh government had little

cause to escalate the New Moore issue, due to Morarji Desai's congenial, albeit

vague, reassurances. 105 Furthermore, the Bangladesh government interpreted

Desai's overtures regarding New Moore Island to include a pledge that a joint

survey by a team of Indian and Bangladeshi experts would determine the

island's ownership. Pressuring the Indian government to fulfil this 'pledge'

became a recurring theme in the Bangladesh government's rhetoric over New

Moore once the Desai government had been removed from office. 106 In early

March 1980, less than two months after being installed, Mrs Gandhi's

government reportedly instructed the West Bengal government to take

possession of the island by formally hoisting the Indian flag, and renaming the

102 The Bangladesh Observer, 2 July 1980.
103 India's 'evidence' appeared in The Bangladesh Observer, 26 May 1981: "'All the

documents show that the island belongs to us and there is no question of a dispute
or Bangladesh having a claim on it", a Foreign Office spokesman said....Data
derived from satellite have established that the New Moore island lies 5.2 kms from
the nearest point on the mainland coast of India while the distance from Bangladesh
coast is 7.5 kms'.

104	 Asian Recorder, 2-8 July 1981, p. 16101.
105 During Desai's visit to Dhaka, he emphasised the need to 'resolve the questions of

maritime boundary on a mutually satisfactory basis'. The Bangladesh Observer, 19
April 1979.

106 For examples see Far Eastern Economic Review, 2 May 1980, p. 38, and The
Bangladesh Observer, 8 April 1981.
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Figure 7: New Moore Island Location
Source: C.J. Gulati, Bangladesh: Liberation to Fundamentalism (A Study of Volatile Indo-Bangladesh

Relations), New Delhi, 1988, p. 163.
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island as Purbasha (Hopes of the East). 107 The decision to annex the island was

made in defiance of Bangladesh's insistence that the island's sovereignty was

still under question, a provocative move causing considerable alarm and anger

in Bangladesh and prompting a large anti-Indian demonstration in Dhaka on 22

May 1980.108

Reassurances from India's external affairs minister, Mr P.V. Narasimha

Rao, mollified Bangladeshi fears to some degree, during his three-day visit to

Dhaka in August 1980. In a joint statement issued by Narasimha Rao and the

Bangladesh foreign minister, Professor Shamsul Huq, it was agreed that India

and Bangladesh 'would continue their efforts to maintain a climate of mutual

trust and understanding and further consolidate and strengthen the friendly

relations' between them. 109 The joint statement also commented that further

discussions concerning 'Purbasha' island would be held after 'studying the

additional information exchanged between the two governments on the

issue'. 110 The Indian government's 'cooperative and friendly' stance on New

Moore was noted in the Bangladeshi press, 111 and Indian gestures of

appeasement - such as hinting that accepting Bangladesh's proposal for a joint

survey for settling ownership of the island would 'not be ruled out' - were

received favourably in Bangladesh. 112 Four months later, as agreed in the

August talks, further boundary delimitation discussions were held, the seventh

round since the 1974 Boundary Agreement was made. Again, these latest talks

were regarded favourably in the Bangladesh press, being described as 'useful

and constructive' and as being held in an atmosphere of 'cordiality and

understanding'. 113 In what amounted to little more than a repeat of the August

talks, it was agreed that ownership of New Moore would be determined

'following further talks'. 1 14

Looking beyond the rhetoric expounded throughout the boundary

discussions of August and December 1980, it would appear that these talks

107 Far Eastern Economic Review, 2 May 1980, p. 38. The Indian flag was hoisted on
12 March 1980.

108	 C.J. Gulati, op.cit., p. 164. The demonstration was held outside the Indian High
Commission in Dhaka.

109 The Bangladesh Observer, 19 August 1980.
110	 ibid.
111	 ibid., 18 August 1980.
112 The Statesman (Delhi) 18 August 1980, The Bangladesh Observer, 18 August

1980.
113 The Bangladesh Observer, 6 December 1980.
114	 ibid.
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represented little more than an exercise in skilful procrastination on India's part.

The larger state had already taken official possession of the island in March.

Instead of addressing this action, those border discussions perpetuated a myth

that the island's sovereignty was still undecided. Having already established a

firm foothold on the island, the Indian government could afford to appear

agreeable and accommodating during the subsequent talks, deriving such

benefits as the placation of Bangladeshi fears and indignation and the allaying

of potential international criticism.

The ineffectiveness of the 1980 talks on New Moore Island becomes

obvious when considering the subsequent sabre-rattling over the issue in 1981.

The hollowness of earlier reassurances given by the Indian government, such

as the possibility of undertaking a joint survey of the island, or simply that the

island's sovereignty was yet to be decided, was revealed in April 1981. On 2

April in the Lok Sabha, the Indian external affairs minister, Mr Narasimha Rao,

revived the strong stand which India had taken on the issue in March 1980,

again claiming India's unilateral title to the island. 115 This statement aroused

protest and indignation in Bangladesh, 116 prompting the Bangladesh

government to initiate a show of naval presence in the island's vicinity. The

tension between the two states escalated as each state took retaliatory steps

against perceived manoeuvres and naval threats deemed to be instigated by the

other.

From India's perspective, three fully-armed Bangladeshi gunboats had

trespassed into Indian waters and threatened an Indian survey ship which was

gathering information about New Moore Island. 117 According to the

Bangladeshi press, India's accusations were 'totally unfounded and were used

as a cover for her own unwarranted unilateral and illegal action', the landing of

Indian troops on the island in May. 118 From the Bangladesh government's point

of view, India had sent its survey ship, the Sandhayak into the area without

any advance notification to Bangladesh and had taken the provocative step of

using the ship to land naval personnel on the island to reinforce India's claim of

ownership. The Bangladesh government condemned the latter action

particularly, describing it as 'an aggression of Bangladesh territory and an

115	 ibid., 8 April 1981.
116	 ibid.
117 Amrita Bazar Patrika (Calcutta), 17 May 1981.
118 The Bangladesh Observer, 18 May 1981.
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attack on the sovereignty of Bangladesh'. 119 India's response was to strengthen

its own naval presence near the island, at the same time playing down the issue,

accusing Bangladesh of deliberately creating tension between the two states

for political reasons:

Official sources here [India] also maintain that the sequence of developments since
May 12 and the timing of giving them sensational publicity make it clear that the
Bangladesh authorities deliberately intended to create an artificial crisis for internal political
reasons though they were fully aware of the facts.12°

The 'gunboat diplomacy' of the dispute roused an unprecedented degree

of tension between the two states, pointing to Bangladesh's vulnerability to

India's demands and superior military strength. The contrast was sufficient to

evoke some sympathy for Bangladesh's position, even from a section of the

Indian press:

[T]his confrontationist gesture towards neighbours is very much m Mrs. Gandhi's
style, but is likely to prove counterproductive for several reasons. India can expect to
receive little sympathy in the world for tangling with small neighbour, and the Indian
version of Bangladesh launching an attack on a small disputed island is simply not
credible....[S]urely there are better methods of resolving a dispute with a small neighbour
over a tiny island than through the Indian version of gunboat diplomacy.121

Regardless of whether or not the action was acceptable, or whether one of the

two states could be held more responsible for escalating the tension, the reality

was that both India and Bangladesh resorted to comparatively strong measures

in the conduct of the dispute, only stopping short of direct armed conflict. The

gravity of the issue, as perceived by Bangladesh, can be gauged by the

increasing degree of political and popular attention which was paid to the

dispute as it deteriorated into a military confrontation. Whatever motivations

may have been behind Zia's decision to involve naval forces in the issue, the

way in which the dispute developed caused considerable concern in

Bangladesh, heightening fears of Indian dominance and providing a great deal

of scope for the manipulation of those fears.

Popular criticism of India was sufficient even for Sheikh Hasina, daughter

of Mujibur Rahman and leader of the Awami League (H) opposition party, to

take an anti-Indian stance. The issue offered Sheikh Hasina the ideal

opportunity to launch her political activities in Bangladesh after returning from

119	 ibid.
120 Amrita Bazar Patrika (Calcutta), 20 May 1981.
121 The Indian Express, quoted in The Bangladesh Observer, 20 May 1981. For a

summary of another example of an Indian opinion opposed to the Indian
government's handling of New Moore, see The Bangladesh Observer, 19 July 1981.
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six years of asylum in India. 122 In a resolution condemning India's landing of

troops on the 'Bangladesh island' before a final decision could be reached on

the issue, the Awami League (H) declared India's actions to be a 'gross violation

of all international laws and the principle of coexistence'. 123 Furthermore, the

party criticised the Bangladesh government for its 'weak foreign policy' which

had failed to prevent the island 'going under the complete control of the Indian

armed forces'. 124 The issue gave Hasina the opportunity both to criticise Zia

and to counter her pro-Indian reputation in Bangladesh.

The depth of concern in Bangladesh over the issue was also reflected in

the drafting, by the Bangladesh Ministry of Foreign Affairs, of a White Paper

on the history of the dispute, 125 the submission to be placed before the

Bangladesh parliament for appraisal. In response to the White Paper, the

parliament passed unanimously a resolution on 28 May which called upon the

government of India to remove forthwith from New Moore island 'all personnel,

structures and materials including its flag and the remaining armed Indian naval

landing craft and to desist from any use of force, threat of force or provocative

acts of any form or kind'. 126 The parliament also put on record its strong protest

against the actions of the Indian government, considering them to be 'in clear

violation of the agreements and understanding reached with the Government of

Bangladesh and of internationally accepted norms and practices'. 127 In support

of the resolution, the Bangladesh foreign minister, Shamsul Huq, warned that 'if

India refused to honour her agreements and remove her armed crafts, personnel,

structures, materials and flag from South Talpatty Bangladesh would decide on

adopting "appropriate measures as warranted by the situation"'.128

In the midst of the gathering tension associated with the dispute,

president Ziaur Rahman was assassinated, due to domestic political causes.129

122 For an explanation of why Zia allowed Hasina to return, see A. Mascarenhas,
Bangladesh: A Legacy of Blood, 1986, pp. 134-135.

123 The Bangladesh Observer, 21 May 1981.
124	 ibid.
125	 For the complete text of the White Paper, see ibid., 27 May 1981.
126	 ibid.
127	 ibid.
128	 ibid., 28 May 1981.
129 Zia was assassinated on 30 May 1981, barely three days after the parliament's

resolution on New Moore had been passed. In the opinion of some scholars, Zia's
political position was particularly shaky at the time, causing him to take a strong
anti-Indian stance over the New Moore issue in order to create a diversionary focus
and thereby consolidate his support. For examples, see S.S. Bindra, op. cit., pp.
61-62, and N. Jetly, 'India and the Domestic Turmoil in South Asia', in U. Phadnis
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Not only was the New Moore island issue overshadowed in Bangladesh as a

result, but Zia's replacement with an (albeit temporary) civilian regime led to a

redefining of Indo-Bangladesh relations; the traditional antagonism between

Zia's military government and Mrs Gandhi's Congress-I government no longer

applied. Predictably, therefore, the animosity, threats arid tough rhetoric

concerning the New Moore dispute lost their intensity, and, apart from some

ineffective calls for international sympathy, 130 there was little indication that the

subsequent Bangladesh government attempted to challenge India's occupation

of the island with the same fervour."' After the confrontation of May 1981,

New Moore, like Farakka and other border issues, became an drawn out point of

contention, with little prospect of achieving a resolution acceptable to both

sides.132

The outcome of any of the tussles for territorial ownership between India

and Bangladesh was unlikely to have been the result of compromise, given the

Indian government's heightened sensitivity to border challenges resulting from

the on-going Kashmir dispute. The final lesson for Bangladesh was that neither

bilateral negotiation nor a military stance would induce a determined Indian

government to accommodate the countervailing wishes of a neighbouring state.

With regard to New Moore, considerable maritime territory and access to

potentially significant oil and natural gas resources were at stake in both

governments' bids to claim the island. The yearning to enjoy the benefits of

becoming an oil-producing country was particularly acute following the world

oil boom of 1974, resulting in scrambling for sea-bed territory in the Indian

Ocean region. 133 With India showing such a determined interest in claiming the

island and surrounding territory, Zia was provided with an ideal opportunity for

rousing fear and resentment against India, thereby uniting and consolidating

his political support.

(ed.), Domestic Conflicts in South Asia, vol. 1: Political Dimensions, New Delhi,
1986, p. 73.

130	 For example, in June 1981, at the Islamic Foreign Minister's Conference in
Baghdad, the Bangladesh government formally aired its grievances against India
with regard to New Moore island, but with little obvious impact. See The
Bangladesh Observer, 12 and 15 June 1981.

131	 In the months following Zia's assassination, a few standard calls were made for a
joint survey of the island. For examples, see ibid., 24 and 29 July 1981.

132	 Territorial and water sharing issues are still notable sources of friction between the
two states in the 1990s.

133 F. A. Vali, Politics of the Indian Ocean Region: The Balances of Power, New
York, 1976, p. 237.
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Being the considerably larger, longer-established and militarily more

powerful state, India had comparatively much less to lose in any of the border

issues, even with the prospect of an increase in oil reserves. Nevertheless,

India's foreign policy was also subject to the wishes and demands of Mrs

Gandhi's strong, personalised form of government, one which had inherited a

political mandate to distrust military regimes and resist territorial

encroachments. These bogeys had been reinforced by unrelenting hostility

between India and Pakistan over Kashmir. The New Moore Island issue, in

particular, delivered an unambiguous, sharp message to the inhabitants of

Bangladesh: Mrs Gandhi and the Congress-I government would assume control

of territory deemed to be Indian, no matter how small the area at stake, and no

matter how much India's actions might damage relations with the other state or

states involved.

From the perspective of regional influences, the course of Indo-

Bangladesh relations during Ziaur Rahman's regime shows clearly that

pressures emanating from outside Bangladesh were of great significance.

Bangladesh's relations with India were not 'more or less governed by the

domestic compulsions of Bangladesh'.' 34 There was little reason or precedent

set for Mrs Gandhi's government to react to Zia's military regime in a way that

differed much from the antagonism which typically had been shown towards

Pakistan and its militarily-dominated governments. The Bangladesh government

itself could not pose any real military threat to the Indian government, but a

regime on close terms with Pakistan and China might have been able to create

considerable havoc in India's politically sensitive and volatile northeast. Hence

Mrs Gandhi's government tended to resort to displays of force and aggression

against Bangladesh, when negotiation could no longer allow for

procrastination, in the habitual manner of dealing with Pakistan. In refusing to

cooperate with Zia in his efforts to bring the pro-Mujib guerrillas to heel, Mrs

Gandhi had made it clear that she disapproved of Bangladesh's new military

regime and would use the most appropriate indirect means to restore a pro-

Indian, Mujibist-style of government to Bangladesh.

As will be illustrated in Chapter Five, the influence of Zia's domestic

political concerns cannot be ignored as an integral part of the conduct of Indo-

Bangladesh relations. Those concerns provided an important additional

stimulus to the direction of relations between Bangladesh and India. If Zia had

134	 S.S. Bindra, op. cit., New Delhi, 1982, p. 62.
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not found it necessary to subdue pro-Indian forces and cultivate support from

sources antagonistic towards India, then perhaps Mrs Gandhi may have used a

softer approach. Nevertheless, as has been shown above, the role of the Indian

government in moulding Indo-Bangladesh relations was greater than has been

generally acknowledged in the literature.

Shifts in the Indian government's broad foreign policy concerns were

reflected in the changes which occurred in the character of Indo-Bangladesh

relations during Zia's regime. The Indian government's ability to modify the

relationship between the two states is brought into sharp relief when

contrasting Mrs Gandhi's direction of India's foreign policy with that of Desai

and the Janata government. The Janata regime's foreign policy, which allowed

room to accommodate some of the Bangladeshi fears over the Farakka Barrage

and the various border issues, had genuine, and not all short-lived, results in

improving the diplomatic relations between India and Bangladesh. An Indian

government which was sufficiently inclined and strong enough to do so, could

overcome to a considerable extent, the traditional obstacles to good relations

between the two states, whatever form of government existed in Bangladesh. At

the same time, the Indian government showed no hesitation in souring foreign

relations in the interests of pursuing its political objectives. Given the way in

which this message was driven home during Zia's regime, it was not surprising

that his attempts to consolidate power in Bangladesh involved cultivating the

support of countries and international organisations which might have been

influential enough to modify India's foreign policy concerns and priorities.
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