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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

By Robert D. Kaplan

India will emerge as the key Eurasian pivot state 
because of its effect on relations between the 
United States and China. To effectively deal with 
India, American policymakers must understand 
Indian geography and geopolitics throughout its 
long history. In particular, Indian geography is 
the story of invasions from a northwesterly direc-
tion, and India’s strategic challenges still inhere in 
this fact. Afghanistan, in Indian eyes, is not part 
of Central Asia but part of the Indian subconti-
nent. Afghanistan is linked organically to India on 
account of the record of empires past. This organic 
connection to India is also true of Central Asia and 
Iran. As for Pakistan, it is seen by Indians as the 
modern-day residue of medieval Muslim domi-
nation over India. As the India-Pakistan dispute 
attests, nationalism is young and vibrant in the 
subcontinent, as it was in early modern Europe. 
The India-China rivalry, unlike the India-Pakistan 
one, is far less emotional because it is not borne of 
historical grievances. India is quietly testing the 
United States in Afghanistan, to see to what extent 
America will remain as a great power in Eurasia.

As the United States and China become great 
power rivals, the direction in which India tilts 
could determine the course of geopolitics in 
Eurasia in the 21st century. India, in other words, 
looms as the ultimate pivot state. But even as 
the Indian political class understands at a very 
intimate level America’s own historical and geo-
graphical situation, the American political class 
has no such understanding of India’s. Yet, if 
Americans do not come to grasp India’s age-old, 
highly unstable geopolitics, especially as it con-
cerns Pakistan, Afghanistan and China, they will 
badly mishandle the relationship.

Indeed, America has come to grief in the past by 
not understanding local histories. India is much 
too important for us to commit a similar mistake. 
In fact, India and South Asia in general have a dan-
gerously misunderstood geography. Understanding 
that geography delivers one to the core of South 
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like Java and Sumatra. India is another case 
entirely. Like China, India is possessed of geo-
graphical logic, framed as it is by the Arabian Sea 
to the west and southwest, by the Bay of Bengal 
to the east and southeast, by the mountainous 
Burmese jungles to the east, and by the Himalayas 
and the knot of the Karakorams and Hindu 
Kush to the north and northwest. India, also like 
China, is internally vast. But to a lesser extent than 
China, India lacks a singular nursery of demo-
graphic organization like the Wei Valley and lower 
Yellow River, from which a polity could expand 
outward in all directions. Even the Ganges River 
Valley could not provide enough of a platform for 
the expansion of a unitary Indian state unto the 
subcontinent’s deep, peninsular south. The sub-
continent’s various river systems beside the Ganges 
– the Brahmaputra, Narmada, Tungabhadra, 
Kaveri, Godaveri and so on – further divide it. 
Moreover, India (along with Southeast Asia) has 
the hottest climate and most abundant and luxuri-
ant landscape of all the Eurasian population hubs. 
Therefore its inhabitants, Fairgrieve tells us, lacked 
the need to build political structures for the orga-
nization of resources, at least to the degree that the 
temperate-zone Chinese and Europeans did. This 
last point, of course, may be overly deterministic 

Asia’s political dilemma, which is about borders 
that can never be perfect or even acceptable to all 
sides, so that the map of South Asia resembles that 
of war-torn, early-modern Europe, made worse by 
nuclear weapons. Indian history and geography 
since early antiquity constitutes the genetic code 
for how the world looks from the vantage point of 
New Delhi.

The broad arc of territory from Afghanistan 
southeastward into northern India was for long 
periods under the embrace of a single polity, so 
that Afghanistan is linked organically to India, 
even as Afghanistan matters more crucially to 
Pakistan. Thus, giving up on Afghanistan would 
carry momentous geopolitical implications for the 
United States, as it would affect how elites in New 
Delhi and other Asian capitals henceforth perceive 
Washington. Afghanistan is a tipping point for the 
American projection of power in Eurasia. It will 
affect at a visceral level how not just Indian, but 
also Pakistani and Chinese elites, see the United 
States. And the direction that Afghanistan takes 
will affect how successful India is in overcoming 
the problems on its borders in order to emerge as 
a world-class power. To give readers a rich sense of 
this, I first delve into South Asian geography and 
history at some length. 

The Indian Subcontinent  
in the Context of Eurasia
The great centers of population on the Eurasian 
supercontinent are all on its peripheries: Europe, 
China, Southeast Asia and India. Chinese and 
European civilizations, as the British geographer 
James Fairgrieve wrote in 1917, grew outward in 
organic fashion from the nurseries of the Wei River 
Valley and the Mediterranean.¹ Southeast Asia’s 
civilizational development was more elaborate: 
with Pyu and Mon peoples, followed by Burmans, 
Khmers, Siamese, Vietnamese, Malays and oth-
ers – in turn, influenced by southward migrations 
from China – coagulating along river valleys like 
the Irrawaddy and Mekong, as well as on islands 
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and perhaps inherently racist in its stark simplicity, 
a feature common to the era in which Fairgrieve 
wrote. Yet, Fairgrieve’s larger analysis of India is 
essentially correct.

While obviously constituting its own unique 
civilization, the Indian subcontinent, because of 
the above reasons, has through much of history 
lacked the political unity of China. What’s more, 
the subcontinent has been open to concentrated 
invasions from its northwest, the least defined and 
least protected of its frontier regions, where India is 
dangerously close to both the Central Asian steppe 
and the Persian-Afghan plateau. Motivating these 
invasions throughout history has been the welcom-
ing fecundity of the Punjab, watered as it is by the 
Indus River and its tributaries at exactly the point 
where the Persian-Afghan plateau drops to the 
floor of the subcontinent. Indeed, it is the invasions 
and infiltrations from West and Central Asia that 
have disrupted the quest for unity and stability in 
the Indian subcontinent well into the modern era.

India’s advantages and disadvantages as it seeks 
great power status in the early 21st century inhere 
still in this wider subcontinental geography. As the 
late historian Burton Stein notes, a map of India 
through the medieval era would have extended 
into parts of Central Asia, Afghanistan and Iran, 
while at the same time showing only a tenuous 
link between the Indus Valley in the northwest and 
peninsular India south of the Ganges.² For just as 
today’s China represents a triumphant culmination 
of the relationship between the Inner Asian steppe-
land and the floodplains of the Chinese heartland, 
India was for millennia heavily influenced by its 
higher-altitude neighbors such as Afghanistan and 
Burma, which, unlike China’s, it has yet to domi-
nate, so that India remains the lesser power.

The ties between the Indian subcontinent and 
southeastern Afghanistan are obvious because of 
their contiguity, yet those between India and the 
Central Asian steppe-land, as well as those between 

India and the Iranian plateau, are equally profound. 
India and Iran have shared the predicament of 
being on the receiving end of Mongol onslaughts 
from Central Asia, even as the dynamism of Iranian 
culture, abetted by invasions since the time of the 
Achaemenids (sixth to fourth centuries B.C.) led 
to Persian being the official language of India until 
1835.³ Meanwhile, Urdu, the official language of 
Pakistan – the state that occupies the Indian sub-
continent’s northwestern quadrant – draws heavily 
on Persian (as well as Arabic) and is written in a 
modified Arabic script.⁴ India, thus, is both a sub-
continent and a vital extremity of the greater Middle 
East, with a highly organic relationship to it.

The key to understanding India is the realization 
that while as a subcontinent India makes emi-
nent geographic sense, its natural boundaries are, 
nevertheless, quite weak in places. The result has 
been various states throughout history that do not 
conform to our spatial idea of India, and in fact 
lie astride it. In fact, the present Indian state still 
does not conform to the borders of the subconti-
nent, and that is the heart of its dilemma: Pakistan, 
Bangladesh and (to a lesser extent) Nepal also 
lie within the subcontinent and pose significant 
security threats to India, robbing India of political 
energy that it would otherwise harness for power 
projection throughout much of Eurasia.

It is not that human settlement from early antiq-
uity forward does not adhere to subcontinental 
geography. Rather, it is that India’s geography is 
itself subtle, particularly in the northwest, tell-
ing a different story than the map reveals at first 
glance. At first glance, the relief map shows a 
brown layer of mountains and tableland neatly 
marking off the cool wastes of middle Asia from 
the green tropical floor of the subcontinent along 
the present border between Afghanistan and 
Pakistan. But the descent from Afghanistan to 
the Indus River, which runs lengthwise through 
the middle of Pakistan, is exceedingly gradual, so 
that for millennia similar cultures occupied both 
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its political and military competition with China, 
even as it remains pinned down by weak frontiers 
bounding dysfunctional states inside the subconti-
nent itself. 

Nepal, Bangladesh and the Conflict  
in Kashmir
Following the dismantling of its monarchy and the 
coming to power of former Maoist insurgents, the 
Nepalese government barely controls the coun-
tryside where 85 percent of its people live. Never 
having been colonized, Nepal never inherited a 
strong bureaucratic tradition from the British. 
Despite the aura bequeathed by the Himalayas, the 
bulk of Nepal’s population lives in the dank and 
humid lowlands along the barely policed border 
with India. Bangladesh, even more so than Nepal, 
has no geographical defense to marshal as a state: 
It is the same ruler-flat, aquatic landscape of paddy 
fields and scrub on both sides of the border with 
India. This artificially shaped blotch of territory – 
in succession Bengal, East Bengal, East Pakistan 
and Bangladesh – could metamorphose yet again 
amid the gale forces of regional politics, Muslim 
religious extremism and climate change itself. 
Like Pakistan, the history of Bangladesh is one of 
military and civilian regimes, none of which have 
functioned remotely well. Millions of Bangladeshi 
refugees have already crossed the border into India 
as illegals.

The subcontinent from early antiquity was politi-
cally divided, and that is what ails it still.

Finally, now let us turn to the extreme north, 
where the Karakorams meet the Himalayas. 
Here is the territory of Kashmir, crammed in 
between Pakistan, Afghanistan, India and China. 
The Northern Areas of the Karakoram Range, 
with the town of Gilgit, are held by Pakistan and 
claimed by India, as is the slice of Azad (“Free”) 
Kashmir to the west. The Ladakh Range in the 
heart of Kashmir, with the towns of Srinagar and 
Jammu, are administered by India and claimed by 

Pakistan, as is the Siachen Glacier to the north. 
To the far north and northeast lie the Shaksam 
Valley and Aksai Chin, administered by China 
and claimed by India. Furthermore, the Indian 
state of Jammu and Kashmir (the Ladakh Range) 
has a Muslim majority of 75 percent, a fact that 
has helped fuel jihadist rebellions for years. 
Osama bin Laden in his pronouncements has 
railed against Hindu-majority India’s domination 
of Kashmir. And yet much of Kashmir is high-
altitude, uninhabitable badlands. But wars have 
been fought on these territories and over them, 
and may be fought still. The Chinese fought India 
in 1962 because they wanted to build a road from 
Xinjiang to Tibet through eastern Kashmir. India 
fought China to obstruct the common border 
between China and Pakistan.

Moreover, because of the effect of cyberspace and 
new media, Kashmir, like Palestine, fires hatred 
among millions, putting a solution to its tangle of 
problems further out of reach. The very technolo-
gies that defeat geography also have the capability 
of enhancing geography’s importance. The subcon-
tinent is a blunt geographical fact, but defining its 
borders will go on indefinitely.

Conclusion
Without a doubt, while India overwhelmingly 
dominates the subcontinent, the subcontinent’s 
frontiers are, in a geographical sense, subtle transi-
tion zones that have allowed for other, smaller 
states to establish themselves. And because these 
other states, precisely because they occupy these 
transition zones, are often prone to ethnic, sec-
tarian and regional divisions, they are also, in 
turn, prone to radical and unstable politics. Thus, 
India is stuck with neighbors that are volatile and 
dysfunctional, even as Indian history shows a long 
tradition of dominance over this entire region. 
Whereas Chinese dynasties of old almost com-
pletely fall within the current borders of China, the 
dynasties to which India is heir, as we have seen, 
do not. Thus, India looks toward Afghanistan and 
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its other outlying regions with less serenity than 
does China toward its outlying regions, or shadow 
zones. India is a regional power to the degree that 
it is entrapped by this geography; it is a potential 
great power to the degree that it can get beyond it.

This millennia-old imperial history is something 
that Indian elites feel deeply about, whether or 
not they are intimate with all the details. For even 
as Americans separate Eurasia into smaller and 
more manageable geographical areas, Indians 
see the supercontinent holistically, so that both 
Afghanistan and China are part of one integrated 
map in which every place affects every place else. 
The United States should think likewise.
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