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War by Proxy: 
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Graduate Research Fellow 
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On February 14, 2019, a 78-vehicle convoy was transporting more than 2,500 members of 
India’s Central Reserve Police Force through the Pulwama district of the volatile state of Jammu 
and Kashmir, plagued by an anti-state insurgency since the 1980s. As the convoy snaked its way 
through the Kashmir Valley towards Srinagar, Jammu and Kashmir’s capital, a vehicle plowed into 
one of the convoy’s buses as the vehicle’s driver detonated the explosives he carried, killing 46 
members of India’s security forces. The suicide bombing, the deadliest of its kind in the region 
since 1989, was claimed by Jaish-e-Mohammed, a U.S.-designated terrorist group long suspected of 
receiving illicit support from the Pakistani government for its campaign of violence against India. 
This bombing served as a flashpoint for worsening relations between India and Pakistan as Indian 
officials accused its rival of complicity in the attack. 
 

The Pulwama attack puts a spotlight on the long-standing role of non-state actors as proxies 
for war in South Asia. Jaish-e-Mohammed is but one of a veritable mosaic of terrorist groups, 
militias, and paramilitary forces comprising the conflict landscape of the India-Pakistan rivalry, one 
of the world’s most enduring interstate rivalries.1 After providing a brief overview of the India-
Pakistan rivalry, this Policy Brief explains how the political dynamics of this interstate rivalry has 
led the two governments to rely upon a cast of non-state actors to increase their capacity to commit 
violence against both external and internal threats.  
 
The India-Pakistan Rivalry 
 

The rivalry between these two South Asian nations, one that has led to four interstate wars 
(1949, 1965, 1971, 1999), was born in the bloody conditions of Partition in 1947—the unnatural 
division of British India into its religious constituencies. The mass exodus of humans across the 
newly established border lines on India’s eastern and western flanks led to unprecedented 
communal violence and human suffering. As the South Asian historian Yasmin Khan observes,  

Partition played a central role in the making of new Indian and Pakistani national identities 
and the apparently irreconcilable differences which continue to exist today. We could even 
go as far as saying that Indian and Pakistani ideas of nationhood were carved out 
diametrically, in definition against each other. Partition, then, is more than the sum of its 
considerable parts—the hundreds of thousands of dead, the twelve million displaced. It 
signifies the division of territory, independence and the birth of new states, alongside 
distressing personal memories, and potent collective imaginings of the ‘other’…The two 

                                                   
1 T.V. Paul, “Why has the India-Pakistan Rivalry Been so Enduring? Power Asymmetry and an Intractable Conflict.” 
Security Studies 15, no. 4 (2006): 600-630. 
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states necessarily saw each other through the prism of violence that had taken place and 
eyed each other warily across the expanses of the ruptured Punjab.2 

This became the defining frame for the new nations’ perception of one another and the basis 
for their security policies, both foreign and domestic. Within Pakistan, India was perceived as an 
existential threat and, if given the opportunity, it would undo its Muslim neighbor. General 
Mohammed Ayub Khan, the president of Pakistan from 1958-1969, wrote, “From the day of 
Independence, Pakistan was involved in a bitter and prolonged struggle for her very existence and 
survival.”3 Coming from a position of greater military strength, India’s focus has been to maintain 
the regional status quo and keep the revisionist Pakistan from militarily upsetting it. However, 
Pakistan loomed large in Indian security policy as their smaller rival allied with stronger states such 
as the United States and China and the conflict over Kashmir intensified.4 
 

At the heart of this rivalry lies the disputed territory of Kashmir, a princely state under 
British colonial rule. While the Indian Independence Act of 1947 apportioned Muslim majority 
areas to Pakistan and the remainder to India, the 562 autonomous princely states were formally 
granted the right of choice between India or Pakistan, with the British Prime Minister Clement 
Atlee also allowing for the possibility of independence. Kashmir, however, possessed a Muslim 
majority population and was expected to join Pakistan, with leaders of the Muslim League visiting 
the region in the 1940s to court its political leaders.5 Maharaja Hari Singh, Kashmir’s Rajput Hindu 
ruler, eventually signed the Instrument of Accession to India following an uprising against his rule 
in August 1947 and under pressure from the Indian government. This move provoked the outbreak 
of the first India-Pakistan war, which led to a ceasefire agreement on January 1, 1949. This 
agreement led to a heavily militarized UN-mediated ceasefire line (later renamed the Line of 
Control in 1972) dividing the territory between Indian-administered and Pakistan-administered 
Kashmir, a status quo that persists to this day.  
 

The India-Pakistan rivalry was made more worrying as both countries became nuclear 
powers. India’s development of its nuclear weapons program was galvanized in the early 1960s by 
a quick succession of events—the 1962 Sino-Indian War, China’s first successful nuclear test in 
1964, and the 1965 Indo-Pakistani War. While long-time Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, 
who died in May 1964, was a long-time opponent of India’s pursuit of nuclear weapons, his 
successors saw it as necessary to protecting non-aligned India’s security interests, especially with 
the absence of any security guarantees from existing nuclear powers against Chinese aggression.6 
This culminated in India’s first nuclear test in May 1974.  

Pakistan, on the other hand, saw the development of nuclear weapons as a key balance 
against a militarily stronger India, stemming from the conditions of India and Pakistan’s 
asymmetric inheritance of the British Indian Army’s assets following Partition based as it was on 
relative size. By the 1980s, Indian still maintained a 2:1 military advantage over its rival. A 
Pakistani bomb was also seen as a source of security independence, particularly after the United 

                                                   
2 Yasmin Khan, The Great Partition: The Making of India and Pakistan (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2007), 
9, 142. 
3 Mohammad Ayub Khan, 1967. Friends Not Masters: A Political Autobiography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1967), 136. 
4 Stephen Philip Cohen, “India, Pakistan, and Kashmir,” Journal of Strategic Studies 25, no. 4 (2002): 32-60. 
5 Luv Puri, Across the Line of Control: Inside Pakistan-Administered Kashmir (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2012). 
6 Sumit Ganguly, “India’s Pathway to Pokhran II: The Prospects and Sources of New Delhi’s Nuclear Weapons 
Program,” International Security 23, no. 4 (1999): 148-177. 
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States’ arms embargo during the 1965 war with India. The pursuit of the bomb was pushed to the 
forefront of Pakistani security efforts following the disastrous 1971 Indo-Pakistani War, which led 
to the Indian-supported independence of East Pakistan (Bangladesh), and India’s 1974 nuclear test. 
South Asian scholar Stephen Cohen observed that, for Pakistanis, the bomb came to be perceived as 
“a magic bullet that could resolve any problem.”7 Aided by centrifuge designs stolen by Pakistani 
engineer A.Q. Khan and support from China, Pakistan continued to develop its nuclear program 
throughout the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s.8 Despite being under sanction from the United States, 
Pakistan successfully detonated its first nuclear bomb in May 1998. 

The External Threat 
 

With a nuclear-armed India and a nuclear-armed Pakistan facing off across the Line of 
Control (LOC), officials in both governments were aware of the potentially high costs of any large-
scale military engagement. Political leaders around the world similarly were wary of the potential 
for a nuclear exchange between the two countries, applying pressure on both states to maintain the 
political status quo and avoid escalating disputes into militarized confrontations. Therefore, the 
reliance on non-state actors to target the external threat from their interstate rival has been a strategy 
pursued in order to circumvent the high costs of direct military confrontation, avoid international 
sanctions for military action, and increase the capacity to commit violence given these political and 
strategic constraints.9  
 

The militarily-weaker Pakistan in particular has long-relied on such a strategy by supporting 
militant and terrorist groups active within Indian territory. While India’s nuclear arsenal made large 
scale Pakistani military operations untenable, the Pakistani government after 1998 also concluded 
that as it now possessed a nuclear deterrence it could support anti-Indian terrorist and insurgent 
groups and foster low-level conflict (including military exchanges across the Line of Control) 
without fear of an Indian military escalation.10 Further, after 9/11 and the critical role Pakistan 
played in supporting the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan, the United States’ leverage and influence 
over Pakistani action was diminished, giving them a freer hand to support covert militant behavior 
against India.11 
 

The Pakistani government, often through its military intelligence organization, the Inter-
Services Intelligence (ISI), relied on a variety of militant groups as proxies to degrade and weaken 
their rival, most famously the U.S.-designated foreign terrorist organizations Lashkar-e-Taiba and 
Jaish-e-Mohammad. These groups operate from Pakistani territory, often without interference from 
the government. Yet, a debate surrounds the true extent of their linkages with Pakistani officialdom. 
These groups’ goals, however, are in line with Pakistan’s, committed as they are to targeting India 
as part of their jihad to “liberate” Muslims from domination within Hindu-ruled India, especially 
Kashmir.12 In addition to the 2019 Pulwama bombing, their deadly actions have included the 2001 

                                                   
7 Stephen Philip Cohen, The Idea of Pakistan (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2004), 81. 
8 See Feroz H. Khan, Eating Grass: The Making of the Pakistani Bomb 
9 Justin Conrad, “Interstate Rivalry and Terrorism: An Unprobed Link,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 55, no. 4 (2011): 
529-555; Idean Salehyan, Kristian Skrede Glefitsch, and David E. Cunningham, “Explaining External Support for 
Insurgent Groups,” International Organization 65, no. 4 (2011): 709-744. 
10 Daniel Byman, Deadly Connections: States that Sponsor Terrorism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). 
11 See William M. LeoGrande, “A Splendid Little War: Drawing the Line in El Salvador,” International Security 6, no. 1 
(1981): 27-52; Donald J. Macdonald, Adventures in Chaos: American Intervention in the Third World (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1992).  
12 See Stephen Tankel, Storming the World Stage: The Story of Lashkar-e-Taiba (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014); 
C. Christine Fair, In Their Own Words: Understanding Lashkar-e-Tayyaba (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019). 
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attack against the Indian Parliament in New Delhi; a 2005 bombing of a Delhi market during 
Diwali; a series of bombings in 2006 in the city of Varanasi lying along the sacred Ganges River; 
and the 2008 Mumbai Hotel attack, along with a number of attacks within Kashmir. While any 
major attack by these groups quickly escalates tensions between India and Pakistan, as happened 
following the Pulwama attack, Pakistan still asserts that it does not control or direct these actions, 
alluding to the principal-agent problem identified by scholars as plaguing governments’ 
relationships with non-state actors.13  
 

Pakistan has also supported insurgent groups focusing their fight within Kashmir. This was 
a strategy initially pursued by the Pakistani army in 1947 to support the Poonch Rebellion against 
the Maharajah of Kashmir, who had recently decided to accede to India. Given the presence of 
senior British army officers still serving in the military of the newly independent Pakistan, Pakistani 
officers were aware of their hesitancy to engage in military conflict with India. Therefore, they 
unofficially mobilized and supported the deployment of Pashtun lashkars (tribal militias) from the 
North-West Frontier Province to Kashmir. This provoked a response by the Indian military 
allowing Pakistan to officially intervene, leading to the first Indo-Pakistani war. 
 

Pakistan would again rely on this strategy beginning in the late 1980s when an anti-
government insurgency in Kashmir, cloaked in the language of jihad, erupted in response to the 
Indian government’s manipulation of local elections.14 The insurgency was at first led by the pro-
independence Jammu and Kashmir Liberation Front (JKLF). The JKLF was soon to be superseded 
by pro-Pakistan militant groups, most notably the Hizbul Mujahideen. Seeing this as an opportunity 
to “bleed India” from within, the insurgency received support from Pakistan through the ISI. By 
1993, the ISI was providing $3.3 million per month to the various insurgent groups, facilitated their 
movements into Kashmir, and operated training camps on the Pakistani side of the LOC.15  
 

There are similarly concerns within Islamabad that the Indian government has provided 
support to the latest wave of anti-state insurgency raging in Pakistan’s Balochistan Province.16 
While there has not been definitive proof presented of Indian involvement in Pakistan’s 
southwestern periphery, Pakistani officials point to Indian officials’ rhetoric and the presence of 
exiled Baloch activists within India as evidence enough.17 Outside of Pakistani and Indian territory, 
both governments have also engaged with and supported sub-state actors in Afghanistan in order to 
protect their political interests and stymie the other’s influence. This is most famously represented 
by Pakistani support for various Taliban groups operating within Afghanistan in order to promote 
strategic depth against Indian machinations.18 
 
Internal Challenges 
 

While Pakistan’s support for militant groups within India has garnered much regional and 
                                                   
13 Daniel Byman and Sarah E. Kreps, “Agents of Destruction? Applying Principal-Agent Analysis to State-Sponsored 
Terrorism,” International Studies Perspective 11 (2010): 1-18.  
14 Sumit Ganguly, “Explaining the Kashmir Insurgency: Political Mobilization and Institutional Decay,” International 
Security 21, no. 2 (1996): 76-107. 
15 Byman, Deadly Connections, 155-185; Scott Gates and Kaushik Roy, Unconventional Warfare in South Asia: Shadow 
Warriors and Counterinsurgency (Surrey: Ashgate, 2014), 100. 
16 See Harrison Akins, China in Balochistan: CPEC and the Shifting Security Landscape of Pakistan, Policy Brief 4:17, 
Howard H. Baker, Jr. Center for Public Policy, September 2017.  
17 Prateek Joshi, “Where is India’s Baloch Policy Heading?,” The Diplomat, November 11, 2016. 
18 Steve Coll, Directorate S: The C.I.A. and America’s Secret Wars in Afghanistan and Pakistan (New York: Penguin, 
2018); Ahmed Rashid, Taliban (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000); Stephen Tankel, With Us and Against Us: 
How America’s Partners Help and Hinder the War on Terror (New York: Columbia University Press, 2018), 126-167. 
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international attention, the political dynamics of the India-Pakistan rivalry also has influenced both 
governments’ reliance on non-state actors within their own borders, especially in reserving their 
regular military forces for confrontations with their rival.19   
 

Within Indian-administered Kashmir, as a result of the lingering threat from Pakistani 
military action across the LOC, the regular Indian military forces deployed to the region possessed 
two intertwined responsibilities: to counter the Kashmir insurgency and maintain a defensive line 
against potential military incursions by Pakistan.20 The use of pro-government militias and 
paramilitary forces in counterinsurgency operations, such as the Ikhwan-e-Muslimeen recruited 
from former Kashmiri insurgents, allowed the Indian military to reserve its regular forces for 
manning the border and guarding other strategic areas. As Indian army officers acknowledged in a 
1999 interview, the purpose of these militia forces was “to relieve regular army units from counter 
insurgency operations, leaving the army to man the Line of Control and the Chinese border to the 
north.”21 Under direction from the Indian military, the Ikhwan-e-Muslimeen, heavily criticized for 
human rights abuses, became “the centerpiece of the counterinsurgency operations” focused on 
offensively targeting insurgent groups.22  
 

Given the conditions of its rivalry with India, Pakistan has likewise relied on pro-
government lashkars in counterinsurgency operations against the Taliban in the Federally 
Administrated Tribal Areas (the now re-designated Tribal Districts of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
Province). After 2001 and under pressure from the United States, Pakistan deployed its army to the 
Tribal Areas in order to target al Qaeda operatives and secure the region from becoming a safe 
haven for groups targeting NATO forces across the Durand Line in Afghanistan. The Pakistan 
army, however, was ill-equipped and ill-trained to challenge guerilla tactics within the difficult and 
mountainous terrain of the Tribal Areas and quickly became bogged down. The army’s unsuitability 
for counterinsurgency stemmed from the Pakistani government building it up to confront the threat 
from India as its primary purpose.23 Its training and armaments were adapted for land warfare in the 
broad and flat plains of the Punjab against India’s regular military forces. The mobilization of local 
lashkars among the Pashtun tribes, with increased local knowledge of the conflict environment, was 
meant to supplement the inherent disadvantages of a military designed to confront the threat from 
India.24 Moreover, senior Pakistani officials were often reluctant to re-deploy troops from the 
eastern border, cognizant of the need to maintain a defensive line against potential Indian military 
encroachment. The use of pro-government tribal militias in the Tribal Areas allowed the 
government to bolster its counterinsurgency efforts without needing to re-position military units and 
freeing troops to return to defensive positions in the east.25 
 

                                                   
19 Harrison Akins, “Violence on the Home Front: Interstate Rivalry and Pro-Government Militias,” Terrorism and 
Political Violence 0, no. 0 (2019): 1-23.  
20 General Shankar Roychowdhury, Officially at Peace: Reflections on the Army and its Role in Trouble Times (New 
Delhi: Viking, 2002), 44. 
21 Rahul Bedi, “India’s Over-stretched Forces,” BBC News, August 15, 1999. 
22 “India’s Secret Army in Kashmir: New Patterns of Abuse Emerge in the Conflict,” Human Rights Watch 8, no. 4 (May 
1996); Ramesh Vinayak, “Security Forces Use Surrendered Militants to Turn Heat on Ultras in Kashmir Valley,” India 
Today, March 15, 1996. 
23 C. Christine Fair, Fighting to the End: The Pakistan Army’s War of War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). 
24 “Army plans tribal purge of N. Waziristan militants,” The Express Tribune, June 13, 2011; Yelena Biberman, “Self-
Defense Militias, Death Squads, and State Outsourcing of Violence in India and Turkey,” Journal of Strategic Studies 41, 
no. 5 (2016): 751–781; Jason Lyall, “Are Coethnics More Effective Counterinsurgents? Evidence from the Second 
Chechen War,” American Political Science Review 104, no. 1 (2010): 1–20. 
25 Richard A. Oppel, Jr. and Salman Masood, “Pakistan Moves Troops Amid Tension With India,” New York Times, 
December 26, 2008.  
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Conclusion 
 

The political dynamics of the India-Pakistan rivalry has resulted in both governments 
relying on varying types of non-state actors for varying reasons. Given restrictions stemming from 
both states’ nuclear deterrence and international pressure, support for militant groups as proxies 
operating within a rival’s borders increases a state’s opportunity to commit violence without 
bearing the high costs of a large-scale military engagement. The India-Pakistan rivalry also has 
influenced the domestic reliance on pro-government militias. Both states used militias in 
counterinsurgency operations to reserve regular military units to act as a defensive deterrence along 
the international border. Moreover, the outsized role of this rivalry in India and Pakistan’s security 
policies led their militaries to be developed and trained to operate in the plains of the Punjab in 
pitched battles against regular military forces. Both militaries, therefore, were ill-suited to 
counterinsurgency efforts within the difficult terrain of India’s Kashmir region and Pakistan’s 
Tribal Areas.  
 

So long as this rivalry persists, driven by the intractability of the Kashmir dispute and the 
ideological division pushing both sides to see the other as an existential threat, it is expected that 
India and Pakistan will continue to foster links with an ensemble of terrorists, militias, and other 
non-state actors inside and outside of their territory as proxies for war. 
 

 


