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Significance of Soft Power in South Asia: The
Case of Kashmir
Nadia Sajjad
Abstract
Traditional tactics and policymaking tools had been based on hard
power. Globalization and interdependence among countries have
changed the nature of power politics. Every country is dependent on
other countries for the fulfillment of its objectives and survival. Soft
power was coined by Joseph Nye in the 1990s and has been smartly
used by states in gaining their policy objectives. India uses soft
power through public diplomacy, culture, art, film industry which
has had attracted a lot of attention and investments from foreign
countries: that is that the Indian soft power, specifically with regard
to the economic and cultural aspects of policy, plays a strong role in
projecting Kashmir issue in the developed world and at the UNSC.
Indian foreign policy towards IIOJK, Pakistan, and the other
regional countries has been based on discrimination, strong
posturing, hostility, and brutality to further its hegemonic designs.
Pakistan, although a very important country in the region and a
representative of the Muslim countries, is not utilizing its soft power
effectively. This paper suggests that, for Pakistan, proper
implementation of the soft power agenda requires political will,
training, availability of the resources, strong diplomacy and other
tools like media, press, values and culture promotion, and film
industry, tourism, and other important factors that have not been
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presented to the international community to counterbalance Indian
soft power and to build a strong vote bank in favor of the Kashmir
cause. The international community is not supporting our stance
openly on the Kashmir issue due to a lack of comprehensive soft
power policy on our end.
Keywords: Soft Power, Diplomacy, Propaganda, International
Community, Kashmir.
Introduction: The Subject Matter of Soft Power
The world is neither unipolar, multipolar, nor chaotic—it is
all three at the same time.”
― Joseph S. Nye Jr., The Future of Power
The subject matter of soft power initiated a debate in international
politics immediately after the adoption of the agenda of New
Millennium by the UN General Assembly with a core target of
fostering human dignity and international peace through progress
and prosperity. The concept of soft power not only alters human
behavior but brings development softness in socioeconomic
conditions. Therefore, power is an ability to affect others to achieve
the desired targets and helps to achieve pre-determined objectives.
Almost all the renowned scholars of International Relations since
primitive to the modern age, from Thucydides and Machiavelli to
Foucault, considered power as a key to International Political
Relations. It is also an important factor in influencing behavior or
outcomes.
Theoretical Framework
Soft power is not a new concept in international relations; it was
coined by Joseph Nye in the late 1990s. Nye differentiated three
types of power: the first type of power is the use of force to
influence other nations through coercion or threats; the second type
comprises of a rewards system by offering military aid, grants, and
other rewards; and the third type covers the hearts and minds
88
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approach.1 Soft power tools are intangible components of power like
culture, ideology, diplomacy which currently are considered as the
most powerful tools in contrast to the traditional hard power. Three
major sources of soft power, explained by Joseph Nye, are public
diplomacy, popular culture and a country’s foreign policy.2
Role of Soft Power in International Relations
The major role of soft power in international relations is
acknowledged and practiced by many countries in the form of
culture, education, foreign policy, business and other tools for
achieving their desired policy goals.3 traditional diplomacy is being
used by private individuals and groups through various tactics and
techniques like communication, memorandums of understanding
(MoU) with stakeholder associations and organizations and
individuals, foreign governments to influence their behavior. It has
served to advance the national interests of states through
understanding, informing, and influencing foreign audiences around
the world. The public diplomacy as an instrument of soft power has
also been used by states in projecting their image.
Pakistan and Kashmir: A Case for Soft Power
A seminar held at the Institute of Strategic Studies Islamabad (ISSI)
on “Soft Power of Pakistan” in which it was comprehended that
Pakistan needs to use both a combination of hard and soft power:
initiatives need to be taken in the promotion of its rich cultural
heritage, sports, festive food, musical events and acknowledgment
of the achievers at different forums. Emphasis must be given to
women’s empowerment and encouragement in different fields.
Humanitarian and relief activities like Chippa and other Edhi
contributions to humanity need to be highlighted at the international
1

Joseph S. Nye, "Soft Power," Foreign Policy, no. 80 (1990): 3, doi:10.2307/1148580.
Snow, Nancy, and Philip M. Taylor. Routledge Handbook of Public Diplomacy, 1st ed. (London:
Routledge, 2008), 166-67.
3
Nicolae Haneş & Adriana Andrei, "Culture as Soft Power in International Relations," International
conference Knowledge-Based Organization 21, no. 1 (2015): 36, doi:10.1515/kbo-2015-0005.
2
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level through electronic and press media. Last but not least
Education science and technology is the only solution through which
we can compete with the world through smart policies. 4
In a workshop held at Islamabad Policy Research Institute (IPRI) on
“Potential of Pakistan’s Soft Power and Public Diplomacy”, General
(R) Asif Yasin Malik, former Secretary of Defense, stated that
Pakistani people possess and are utilizing soft power domestically
and internationally but this kind of power is neglected by the
political elites since 1947. This is the age of soft power and public
diplomacy due to globalization and interdependence among nations
of the world. Pakistan has a rich cultural heritage, military strength,
nuclear capability, and vast population with different cultures,
religions, festivals, and natural plus agricultural resources through
which we can maximize our soft power tendencies. Pakistan needs
to protect and project its real and true image of a peaceful and secure
state where everyone lives peacefully without any discrimination.
India has been very successful in promoting its soft image through
investing in different policies and programs. Pakistan’s weak soft
power projection is due to the fact that not much seriousness is
given to that area of policymaking. The public diplomacy is
nowadays considered a smart policy tool in achieving many policy
objectives at different forums.5 Ravale Mohydin stated that Pakistan
appears to be very low and slow in soft power application. Reasons
for ineffective soft power are weak diplomatic measures, rare
utilization of the available resources, mismanagement of the
situations, and irregular priorities. National leaders set these values,
priorities, and goals which determine how a country would behave.
Other Muslim countries are working hard to develop their soft

Qasim Mustafa, Kasif Mumtaz, & Ahmad N. Salik, "Seminar Report on “Pakistan’s soft power”,"
Institute of Stategic Studies Islamabad | Just Another WordPress Site, last modified November 5, 2016,
https://issi.org.pk/pakistans-soft-power/
5
Khalid Chandio, "Potential of Pakistan’s Soft Power and Public Diplomacy: Islamabad Policy
Research Institute," Islamabad Policy Research Institute, last modified October 17, 2016.
https://ipripak.org/potential-of-pakistans-soft-power-and-public-diplomacy/
4
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image abroad like Turkey keeping religion and other factors side by
side.
After the post-Cold War, no such programs and diplomatic products
were planned for creating the soft image of Pakistan internationally.
The main reason behind that was the policy and agendas of the
leaders in that period lacked vision and priorities had not been set
according to international policies regarding soft power. PM Imran
Khan set Pakistan’s agenda at United Nations in 2019 and
highlighted national values; has been addressing the Pakistani
diaspora considering them a valuable and concrete asset for
strengthening Pakistan’s soft image abroad. He has also shown
solidarity with Muslim countries and raised his voice against brutal
killings and human rights violations in Kashmir at different forums.6
The Uri incident led Indian policy-makers towards a more
aggressive approach towards Pakistan than before. Pakistan always
feels that the international community s has adopted a
discriminatory attitude towards Pakistan in the Indian context. Being
a neighbour of India and without good relations since inception, the
policy-makers of Pakistan have been investing more in security and
defense, with little attention to soft power projection through art,
education, cultural exchange and diplomacy. Pakistan’s crackdown
against terrorist groups and its role in the infamous War on Terror
has further harmed its image abroad when these very actions were
taken for making the world a better place to live in –according to
Western standards.
Soft Power and PM Imran Khan’s Kashmir Policy
Imran Khan’s bent towards soft power became visible soon after he
came to power. His main emphasis has been on promoting cultural
diplomacy, tourism development and optimal utilization of national
6

Ravale Mohydin, "Latent Soft Power,"
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resources. Easing visa regime is a commendable step along with
different campaigns for the promotion of Pakistani music, art,
landscape, culture, people, and food. According to the Foreign
Minister of Pakistan Shah Mehmood Qureshi, the country’s image
over the years has been wrongly portrayed by international media;
mainly on issues like corruption, insecurity and instability, and AlQaida and terrorism have been linked to Pakistan and the pressure of
doing more. Recently, the Pulwama suicide attack, following a clash
over Kashmir, has further deteriorated the relations between India
and Pakistan and also gave a setback to Pakistan’s attempts
regarding soft image building internationally. PM Modi in his
statements focused and proposed for India to engage in dialogue
because the resolution of Kashmir is not possible without it and
understanding by all the stakeholders. In response, Khan’s smart
decision of releasing the invading Indian pilot was a gesture and
acknowledgment of Pakistan’s efforts towards peace with India.7
Major stakeholders dealing with national peace and security matters
and the major national political parties of the country’s opposition,
PML (N), PML (Q), and PPP supported the government’s policies
on soft power; in a joint statement, it was declared that the only key
to deal with inter-state problems and enhancing Pakistan’s image
globally is soft or smart power. However, leaders of India had
always been clouded by hard power in their minds while dealing
with Pakistan in any matter whatsoever. Modi’s definition of soft
power is also hard power and includes a radical expansionist
ideology, majoritarian dictatorship, and suppression of minorities
has led people to resist and protest against the oppressive state
power.
Need for Pakistan to Strengthen its Soft Power
Pakistan needs to strengthen its diplomatic means and strategies
because it is the age of globalization and interdependence. Countries
7

Hajira Maryum, "Is Pakistan Reviving its Soft-Power?,” The Diplomat, March 9, 2019,
https://thediplomat.com/2019/03/is-pakistan-reviving-its-soft-power/ .
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today need to adopt policies and agendas to attract the international
community which helps in molding other countries’ behavior and in
achieving the desired policy objectives.
Maleeha Lodhi represented Pakistan at the Soft Power Summit,
organized by Brand Finance in London, in which speakers
highlighted a rich debate around the Global Soft Power Index 2020,
and a report was issued as well. The study was conducted on the
discerning seven soft power pillars, i.e., business and trade,
governance, international relations, culture, heritage, media and
communication, and education and science. Pakistan figures among
the bottom 10, at 53 out of 60. Pakistan needs to convey a positive
image abroad by organizing events projecting a rich cultural heritage
through different plans and programs like Pakistan’s role in UN
peacekeeping missions and contributions to global peace and
security.8
Indian Smart Power and Implications for Kashmir
An armed revolt has been going on against illegal Indian occupation
in the region, claiming tens of thousands of lives. Since Narendra
Modi came to power, with his hard power policies towards Pakistan,
things have gone very wrong for Kashmir. Pakistan was blamed for
attacks on the Indian airbase in Pathankot in the northern state of
Punjab and also for the suicide attack on 40 soldiers held.9 . Modi
also canceled a regional summit to be held in Islamabad in 2017.
After removing Mehbooba Mufti of the People's Democratic Party
from power in June 2018 Jammu and Kashmir have been under
direct rule from Delhi. India has always propagated Pakistan to be
responsible for the cause of unrest and of supporting militant groups
in Kashmir. The revocation of Article 370 on 5 August 2019 by the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) government further deteriorated the
situation and wreaked havoc on the lives of the Kashmiri people.
8

Maleeha Lodhi, "Why Soft Power is Pivotal," Dawn, last modified April 6, 2020,
https://www.dawn.com/news/1546838.
9
"Why India and Pakistan Fight over Kashmir," BBC News, last modified August 8, 2019,
https://www.bbc.com/news/10537286.

93

IJKS: Vol. 3 - No. 1/2021
Nadia Sajjad: Significance of Soft Power in South Asia: The Case of Kashmir
______________________________________________________________________________________________

Before it happened, all communications lines were cut off, former
chief ministers of the area were placed under house arrest, and
foreign tourists were told to vacate the area. Pakistan condemned
these measures but India responded with a statement that referred to
Kashmir as an internal matter but in reality, this act was just to
change the demographic status of the state of Jammu and Kashmir
by allowing citizens of India to acquire land and property in
Kashmir.
Even after these horrendous human rights violations in Kashmir,
India has a positive image internationally due to widespread
diaspora, rich culture, film industry, and a huge market which has
contributed positively to making the position of the country strong
abroad. India has also been enhancing its soft power through
political institutions and civil society
Through smart diplomacy and foreign investments, India is engaged
with Iran, Afghanistan, Gulf countries, and China; no one is ready to
take the risk of losing ties with an economically benefitting country
as the cost of favoring Pakistan on the Kashmir issue. The United
States of America needs India due to its powerful geostrategic
position in South Asia and to contain China in the region. The
international community needs to realize the importance of Pakistan
without which peace is not possible in the region and to
acknowledge the sacrifices and sufferings this country has faced
since 9/11. Again, Pakistan needs to thoroughly focus on its
available soft power options by prioritizing mainly human rights,
woman empowerment, education, cultural diplomacy, democratic
governance, and less focus on security and defense issues, as far as
global outreach is concerned.10
India is fully backed by the US and Israel in its offensive approach
towards Pakistan and Kashmir. Permanent members of the UNSC
support India in all its brutal activities in Kashmir and never play an
Nayab Fatima, "Pakistan’s Soft Power Problem – South Asian Voices," South Asian Voices, last
modified January 5, 2017, https://southasianvoices.org/pakistans-soft-power-problem/.
10
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influential role in implementing UN resolutions regarding Kashmir.
India is consistently viewed by western countries as major economic
and an ideal partner for containing China.11
It is a fact that India’s successes in soft power are very effective
against Pakistan and that is what causes setbacks for Pakistan in
achieving any considerable support regarding the resolution of the
Kashmir issue. Calling Pakistan, a terrorist state and an agency of
human rights volition defame its image internationally and to a great
extent, the policy of demonizing Pakistan has been a very practical
one. India’s skillful diplomacy and soft power tactics are going so
well. Policymakers of India tactfully bypass the democratic political
system and initiate negative and repressive policies targeted
specifically at Muslim minorities, in mainland India and Kashmir,
while hiding all internal problems like poverty, hunger, and
corruption from international media.12
The Eyewash of India’s Soft Power: Old Tactics, New Strategies
Modi’s anti-Pakistan strategies and policies and his directions to
government officials are tantamount to wrapping old contents in
modern covers. Indian media is fully controlled by the government;
no one is allowed to say any word against Hinduism or Hindutva
and any such statements are faced with strict actions. Furthermore,
the Muslim community is portrayed on media as enemies. Muslim
rituals, celebrations, and festivals are mostly projected negatively.
The study shows that India uses its media only for gaining its selfish
hegemonic objectives and defaming Pakistan by linking it with
terrorist groups. India’s so-called fake soft power strategies are used
for molding the behavior of western powers and in return, they
tacitly allow a continuation in its brutal activities in the region, most
importantly in Kashmir. In short, Modi is using soft power strategy
11

Nasim Zehra, "Can Pakistan Force Indian Recoil?," The News International: Latest News Breaking,
Pakistan News, last modified December 29, 2019, https://www.thenews.com.pk/tns/detail/589535-canpakistan-force-indian-recoil.
12
Zafar A. Chaudhry, "Growth of Soft Power," Daily Times, last modified October 25, 2019,
https://dailytimes.com.pk/489631/growth-of-soft-power/.
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as a weapon of foreign policy to destabilize South Asia and disturb
the demographic stability in the region by making the lives of the
Kashmiris miserable.13
Post-August 5, 2019 Efforts by Pakistan
Kashmir’s special status has been changed since the revocation of
Article 370 by the Indian government on August 5, 2019. This
decision abrogated the United Nations Resolutions on Kashmir and
it was also against the bilateral understanding between India and
Pakistan previously held at Simla and Lahore. From that day IOJ&K
community has faced several problems like illegal detentions,
human rights violations, lockdowns, bad communications systems,
and hurdles in accessing human rights facilities. The decision is
linked to the death of Burhan Wani in 2016; the Pakistan
government protested and raised the issue at international forums
through press and diplomacy that helped in the internationalization
of the issue. Since 1971, the Kashmir issue was discussed for the
first time on the floor of the United Nations Security Council
(UNSC) with the support of China but the forum reached a
disagreement on releasing a joint statement after the meeting. After
the speech of Prime Minister Imran Khan at the UN General
Assembly in which he expressed his willingness for dialogue and
negotiations regarding the resolution of Kashmir Issue, United
States President Donald Trump also had offered his mediating and
facilitating role between India and Pakistan on the concerned issue.
Furthermore, the Foreign Minister of Pakistan wrote a letter to
United Nations Security Council (UNSC) to bring their attention to
the vulnerable situation on the Line of Control (LOC). Both China
and Pakistan requested UNSC for United Nations Military
Observers Group (UNMOGIP) formation to present its report based
on observations and facts regarding the situation in Kashmir.

13

Syed M. Ali, Arshi S. Hashmi, & Javeria Farooqi, "Use of Soft Power by India as a Strategic
Weapon: Media’s Manipulation," NDU Journal Vol. 32, no. 1 (2018): 1-14,
https://prdb.pk/article/use-of-soft-power-by-india-as-a-strategic-weapon-media-s-4134.
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Kashmir was discussed for the third time within the UNSC in
January 2020. This time, the meeting was also held in the backdrop
of a new Citizen Amendment Act (CAA) in India that essentially
discriminates against its Muslim citizens and has received a largely
critical reception globally. India again managed to thwart this
attempt with the help of France that opposed China’s attempt to
bring Kashmir up for deliberation. UNSC has emerged as the newest
forum for India and Pakistan to discuss diplomatically Kashmir,
LOC, and other issues. Pakistan’s efforts on the international
political level failed to bring about any significant contribution
towards the resolution of Kashmir. Diplomatic efforts from the
prime minister’s speech to the foreign minister’s letter and the US
offer for mediation have at least brought some considerable attention
towards atrocities and human rights violations in Kashmir and to
expose India’s true face to the world.
Conclusion
The creation of Pakistan was based on the ideology of Islam. Islamic
teachings are enriched with the politics of diplomacy and soft power
strategies, and it provided guidance in every field including war and
peace; so, like other progressive countries, Pakistan can also enact
its internal and external policies to promote of soft power. The
incident of 9/11 and Pakistan’s efforts as a frontline state in a war
against terrorism is exemplary; although Pakistan suffered great
monetary and human losses. It was the failure of policymakers that
the clear and true image of Pakistan was not conveyed to the world.
Lack of smart diplomacy, propaganda mechanisms, and a positive
role by the media caused harm to the country’s image. Today India
is calling Pakistan a terrorist state, why? How a country that had
fought a war against terrorism, scarified several lives, suffered
institutional and infrastructure decay; whose law-and-order situation
deteriorated in many areas while targeting terrorist camps can be a
terrorist state? It is very unfortunate for Pakistan that due to India’s
false propaganda drive the world could never know what the real
97
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face of Pakistan is, what are the capabilities and achievements in
different fields like education, sports, science and technology, etc.
Kashmir is a beautiful region known as ‘Heaven on Earth’, covering
around 86,000 sq. miles. Mountains, lakes, rivers, and natural
resources are in abundance Kashmir issue was active even before the
independence of India and Pakistan and as per the partition plan of
the Indian Independence Act, Kashmir was free to accede either
with India or Pakistan. Maharaja Hari Singh joined India in October
1947 against the will of the people. Soon after its annexation, a war
on Kashmir began. India took the case to the UN which
recommended holding a plebiscite in the valley but the two
countries refused to demilitarize the region before the referendum
could be held. In July, an agreement was signed by both the
countries and a ceasefire line was demarcated by the UN as the line
dividing the region. Both fought the second war on Kashmir in 1965
and another subsidiary war in 1999 at Kargil. According to Pakistan,
it was a defensive strategy that ultimately led to conflict at the Line
of Control (LOC). Today India and Pakistan both claim Kashmir but
in parts recognized internationally as "Indian-administered Kashmir"
and "Pakistan-administered Kashmir".
Pakistan has offered several times to India for initiating a dialogue
process on the Kashmir issue which has always been considered as
Pakistan’s weakness whereas Pakistan is committed to representing
the Kashmir issue globally. Pakistan’s diplomatic efforts affirmed
that Kashmir is an internationally disputed area that needs resolution
on par with international law and UN resolutions. Indian media
aggravated the issue by portraying Modi’s stance as legal and
heroic; whereas, Pakistani media and press criticized the PTI
government for not achieving any solid stance and called out the
government’s policy on Kashmir as a total failure. It shows the
difference in the acceptability of the Kashmir issue in the two
countries involved. Muslim countries are divided and have never
been united on any issue related to Palestine and Kashmir. Arab
League and the OIC never play any vital role in solving or even
98

IJKS: Vol. 3 - No. 1/2021
Nadia Sajjad: Significance of Soft Power in South Asia: The Case of Kashmir
______________________________________________________________________________________________

raising proper voice at the international level. China has supported
Pakistan at every forum on the Kashmir issue while the United
States has remained silent except for a one-time offer of mediating.
With India, the economic interests of many big players are aligned;
but Pakistan has always been sought for Taliban and terrorismrelated matters and Indians are lobbying for it.
For centuries, policymakers have used both hard and soft power for
achieving national objectives. Pakistan is not too successful in this
regard due to a lack of diplomatic resources and a strong agenda
mostly. It has been shown in this paper how cultural diplomacy
plays an important role in turning economic and political situations
to a country’s advantage; for example, India. History shows that
smart policy makers are engaged in creating soft image abroad
through various means like language, exhibitions, exchange
programs and India in this regard played very well with is cultural
diplomacy, economic development and trade relations, and global
outreach.
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