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The 1971 war is the shortest, sharpest war in India's history — thirteen days, two fronts, and a
surrender the world had not seen since 1945. For UPSC, it sits at the crossing of three syllabus
areas: modern history (GS-I), international relations (GS-II), and internal security. Examiners love
it because it tests judgment, not memory: why India waited eight months before fighting, how
diplomacy and force worked together, and what the Shimla Agreement still means for Kashmir
today.

This book covers the military story in full: the road to war, the race to Dhaka, the western front,
the naval war, the surrender, and the peace that followed. The political story of Bangladesh's birth
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— the language movement, the genocide, the refugees — is covered in our companion book on
the Bangladesh Liberation of 1971; here we touch it only where it explains a military decision.

Part I: The Road to War — Why 1971 Became Inevitable

1. 1. East Pakistan's Breaking Point

Pakistan  was  always  two  countries  stitched  into  one.  A  thousand  miles  of  Indian  territory
separated its western and eastern wings, and power sat firmly in the west — in the army, the
bureaucracy, and the budget. When the Awami League won a clear majority in the 1970 elections,
the west refused to hand over power. Talks collapsed through early 1971. By March, East Pakistan
was in open defiance: strikes, demonstrations, and a parallel administration taking shape under
Sheikh Mujibur Rahman. For UPSC, this is the root cause to state first in any answer on 1971 —
the war did not begin with a border incident; it began with a political failure in Islamabad. The full
story of the language movement, the six points, and the 1970 verdict belongs to our companion
book on the Bangladesh Liberation; what matters here is that by late March 1971, Pakistan's army
had decided to solve a political problem with force.

The numbers behind the breakup are worth memorising. The Awami League won 160 of East
Pakistan's 162 National Assembly seats — a clear all-Pakistan majority in the 313-seat house. Yet
President Yahya Khan postponed the assembly session, and Bhutto in the west declared he would
boycott  it.  Mujib's  six-point  programme,  demanding real  provincial  autonomy,  was treated in
Islamabad  as  a  cover  for  secession.  When  talks  failed,  the  army  moved  in.  For  UPSC,  this
sequence is the classic case of a democratic verdict denied: elections held, results rejected, and a
political dispute converted into a military one. Every war has a political fuse, and this was it.

2. 2. Operation Searchlight and the Refugee Flood

On  the  night  of  25  March  1971,  the  Pakistan  Army  launched  Operation  Searchlight  —  a
crackdown on Dhaka's university, police lines, and Awami League strongholds. What followed was
months  of  killings  across  East  Pakistan.  The  figures  are  disputed  and  politically  charged:
Bangladesh's official position cites three million dead; independent scholars put the toll far lower,
in  the  hundreds  of  thousands.  UPSC expects  you to  handle  this  carefully  — attribute,  never
assert. What is not disputed is the human wave it produced: roughly ten million refugees crossed
into  India,  a  figure  widely  cited  by  Indian  and international  sources.  They  poured  into  West
Bengal, Assam, Meghalaya, and Tripura — in Tripura, refugees soon outnumbered locals. This
single  fact  converted a  neighbour's  internal  crisis  into India's  national  emergency,  and every
Indian decision after April 1971 flows from it.

The camps India built became some of the largest refugee settlements in history — sprawling
tent cities in West Bengal, Assam, Meghalaya, and Tripura, where in some districts refugees soon
outnumbered  the  local  population.  Cholera  and  malnutrition  stalked  the  camps  through the
monsoon. Foreign journalists and visiting parliamentarians carried the images abroad, and world
opinion began to turn against Islamabad. India argued, with growing force, that Pakistan had
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exported its internal war across the border. For the exam, remember the mechanism: atrocity
produced refugees, refugees produced an unbearable burden, and the burden produced India's
case for war. It is the clearest modern example of how a neighbour's internal repression becomes
another country's security crisis.

3. 3. The Refugee Burden: India's Economic Case for Action

Ten million people need food,  shelter,  and medicine every single day.  India set  up sprawling
refugee camps along the border, and the cost mounted into hundreds of crores of rupees at a
time when India's own economy was fragile. International aid came, but slowly and far short of
the need. This is a favourite UPSC angle: the war is often framed as humanitarian, but India's case
in 1971 was also cold economics — the refugee burden was bleeding the exchequer, and the
government argued that a short war would cost less than an endless refugee crisis. When you
write answers, pair the moral argument with the economic one; examiners reward the candidate
who sees both. The camps also became recruiting grounds and sanctuaries for the resistance,
which  meant  the  border  could  never  be  sealed  — another  reason New Delhi  concluded the
problem had to be solved at its source, in Dhaka.

The burden was not only financial. In Tripura, a small state, the arrival of over a million refugees
permanently altered its demography and politics — an effect still  visible today. In Assam and
West  Bengal,  competition  for  land,  jobs,  and  relief  strained  local  communities.  New  Delhi
calculated that feeding and housing ten million people indefinitely would cost far more than a
short, sharp war — and that the camps, sitting on the border, would inevitably become bases for
the resistance, inviting Pakistani retaliation. This is why India's diplomats spent 1971 telling the
world that the refugee problem had only one solution: conditions inside East Pakistan had to
change.  When writing answers,  use  this  as  your  example  of  how humanitarian crises  create
strategic imperatives.

4. 4. Mukti Bahini: India's Training and Support

The Mukti Bahini — the "liberation force" — grew out of defecting Bengali soldiers, police, and
student volunteers.  From April–May 1971,  India began training,  arming,  and sheltering these
guerrillas  in  camps  along  the  border,  under  a  programme  run  by  the  Indian  Army.  Tens  of
thousands of fighters were put through crash courses in sabotage, ambush, and demolition, then
sent back across the border to bleed the Pakistan Army: blowing up bridges, cutting rail lines, and
forcing Pakistani troops to guard everywhere at once. By November, the guerrillas were operating
almost as light infantry alongside Indian formations.  For the exam, remember the sequence:
covert support first (April–November), open war later (December). This sequencing is exactly what
UPSC tests  — India's  strategy was to  weaken Pakistan's  Eastern Command for  eight  months
before striking. The political leadership of the resistance, the Mujibnagar government of 17 April
1971, is covered in the companion Bangladesh Liberation book.

The support was systematic. Defecting Bengali officers from the Pakistan Army formed the core,
and  training  camps  along  the  Indian  border  turned  volunteers  into  guerrillas  organised
eventually into eleven sectors covering all of East Pakistan. The programme — run by the Indian
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Army — supplied weapons, explosives, radios, and medical support, and Indian officers advised
sector commanders. By autumn, the Mukti Bahini could mount battalion-sized operations and
was  tying  down  tens  of  thousands  of  Pakistani  troops  in  guard  duties.  For  UPSC,  note  the
doctrine: India used the guerrillas to weaken and fix the enemy for eight months, then sent in
conventional forces against an already exhausted opponent. It is the textbook case of irregular
and regular warfare sequenced correctly.

5. 5. The US–China–Pakistan Axis

India's hardest problem in 1971 was not Pakistan's army — it was the great-power lineup behind
it. President Nixon and his adviser Henry Kissinger were using Pakistan as the secret channel for
America's  opening  to  China;  Kissinger's  famous  July  1971  trip  to  Beijing  was  staged  from
Islamabad. Washington therefore tilted hard toward Pakistan, continuing military supplies and
diplomatic  cover.  China,  Pakistan's  close ally,  issued warnings and was expected to rattle  the
Himalayan border to distract India. So New Delhi faced a real fear: fight Pakistan, and you might
end up fighting American pressure and Chinese intervention too. UPSC frequently frames 1971 as
a Cold War case study — India's answer to this lineup was the Soviet treaty (next topic) and a war
plan built around speed: finish the job in the east before outside powers could intervene. Note
the date for Kissinger's Beijing trip — July 1971 — it  explains the urgency of everything that
followed in August.

The American tilt had a personal edge — Nixon's private contempt for Indira Gandhi is a matter
of declassified record — but its roots were strategic: Pakistan was the secret channel for the US
opening to China, and Washington would not jeopardise it. American arms continued to flow to
Pakistan, and the Seventh Fleet's carrier group was eventually sent into the Bay of Bengal as a
signal.  China,  remembering 1962,  issued warnings through 1971 and was expected to create
trouble  on  the  Himalayan  border.  India  therefore  faced  the  nightmare  scenario:  a  two-front
diplomatic  war on top of  a two-front military one.  The lesson for GS-II  answers:  great-power
alignments constrain regional  wars,  and India's  entire  1971 strategy — the Soviet  treaty,  the
December  timing,  the  thirteen-day  blitz  —  was  designed  to  beat  the  clock  before  those
alignments could bite.

6. 6. The Indo-Soviet Treaty, 9 August 1971

On  9  August  1971,  India  and  the  Soviet  Union  signed  the  Treaty  of  Peace,  Friendship  and
Cooperation in New Delhi.  Its  heart  was Article IX:  if  either country faced attack or threat of
attack, the two would consult immediately and take steps to remove the threat. In plain terms, it
was an insurance policy — Moscow would shield India from American and Chinese pressure. The
treaty transformed the strategic picture within weeks of signing: the USSR began vetoing Western
ceasefire resolutions at the UN, rushed military supplies to India, and later trailed the American
carrier  group in  the  Bay  of  Bengal  with  its  own submarines.  For  UPSC,  this  is  the  textbook
example of how a diplomatic instrument enables a military outcome. Contrast it with Panchsheel
(1954): where Panchsheel was idealism, the 1971 treaty was hard-nosed realism. Examiners often
ask whether the treaty compromised non-alignment — the standard answer is that India bent
non-alignment without breaking it, using the treaty as a shield, not a leash.
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The treaty was signed in New Delhi on 9 August 1971 and ran for twenty years. Its Article IX —
immediate mutual consultation if either party faced attack or the threat of it — was deliberately
modelled on deterrence: it told Washington and Beijing that threatening India meant confronting
Moscow. Within weeks, Soviet military supplies began flowing faster, and Soviet diplomats made
clear at the UN that no ceasefire would be imposed before India finished its task. Note for the
exam that India had already been buying Soviet equipment for a decade — MiG-21s, T-55 tanks,
missile boats — so the treaty formalised an existing relationship rather than inventing one. The
standard UPSC question asks whether the treaty ended non-alignment; the accepted answer is
that India used it as a shield for a specific crisis, then returned to its independent line.

7. 7. Manekshaw's Counsel: Why India Waited

In  April  1971,  with  refugees  flooding  in  and  tempers  running  high,  the  cabinet  discussed
immediate military action. Army Chief General Sam Manekshaw advised waiting — and gave hard
professional  reasons.  First,  the  monsoon  (June–September)  turns  East  Pakistan's  river-delta
terrain  into a  swamp where tanks cannot  move and infantry  wades.  Second,  in  summer the
Himalayan passes are open, which meant China could intervene and India's mountain divisions
were tied down in the north; by December the passes close under snow, freeing those divisions
for  the  east.  Third,  India  needed  months  to  train  the  Mukti  Bahini,  stockpile  supplies,  and
complete  its  own  preparations.  The  government  accepted  his  advice,  and  the  war  was
deliberately timed for early December. This is one of the most-tested episodes of 1971: it shows
civil-military relations working as they should — the political  leadership set the objective,  the
military chief set the timing. Remember the logic chain: monsoon, mountains, preparation. Quote
no dramatic lines in the exam; state the reasoning.

Manekshaw's  reasoning  deserves  to  be  learned  point  by  point,  because  UPSC  asks  about  it
directly. The monsoon argument: East Pakistan's rivers flood from June to September, turning the
delta into a defender's paradise where Indian armour could not move. The mountains argument:
in  summer  the  Himalayan  passes  are  open,  so  China  could  intervene  and  India's  mountain
divisions were pinned in the north — by December, snow closes the passes and those divisions
are free. The preparation argument: India needed months to train the Mukti Bahini, move three
corps to the east, stockpile ammunition, and let the harvest come in. Manekshaw, who became
India's  first  Field  Marshal  in  January  1973,  is  remembered  here  not  for  aggression  but  for
professional patience — the rarest military virtue, and the one that made victory possible.

8. 8. Indira Gandhi's Diplomatic Offensive

Through October and November 1971, Prime Minister Indira Gandhi toured Western capitals —
Britain, France, West Germany, and the United States — to explain India's position before a shot
was fired in open war. The message was consistent: India had absorbed ten million refugees, the
world had done little, and Pakistan's military solution had failed. The Washington leg, including a
difficult meeting with Nixon in early November, changed nothing — America stayed with Pakistan.
But  the  tour  served its  purpose:  when war  came in  December,  no  major  power  could  claim
surprise,  and  India  had  placed  its  case  on  the  record.  For  answers,  this  is  your  example  of

UPSC Hub • Free UPSC Study Material Page 8 of 35



diplomacy as the handmaiden of strategy — India fought only after it had shown the world that
every other road was closed. Pair this with the Soviet treaty: one track bought insurance, the
other bought legitimacy.

The tour's timing was as deliberate as the war's. Fresh from her massive March 1971 election
victory  on  the  "Garibi  Hatao"  platform,  Indira  Gandhi  carried  unusual  political  authority  into
Western  capitals  through  October  and  November  1971.  In  each  capital  the  message  was
identical: India had taken ten million refugees, the world had sent sympathy instead of solutions,
and Pakistan's military crackdown had failed. The Americans, locked into their China channel,
refused to  press  Pakistan.  But  the  tour  achieved its  real  purpose — when war  broke out  in
December, India could show it had exhausted diplomacy first. For Mains answers, this is your
illustration  of  the  principle  that  force  is  most  legitimate  when  it  is  visibly  the  last  resort.
Diplomacy did not prevent the war; it licensed it.

9. 9. November Skirmishes: Boyra and the Undeclared War

By November 1971, the war had effectively begun without being declared. Indian forces were
operating inside East Pakistan in support of the Mukti Bahini, and border clashes flared daily. On
22 November, over the Boyra salient, Indian Gnats shot down three Pakistani Sabres in a sharp air
battle — a public signal that the Indian Air Force owned the eastern skies. Pakistani armour and
artillery duels multiplied along the border through late November. Islamabad read these clashes
as provocation; New Delhi read them as preemption. UPSC rarely asks about Boyra directly, but
the episode matters for a subtle point: the formal war of 3 December did not erupt from peace —
it erupted from a month-long undeclared war. When Pakistan launched its preemptive air strikes
on 3 December, it was striking at an Indian military machine already deployed, already blooded,
and already waiting.

By late November, Indian formations were operating inside East Pakistan in significant strength,
fighting alongside the Mukti  Bahini  in what both sides understood was war in all  but  name.
Pakistan protested to the United Nations; India denied nothing and explained nothing. The Boyra
clash on 22 November — four Indian Gnats against Pakistani Sabres, three Sabres shot down —
was  reported  openly  and  celebrated  in  India  as  proof  of  air  dominance.  This  twilight  phase
matters  for  a  precise  exam  point:  when  Pakistan  launched  its  "preemptive"  strikes  on  3
December, it was not striking a peacetime India but an India already mobilised, already deployed,
and already fighting. The formal declaration changed the legal status of the war, not its military
reality. Remember Boyra as the battle that announced the IAF's supremacy a fortnight before the
war officially began.

10. 10. India's War Plan Takes Shape

The Indian plan, drawn up under Eastern Army Commander Lt Gen J.S. Aurora with his chief of
staff Maj Gen J.F.R. Jacob, was built for speed. Three corps would thrust into East Pakistan along
multiple axes — from the west toward Jessore and Khulna, from the north toward Bogra and
Rangpur,  from the east  toward Comilla  and Chittagong — bypassing strongpoints,  racing for
Dhaka, and never letting the Pakistanis form a defensive line. The navy would blockade the coast
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so no reinforcements or supplies reached the east by sea. The air force would destroy the PAF in
the east  within  days  and then turn to  close  support.  In  the west,  India  would  stand on the
defensive, holding the border while launching limited offensives to keep Pakistan tied down. The
whole design rested on one insight: Pakistan's Eastern Command was a fortress with no back
door — cut off by a thousand miles of hostile territory, it could be strangled if India moved fast
enough. That is exactly what happened.

The plan was drawn at Eastern Command headquarters in Fort William, Calcutta, under Lt Gen J.S.
Aurora, with Maj Gen J.F.R. Jacob as the chief of staff who turned concept into detail. Its signature
was the refusal to fight for territory: Indian columns were ordered to bypass strongpoints, cut
roads,  seize  river  crossings  and  airfields,  and  race  for  Dhaka  —  leaving  isolated  Pakistani
garrisons to be mopped up later or to surrender when the capital fell. The navy and air force had
their own integrated tasks: blockade, air supremacy, airlift. For the exam, contrast this with 1965,
where offensives aimed at ground and stalled; in 1971, every formation aimed at Dhaka, and the
geometry of the campaign did the rest. It remains the model taught in Indian staff colleges for a
short, decisive campaign with limited aims.

Part II: The Eastern Front — The Race to Dhaka

11. 11. Pakistan's Eastern Command: Isolated and Outnumbered

Lt  Gen  A.A.K.  Niazi  commanded  Pakistan's  forces  in  the  east:  roughly  45,000  regular  troops
stiffened  by  paramilitary  units,  police,  and  local  Razakar  auxiliaries  —  the  total  that  would
eventually surrender came to about 93,000 men. On paper it looked formidable. In reality it was a
trap. The force was scattered in penny packets across dozens of border outposts, guarding every
crossing against the Mukti Bahini. It had one squadron of aircraft, no naval support worth the
name, and a supply line that ran 1,000 miles around India — by sea, through a blockade, or by air,
which the IAF would soon close. Niazi's strategy was to defend every inch of the border, which
meant defending nothing strongly. Against him, India massed three corps with armour, artillery,
and total air support, plus tens of thousands of Mukti Bahini guerrillas who knew every path and
village. The exam point: never count heads — count the geometry. Pakistan's Eastern Command
was outnumbered, outgunned, and cut off before the first shot.

Niazi took over the Eastern Command in April  1971 and inherited an impossible position. His
"fortress"  concept  ordered every  border  town held  to  the  last  round — which  dispersed his
strength across dozens of isolated posts, each too weak to stop a corps-level thrust and too far
apart to support each other. He kept almost no mobile reserve, so when Indian columns broke
through and bypassed his fortresses, there was nothing behind them except the road to Dhaka.
Ammunition, fuel, and spares could not be replaced once the blockade closed the sea and the IAF
closed  the  sky.  For  UPSC,  Niazi's  deployment  is  the  negative  example  to  set  against  India's:
defend everything, and you defend nothing. The surrender of 93,000 men was decided as much
by this deployment as by any battle.
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12. 12. The Air War in the East: The PAF's Lone Squadron Knocked Out

Pakistan had exactly one combat squadron in the east — No. 14 Squadron, flying Sabres from
Dhaka. The Indian Air Force hit it on the very first day of the war and never let up: the runway at
Dhaka was cratered, the Sabres were destroyed on the ground or driven into hiding, and within
days the PAF in the east had ceased to exist as a fighting force. What followed shows what air
supremacy buys a ground campaign.  IAF aircraft  ranged freely  over East  Pakistan — striking
troop  concentrations,  bridges,  and  supply  dumps,  flying  reconnaissance  that  tracked  every
Pakistani  move,  and dropping  paratroopers  and ferrying  troops  by  helicopter  behind  enemy
lines. Pakistani columns moved only by night, and even then the fear of air attack slowed them to
a crawl. For UPSC, this is the cleanest example in Indian military history of air power deciding a
land campaign's tempo. Contrast it with the west, where the air war stayed contested — the east
is where the IAF truly owned the sky.

The  destruction  of  the  PAF  in  the  east  was  methodical.  IAF  Hunters,  Gnats,  and  Canberra
bombers cratered the runways at Dhaka and Chittagong on the opening days, destroyed aircraft
on the ground, and then hunted anything that moved. With the skies clear, the IAF turned to
battlefield air support — breaking up Pakistani counterattacks, destroying artillery positions, and
flying the reconnaissance that let Indian commanders see the whole battlefield. Transport aircraft
and  helicopters  moved  troops  and  supplies  across  rivers  the  Pakistanis  had  counted  on  as
barriers. The exam point is the concept of air supremacy as a force multiplier: it did not win the
ground war by itself, but it made the ground war unwinnable for Pakistan. In the east, the IAF
flew thousands of sorties against negligible opposition — the most one-sided air campaign in the
subcontinent's history.

13. 13. Albert Ekka at Gangasagar

On 3 December 1971, near Gangasagar in the Agartala sector, Lance Naik Albert Ekka of the 14
Guards assaulted a Pakistani position that was holding up his battalion's advance. Wounded, he
kept going — clearing bunkers with grenades and his bayonet, silencing machine guns one after
another, until a burst of fire killed him. His actions broke the position open and let the battalion
through. Ekka was awarded the Param Vir Chakra posthumously. Remember three facts for the
exam: the rank (Lance Naik), the unit (14 Guards), and the place (Gangasagar, 3 December 1971).
Ekka's story also carries a wider point UPSC appreciates — the 1971 war was fought by soldiers
from every corner of India, and the PVC list that year reads like a map of the country: a Jharkhandi
guardsman, a Punjabi fighter pilot, a Haryana tank officer, a Rajasthan infantryman.

Ekka, from Gumla in what is now Jharkhand, was part of the Indian thrust from Agartala toward
Ashuganj  and Brahmanbaria  — the  eastern  axis  of  the  advance  on Dhaka.  His  battalion,  14
Guards, ran into a strongly held Pakistani position at Gangasagar that threatened to stall  the
advance. Ekka's lone assault — charging bunkers despite wounds, silencing machine guns with
grenades  at  close  range — broke the  position  and kept  the  column moving.  He died  of  his
wounds  and  received  the  Param  Vir  Chakra  posthumously.  For  the  exam,  place  Ekka  in  the
sequence: his action came on 3 December, the war's first day, which makes him the first PVC
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action of the war chronologically. His story also reminds candidates that the eastern campaign
was fought as much by infantry assault as by manoeuvre — the bypass doctrine still needed men
like Ekka to crack the hard points.

14. 14. Hilli: The Toughest Fight on the Road to Bogra

Not every battle in the east was a rout. At Hilli, guarding the road to Bogra in the north, Pakistani
troops fought from deep, well-prepared defences and held Indian attacks for days — one of the
hardest  fights  of  the  campaign.  Indian  infantry  assaulted  fortified  positions  head-on,  took
casualties, and had to grind forward bunker by bunker. Hilli matters for two exam reasons. First, it
corrects the lazy narrative that Pakistan's army simply collapsed — where it stood and fought on
prepared ground, it fought hard. Second, it shows the Indian response: when a frontal assault
bled,  Indian  commanders  bypassed Hilli,  pushed past  it  toward Bogra,  and left  the  garrison
isolated — exactly the bypass-and-race doctrine the whole campaign was built on. In answers,
Hilli  is  your  evidence  that  India's  victory  came  from  operational  design,  not  just  Pakistani
weakness.

Hilli guarded the approach to Bogra, and its Pakistani garrison — dug into deep bunkers behind
minefields — turned back repeated Indian assaults through late November and early December.
Indian  infantry  attacked  frontally,  took  serious  casualties,  and  learned  the  old  lesson  again:
prepared defences, resolutely held, are expensive to crack. The Indian answer was operational,
not heroic — corps headquarters ordered the main thrust to bypass Hilli  and drive on Bogra,
leaving the garrison cut off and irrelevant. Hilli surrendered when the campaign ended. For UPSC,
Hilli  does double duty in  an answer:  it  proves Pakistani  troops could fight hard on prepared
ground (so India's victory was not gifted), and it proves Indian commanders could think around a
problem instead of bleeding against it. Manoeuvre beat fortification — the moral of the whole
eastern campaign in miniature.

15. 15. Jessore Falls: The First Major Town

On 7 December 1971, Indian forces took Jessore — the first major town of East Pakistan to fall,
and the moment the campaign's momentum became visible to the world. Jessore sat on the road
to Khulna and the south-west, and its capture unhinged the Pakistani defences in that sector.
Pakistani troops began pulling back toward Dhaka, and the retreat soon turned into something
closer to a rout in several sectors. For the exam, Jessore is a date-and-place anchor: 7 December,
first major town, south-western axis. It also illustrates the bypass doctrine in action — Indian
columns did not get bogged down reducing every fortress; they seized the key road junctions and
let  isolated garrisons wither.  From Jessore,  the road to Dhaka lay  increasingly  open,  and the
Pakistani command began to understand that the capital itself was the target.

Jessore's capture on 7 December by Indian forces advancing from the west sent a shock through
Pakistan's  command.  It  was  the  first  divisional-level  objective  to  fall,  it  sat  astride  the  road
network of the south-west, and its loss meant the Pakistani forces in that sector had to choose
between encirclement and retreat. They retreated — and retreat, once started, is hard to stop.
Radio Pakistan's communiqués grew vaguer, while All India Radio broadcast the town's fall to the

UPSC Hub • Free UPSC Study Material Page 12 of 35



world. For the exam, Jessore is the momentum marker: before 7 December, Pakistan could still
hope to stabilise a front; after it, the campaign became a pursuit. Remember the date and the
direction — 7 December, western axis,  first major town — and use Jessore in answers as the
moment the war's outcome became visible.

16. 16. The Meghna Heli-Bridge

East of Dhaka runs the Meghna — a great river,  swollen and unbridged, and the last natural
barrier before the capital. Pakistani planners counted on it to buy them a week. On 9 December
1971, the Indian Army simply flew over it. IAF Mi-4 helicopters, flying shuttle after shuttle, lifted
an entire infantry force across the Meghna in what became known as the heli-bridge — one of
the most imaginative operations of the war. Within hours, Indian troops were on the far bank,
between  the  retreating  Pakistanis  and  Dhaka.  The  Meghna  crossing  is  a  favourite  UPSC
illustration of joint operations: army daring plus air force lift, planned and executed in days. It
also shows the value of improvisation — the helicopters were transport machines, not assault
craft, and the operation was put together with whatever was at hand. When Niazi's staff realised
Indian troops were across the Meghna, the defence of Dhaka began to look hopeless.

The Meghna is one of the great rivers of the subcontinent, and in December it runs wide and
deep — the Pakistanis had blown every bridge and counted the river as their final shield before
Dhaka. The Indian answer, improvised in days, was to turn the IAF's Mi-4 transport helicopters
into  a  ferry  service,  shuttling  infantry  battalions  across  the  water  in  wave  after  wave  on  9
December. There was no doctrine for this, no rehearsal — just helicopters, troops, and a river that
had to be crossed. Within hours, Indian soldiers were on Dhaka's side of the Meghna, and Niazi's
last natural barrier was gone. UPSC loves this operation because it tests the concept of jointness
better than any definition: an army problem, solved with air force machines, by officers willing to
improvise. When the history of the war is compressed to one image, it is often helicopters over
the Meghna.

17. 17. Tangail Paradrop: Cutting Dhaka's Escape

On 11 December 1971, paratroopers of 2 Para dropped at Tangail, north-west of Dhaka, to block
the Pakistani retreat and cut the capital off from the north. It was a daylight drop, done with
precision, and the battalion quickly seized its objectives — including a key bridge — and held
them against counterattacks until  the ground columns linked up. The Tangail drop completed
Dhaka's encirclement from the landward side: with Indian columns closing from the west, north,
and east, the Meghna crossed, and paratroopers sitting on the escape routes, Niazi's command
was sealed inside the capital. For the exam, remember: 2 Para, 11 December, Tangail — and the
purpose,  which was not spectacle but strangulation.  Combined with the heli-bridge two days
earlier, it shows a campaign being run at a tempo Pakistan could not match: two airborne/air-
landed operations in three days, both aimed at the same neck.

The Tangail drop was commanded by Lt Col Kulwant Singh Pannu of 2 Para, and it was executed
in daylight on 11 December from IAF transport aircraft — a bold choice, since daylight drops are
vulnerable,  but speed mattered more than caution.  The paratroopers seized the Tangail  area
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north-west of Dhaka, captured a key bridge intact,  and held their perimeter against Pakistani
counterattacks until  ground columns linked up with them. The operation's purpose was pure
strangulation: with Tangail held, Pakistani forces retreating from the north had nowhere to go,
and Dhaka's landward escape routes were closed. For the exam, pair Tangail (11 December) with
the Meghna crossing (9  December)  — two airborne operations in  three days,  both aimed at
Dhaka's neck. Together they show a campaign being run at a tempo the defenders could not
match.

18. 18. Converging Columns: The Final Push on Dhaka

By 13–14 December, Indian columns were closing on Dhaka from three directions. In the west,
forces that had taken Jessore pushed toward the capital; in the north, the Bogra axis drove down;
in the east, troops crossed the Meghna and advanced on the city. Ahead of them went the IAF,
striking the Governor's House in Dhaka on 14 December — a deliberate, calibrated hit meant to
shatter  the  will  of  East  Pakistan's  civil  administration,  which resigned within  hours.  Pakistani
resistance was now fragmentary: some units fought bravely to the end, others melted away, and
command and control was breaking down. Niazi, cut off from reinforcement, under constant air
attack, and with Indian armour on the city's outskirts, faced a choice between a street battle that
would destroy Dhaka and surrender. The exam lesson: this is what a well-designed encirclement
looks  like  — multiple  axes,  air  power  overhead,  and the enemy's  will  attacked alongside his
positions.

The final days had a grim logic. Indian columns closed in from the west, north, and east while the
IAF  struck  command  targets  inside  Dhaka  itself  —  including  the  Governor's  House  on  14
December, a calibrated attack that prompted East Pakistan's civil administration to resign within
hours. Pakistani units fought in isolated pockets; some, like the garrison at Hilli, held to the end,
while others disintegrated. Niazi's headquarters lost contact with its formations, lost its air cover
days earlier, and could see Indian armour on the city's approaches. The choice was between a
house-to-house battle that would have destroyed Dhaka and killed thousands of civilians, and
surrender. For UPSC, this is the point to stress proportionality and restraint: India had the power
to storm the city and chose negotiation instead, saving Dhaka from the fate of so many besieged
capitals.

19. 19. The Psychological War: Messages to Niazi

Alongside  the  tanks  and  aircraft,  India  waged  a  deliberate  psychological  campaign  against
Pakistan's Eastern Command. Through radio broadcasts, leaflets, and direct messages, Maj Gen
J.F.R. Jacob — Aurora's chief of staff — warned Niazi and his garrison commanders that Dhaka
was  surrounded,  that  no  help  was  coming,  and  that  continued  resistance  would  mean
annihilation. The messages were factual, which is what made them effective: every claim could be
verified by looking out of the window. On the morning of 16 December,  Jacob flew to Dhaka
himself to negotiate the surrender terms face to face, giving Niazi a short deadline and making
clear that the alternative was a final assault. UPSC rarely asks about this directly, but it belongs in
any answer on why the war ended so fast — the surrender was negotiated as much as it was
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imposed, and the psychological pressure saved thousands of lives on both sides, including civilian
lives in Dhaka.

Jacob's psychological campaign was built on a simple insight: Niazi was a rational commander in
an irrational position, and facts would move him faster than threats. Indian broadcasts and direct
messages laid out the military reality — surrounded, no resupply, no air cover, Indian armour at
the gates — and offered honourable surrender as the alternative to annihilation. On the morning
of 16 December, Jacob flew into Dhaka under a flag of truce, met Niazi face to face, and gave him
a short deadline with a draft surrender document already prepared. The combination of truthful
messaging and personal negotiation worked. For the exam, this episode illustrates that wars end
in minds before they end on battlefields — and that the Indian command paired its operational
brilliance with a humane instinct to avoid a final bloodbath in a crowded capital.

20. 20. 16 December 1971: The Surrender at Dhaka

At 16:31 IST on 16 December 1971, on the Dhaka Race Course (now Suhrawardy Udyan), Lt Gen
A.A.K. Niazi signed the Instrument of Surrender, and Lt Gen J.S. Aurora countersigned it as the
accepting  commander.  Around  93,000  Pakistani  troops  laid  down  their  arms  —  the  largest
surrender of military personnel since the Second World War, a phrase you will find in nearly every
account and one UPSC accepts. The ceremony was brief and stark: Niazi removed his rank badges
and revolver, and handed them over. That evening, the guns fell silent in the east. For the exam,
lock in the facts: date 16 December 1971, time 16:31 IST, place Dhaka Race Course, signatories
Niazi  and  Aurora,  with  J.F.R.  Jacob  having  negotiated  the  terms  that  morning.  The  date  is
observed as  Vijay  Diwas  in  India  and Victory  Day  in  Bangladesh — two nations,  one shared
anniversary.

The Instrument of Surrender was a short military document with world-historical consequences:
Pakistan's Eastern Command laid down its arms, and some 93,000 personnel passed into Indian
custody.  The  ceremony  on  the  Race  Course  —  now  Suhrawardy  Udyan,  a  landmark  of
Bangladesh's  national  memory  —  lasted  minutes.  Niazi  handed  over  his  revolver  and  rank
insignia; Aurora accepted on behalf of India. Indian troops entered Dhaka the same day, and the
Bangladesh flag rose over the capital. For the exam, fix the details precisely: 16 December 1971,
16:31 IST, Dhaka Race Course (Ramna), Niazi signs, Aurora countersigns, Jacob negotiated. The
date is observed as Vijay Diwas in India and Victory Day in Bangladesh — and in any answer on
India–Bangladesh relations, this shared anniversary is your opening line.

Part III: The Western Front — Holding and Hitting Back

21. 21. Operation Chengiz Khan: Pakistan Strikes First

On the evening of 3 December 1971, Pakistan launched Operation Chengiz Khan — preemptive
air  strikes  against  Indian  airbases  in  the  west,  on  the  model  of  Israel's  1967  opening  blow.
Pakistani jets hit airfields including Srinagar, Avantipur, Pathankot, Amritsar, and Agra. The strikes
caused damage but failed in their purpose: runways were repaired within hours, few aircraft were
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destroyed, and the Indian Air Force was airborne and fighting back the same night. Within hours,
India declared that a state of war existed. For UPSC, Chengiz Khan is the formal start of the war
— 3 December 1971 — and a case study in a failed preemptive strike. The lesson examiners like: a
preemptive blow works only if  it  grounds the enemy's air  force; Pakistan's did not,  and India
entered the war with its air power intact and its political cause — responding to aggression —
unassailable.

Chengiz Khan — named for Genghis Khan — was Pakistan's bid to repeat Israel's 1967 triumph: a
surprise blow to destroy the enemy's air force on the ground. PAF Sabres, Mirages, and B-57
bombers struck more than eight Indian airfields on the evening of 3 December. But the IAF had
dispersed its aircraft, hardened its shelters, and kept its radars watching; runways were repaired
within hours, losses were light, and Indian fighters were in the air fighting back the same night.
The operation failed its only test — the IAF was not grounded. For UPSC, Chengiz Khan is the
formal commencement of the war and a lesson in failed preemption: surprise is not enough; you
must also achieve destruction. Pakistan gained the blame for starting the war and none of the
advantage — the worst possible outcome, and the one India had been waiting for since April.

22. 22. Pakistan's Plan: "The Defence of the East Lies in the West"

Pakistan's strategy rested on a slogan: "the defence of the East lies in the West." The idea was to
launch powerful offensives against India in the west — toward Jammu, Punjab, and Rajasthan —
capture Indian territory, and then trade it  for East Pakistan at the negotiating table. It  was a
reasonable plan on paper and it failed for two reasons. First, it assumed the east could hold out
for weeks; Dhaka fell in thirteen days, before any western offensive could produce bargaining
chips. Second, Pakistan's western offensives ran into prepared Indian defences and aggressive
counter-thrusts  —  at  Longewala,  in  the  Shakargarh  sector,  and  in  Punjab  —  that  bled  the
attacking formations white. The exam point is about the relationship between strategy and time:
Pakistan's plan needed time it did not have, because India's eastern campaign moved faster than
anyone in Islamabad had imagined possible.

The plan's logic was straightforward: while India was busy in the east, Pakistan would smash into
Indian Punjab, Rajasthan, and Jammu, seize territory, and arrive at the ceasefire table holding
Indian land to exchange for East Pakistan. Three offensives were launched — toward Chamb in
J&K, in the Punjab border belt, and the armoured thrust toward Longewala and Jaisalmer. Every
one of them ran into trouble: prepared defences, aggressive Indian counter-thrusts, and an IAF
that contested the skies. The deeper flaw was temporal — the plan assumed the east would hold
for weeks, giving the west time to win bargaining chips. Dhaka fell in thirteen days. For the exam,
this is the classic case of a strategy defeated by the enemy's tempo: Pakistan planned for a long
war and got a short one, and no amount of western effort could compensate for the eastern
collapse.

23. 23. Longewala: 120 Men Against a Brigade

The most famous small-unit action of the war was fought on the night of 4–5 December 1971 at
Longewala, a border post in the Rajasthan desert. A Company of 23 Punjab — 120 men under
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Major Kuldip Singh Chandpuri — held a lonely position against Pakistan's 18 Infantry Division:
around 2,000 troops with dozens of tanks, advancing toward Jaisalmer. Through the night, the
outnumbered company held its ground, calling down artillery and refusing to yield. At dawn, IAF
Hunter aircraft arrived and found the Pakistani tanks bogged in soft desert sand, silhouetted and
helpless — they were destroyed in large numbers. The Pakistani thrust collapsed. Chandpuri was
awarded  the  Mahavir  Chakra.  For  the  exam:  Longewala  is  the  textbook  example  of  what
determined infantry plus air power can do to armour, and a reminder that desert terrain punishes
the attacker who outruns his  planning.  Place it  on the map — Jaisalmer sector,  Rajasthan —
because UPSC loves map-based questions on battle sites.

The details of Longewala have become legend, but the military facts are what matter for the
exam. The post had no minefield and a single Jeep-mounted recoilless gun; its 120 men held
through  the  night  against  Pakistani  armour  by  discipline  and  artillery  support,  refusing  to
abandon the position. At first light, IAF Hunters from Jaisalmer found the Pakistani tanks bogged
in soft sand — sitting targets — and destroyed them in large numbers. The Pakistani 18 Division's
thrust collapsed with heavy losses in men and armour. Major Kuldip Singh Chandpuri received
the Mahavir Chakra. The tactical lesson, beloved of examiners: armour without infantry support,
advancing at  night into unknown ground,  is  vulnerable — and air  power at  dawn is  decisive
against a stalled armoured column. Place Longewala on the map (Jaisalmer sector, Rajasthan) and
remember the date: the night of 4–5 December 1971.

24. 24. Basantar: Arun Khetarpal's Last Battle

In the Shakargarh sector of Punjab, India launched an offensive to blunt Pakistan's armour and
threaten the Sialkot–Lahore axis. The decisive action came at Basantar (also called the battle of
Barapind) on 16 December 1971. Second Lieutenant Arun Khetarpal of the 17 Poona Horse, just
twenty-one  years  old,  charged  his  tank  squadron  into  Pakistani  armour  again  and  again  —
destroying ten enemy tanks before his own tank was hit and he was killed. He was awarded the
Param Vir Chakra posthumously, the youngest recipient of India's highest gallantry award in this
war.  The battle broke the back of  Pakistan's  armoured counterattack in the sector.  For UPSC,
remember the triad: Basantar, 16 December 1971, ten tanks, PVC. Khetarpal's story is also the
human face of the Shakargarh offensive — India's western strategy was not purely defensive;
where it saw an opening, it attacked, and Basantar was the sharp end.

The Shakargarh offensive was India's  answer to Pakistan's armour:  instead of waiting behind
defences, Indian formations pushed into the Shakargarh bulge to engage and destroy Pakistani
tank forces. At Basantar — the battle also called Barapind — on 16 December 1971, Pakistan's 8
Armoured Brigade counterattacked, and 2nd Lt Arun Khetarpal's squadron of 17 Poona Horse
met it  head-on.  Khetarpal,  twenty-one years old,  charged repeatedly  into the enemy armour,
destroying ten Pakistani  tanks  before  his  own tank was  hit  and he was  killed.  The Pakistani
counterattack broke. He received the Param Vir Chakra posthumously. For UPSC, Basantar is the
western front's decisive tank battle and Khetarpal its immortal — remember the triad of battle,
date,  and tally:  Basantar,  16 December 1971,  ten tanks.  It  proved Indian armour could meet
Pakistan's best and win.
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25. 25. Hoshiar Singh at Jarpal

Major Hoshiar  Singh of  3  Grenadiers fought at  Jarpal  in  the Shakargarh sector during 15–17
December 1971, leading his company in the capture of the enemy position and then holding it
against fierce counterattacks. Wounded, he refused evacuation and stayed with his men until the
position was secure. He was awarded the Param Vir Chakra — and he lived to receive it, the only
living PVC recipient of the 1971 war. Examiners sometimes ask which 1971 PVC was awarded to a
living soldier; the answer is Hoshiar Singh. His action belongs to the same Shakargarh offensive
as Basantar, and together the two stories show what that offensive cost and achieved: Pakistan's
armoured fist in the sector was broken, and its plan to drive deep into Indian Punjab died in the
minefields and tank country around the Basantar river.

Hoshiar  Singh's  action  unfolded  over  three  days,  15–17  December,  as  part  of  the  same
Shakargarh  offensive.  Leading  a  company  of  3  Grenadiers,  he  assaulted  and  captured  the
Pakistani position at Jarpal, then held it through repeated, determined counterattacks — refusing
evacuation despite being wounded, and directing his men's fire until the position was secure. The
Param Vir Chakra he received makes him unique among 1971's recipients: the only one who lived
to wear it. For the exam, this is a ready-made Prelims trap — "which 1971 PVC recipient survived
the war?" — and the answer is Major Hoshiar Singh. His story pairs with Khetarpal's to show what
the  Shakargarh  offensive  demanded:  armour  and  infantry,  attack  and  defence,  officers  who
would not leave their men. The sector held, and Pakistan's plans in Punjab died there.

26. 26. Chamb: Pakistan's One Clear Gain

Honesty requires noting where Pakistan succeeded. In the Chamb sector of Jammu and Kashmir,
Pakistan's 23 Division attacked in strength and captured the Chamb salient — a chunk of Indian
territory west of the Munawar Tawi. Indian forces fought hard but were pushed back, and Chamb
remained Pakistan's  one significant  territorial  gain of  the war in  the west.  For  UPSC,  Chamb
matters for balance: the 1971 war was a decisive Indian victory, not a flawless one, and examiners
respect the candidate who acknowledges setbacks.  Chamb also became a bargaining chip —
territory captured in the west was exactly what Pakistan had hoped to trade, and at Shimla the
following year, the return of captured territories was part of the settlement. Place Chamb on the
map (J&K, near the international border) and remember it as the exception that proves the rule of
India's western defence.

The Chamb offensive was Pakistan's most successful western operation. Its 23 Division attacked
across the Munawar Tawi, overwhelmed the Indian defences after hard fighting, and captured
the Chamb salient — a significant slice of territory in Jammu and Kashmir. Indian counterattacks
could not retake it, and Chamb remained in Pakistani hands when the guns fell silent. For UPSC,
Chamb serves two purposes in an answer. First, honesty: acknowledging it shows the examiner
you  know  the  war  was  a  decisive  victory,  not  a  spotless  one.  Second,  diplomacy:  captured
territory was the currency of the post-war settlement, and Chamb was Pakistan's only real coin —
at Shimla,  the return of captured territories applied on both sides.  Remember Chamb as the

UPSC Hub • Free UPSC Study Material Page 18 of 35



exception: the one sector where Pakistan's "defence of the East in the West" actually produced
the territorial gain it was designed for.

27. 27. The Punjab Battles

Across Punjab, the war was fought in a string of hard, local battles: Hussainiwala, where Indian
troops held the border against repeated attacks;  Fazilka,  where fighting seesawed across the
international border; and the Dera Baba Nanak area, where India seized a bridgehead across the
Ravi. None of these became a war-winning breakthrough, and that was precisely the point —
India's western strategy was to hold firmly, counterattack locally, and keep Pakistan's formations
pinned down so they could never be shifted east. The Punjab fighting bled Pakistan's reserves
and fixed its attention on the border. For the exam, you do not need the tactical detail of each
action;  you  need  the  strategic  frame:  in  the  west,  India  fought  a  holding  battle  with  sharp
counter-thrusts, and it worked — Pakistan gained nothing it could use at the peace table except
Chamb.

The Punjab border saw some of the war's most grinding fighting. At Hussainiwala, Indian troops
held their positions against repeated Pakistani attacks in battles that are now commemorated at
the National Martyrs Memorial nearby. Around Fazilka, the fighting seesawed across the border
with villages changing hands. Near Dera Baba Nanak, Indian forces seized a bridgehead across
the Ravi, threatening Pakistan's communications. None of these actions aimed at a war-winning
breakthrough — their purpose was to fix Pakistani formations in place, bleed their reserves, and
ensure not a single Pakistani division could be spared for any other front.  For the exam, the
strategic frame matters more than tactical detail: in the west, India fought to hold and pin, and
the Punjab battles did exactly that. Pakistan's offensives died in the border belt,  far from any
objective that mattered.

28. 28. Poonch and Turtuk: The J&K and Ladakh Sectors

In Jammu and Kashmir,  Pakistani  forces attacked toward Poonch but were held,  while Indian
troops made gains of their own — including posts in the high Himalayan sectors.  In Ladakh,
Indian soldiers of the Ladakh Scouts captured Turtuk and surrounding posts in the Chorbat La
area, a gain that quietly redrew the map in India's favour in that remote sector. The J&K fighting is
often  overlooked  in  accounts  of  1971,  but  UPSC's  map-based  questions  do  not  overlook  it:
Poonch, Chhamb, and the Ladakh posts all sit on the LoC map you are expected to know. The
broader point is that the 1971 war touched the entire western border, from Ladakh to the Rann —
it was a full-front war in the west and a lightning campaign in the east, and India's command
system managed both simultaneously.

In the Poonch sector of J&K, Pakistani attacks were held after stiff fighting, while in the high
Himalayas Indian troops went over to the attack. The most notable gain came in Ladakh, where
soldiers of the Ladakh Scouts captured Turtuk and adjoining posts in the Chorbat La area — high-
altitude positions overlooking the Shyok valley. These were not symbolic captures: in mountain
warfare, a post held is a valley controlled, and Turtuk's capture quietly improved India's tactical
position in a sector that would remain sensitive for decades. For UPSC's map-based questions,
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the 1971 LoC adjustments in Ladakh and J&K are fair  game — Poonch,  Chhamb, and Turtuk
should all be placeable on your mental map. The wider point: the 1971 war was fought along the
entire western front, from the glaciers to the desert, and India's command managed every sector
at once.

29. 29. Nirmal Jit Singh Sekhon Over Srinagar

On 14 December 1971, Pakistani Sabres attacked Srinagar airfield. Flying Officer Nirmal Jit Singh
Sekhon of  No.  18  Squadron took off in  his  tiny  Gnat  and engaged the attackers  alone,  in  a
swirling dogfight over the airfield. He shot down one Sabre and damaged another before his own
aircraft was hit and he was killed. He was awarded the Param Vir Chakra posthumously — the
only Indian Air Force officer ever to receive it. For the exam, the facts are crisp: 14 December
1971, Srinagar, Gnats versus Sabres, the IAF's sole PVC. Sekhon's action also illustrates a wider
truth about the western air war: the PAF fought with skill and courage, and where it attacked —
Srinagar,  Pathankot,  the  Rajasthan airfields  — it  met  an IAF  that  was  ready,  aggressive,  and
increasingly dominant as the war wore on.

The PAF raid on Srinagar on 14 December 1971 was a serious effort — six Sabres sweeping in to
catch the airfield's defenders on the ground. Flying Officer Nirmal Jit  Singh Sekhon of No. 18
Squadron ("Flying Bullets") got his tiny Gnat airborne and took them on alone, in a twisting low-
level dogfight over the airfield. He shot down one Sabre and damaged another before his aircraft
was hit and he was killed. The Param Vir Chakra awarded posthumously to Sekhon remains the
only one ever given to an Indian Air Force officer. For the exam, the facts are crisp and frequently
asked: 14 December 1971, Srinagar, Gnat versus Sabres, the IAF's sole PVC. Sekhon's last fight
also corrects any notion that the western air war was one-sided — the PAF attacked with skill and
courage to the war's final days, and met pilots who would not yield the sky.

30. 30. The Air War in the West: The Preemptive Strike That Failed

After the failure of Chengiz Khan on 3 December, the western air war settled into a grinding
contest. The IAF struck Pakistani airbases, radar stations, and oil installations — including the
famous strikes  that  left  Karachi's  oil  farm burning,  visible  from miles  away — while  the PAF
defended its skies and mounted its own raids. Neither side achieved the total air supremacy the
IAF  won in  the  east,  but  the  balance  tilted  steadily  India's  way:  the  IAF's  larger  fleet,  better
serviceability, and aggressive tactics told over thirteen days. The exam lesson is comparative: in
the east, air power was decisive because the PAF had one squadron; in the west, it was important
but not war-winning, because the PAF was a real  air  force fighting over its own bases.  UPSC
appreciates candidates who can hold both truths — air power's power and its limits — in the
same answer.

Unlike the east, the western air war was a genuine contest. The PAF, operating from its home
bases with Mirage IIIs, Sabres, and B-57 night bombers, defended Pakistani airspace skilfully and
mounted raids on Indian airfields and radar stations. The IAF, with its larger fleet of Hunters,
Gnats, MiG-21s, and Canberra bombers, struck back at Pakistani airbases — Sargodha, Chaklala,
Masroor — and at economic targets, including the oil installations whose fires lit up the Karachi
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night. Over thirteen days the balance tilted India's way through weight of numbers, better aircraft
serviceability, and relentless offensive action. For UPSC, the comparison is the lesson: in the east,
air power was decisive because the PAF had a single squadron; in the west, it was a major but not
war-winning factor because the PAF was a real air force. Good answers hold both truths at once
— air power's reach and its limits.

31. 31. 17 December: The Unilateral Ceasefire in the West

With Dhaka fallen and Pakistan's eastern army in captivity, India had achieved its war aims. On 17
December 1971, New Delhi declared a unilateral ceasefire on the western front, effective from 8
pm — and Pakistan, which had nothing to gain from continuing, accepted. The thirteen-day war
was over. The decision to stop is as important as the decision to start, and UPSC tests it: India
halted because its objectives were limited — the liberation of Bangladesh and the destruction of
Pakistan's eastern forces — not the dismemberment of West Pakistan. A longer war would have
invited  great-power  intervention,  international  condemnation,  and  casualties  for  no  strategic
gain. The ceasefire of 17 December is the moment India's political leadership showed the same
discipline in victory that Manekshaw had shown in timing the war's start.

The ceasefire decision shows strategic discipline at its best. With Dhaka fallen, the eastern war
won, and Pakistan's western offensives blunted, India had achieved every objective it had set in
April.  Continuing the war would have meant grinding battles  for  no additional  gain — while
inviting  American  and  international  pressure  for  a  ceasefire  on  someone  else's  terms,  and
spending  soldiers'  lives  to  no  purpose.  So  at  8  pm on  17  December  1971,  India  declared  a
unilateral ceasefire on the western front, and Pakistan accepted. The thirteen-day war was over.
For Mains answers, this is the closing paragraph of the war's story: India started the war when it
chose, fought it at the tempo it chose, and stopped it when its aims were met. Limited aims, full
commitment, disciplined stopping — the complete signature of 1971.

Part IV: The Naval War — Trident, Python and the Khukri

32. 32. Why the Navy Mattered: The Blockade of East Pakistan

Before a single missile was fired, the Indian Navy had already shaped the war. From the start of
December, Indian warships enforced a blockade of East Pakistan's coast — no reinforcements, no
fuel,  no  ammunition could  reach Niazi's  forces  by  sea,  and nothing could  leave.  This  turned
Pakistan's Eastern Command from an army into a garrison: every bullet it fired was irreplaceable.
The blockade is  the quiet,  unglamorous half  of  the naval  story,  and for  UPSC it  is  the more
important half — battles win headlines, but blockades win campaigns. Remember the principle:
East Pakistan was an island in strategic terms, surrounded by India on three sides and the sea on
the fourth. Once the navy closed the fourth side, the outcome was a matter of time. Everything
the missile boats did at Karachi was built on this foundation of sea control.

The blockade was commanded from the east by Vice Admiral N. Krishnan's Eastern Fleet, and its
logic was simple: East Pakistan imported nearly everything its army needed — fuel, ammunition,
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spares — by sea. Once Indian warships closed the coast, Niazi's forces began the war with finite
stocks and no hope of replenishment. The blockade also trapped the Pakistani merchant fleet
and cut the sea line along which reinforcements might have come. For UPSC, this is the strategic
point behind all the operational drama: the missile boats get the glory, but the blockade did the
slow, decisive work. It is also a clean illustration of sea power's classic function — not battle, but
the control of communications. East Pakistan was, in strategic terms, an island; the Indian Navy
made sure it stayed one.

33. 33. INS Vikrant in the Bay of Bengal

India's aircraft carrier INS Vikrant, with her Sea Hawk strike aircraft, operated in the Bay of Bengal
throughout  the  war  —  ranging  against  Chittagong,  Cox's  Bazar,  and  Khulna,  striking  port
facilities,  airfields,  and  shipping.  Her  aircraft  helped  seal  East  Pakistan's  coast  and  pounded
targets the army and air force could not reach. Vikrant sailed with known defects in her boilers —
a  fact  often  cited  to  illustrate  the  navy's  determination  to  have  the  carrier  at  sea  when  it
mattered. For the exam, Vikrant's role is straightforward: she was the blockade's enforcer and the
fleet's striking arm in the east. Note the asymmetry — Pakistan had no carrier and no answer to
one. The Bay of Bengal in December 1971 was an Indian lake, and Vikrant was the reason.

Vikrant's  air  group — Sea Hawk fighter-bombers  and Alizé  anti-submarine aircraft  — ranged
across the Bay of Bengal through December, striking Chittagong harbour, the airfield at Cox's
Bazar, and targets around Khulna. Her aircraft sank coastal shipping, cratered runways, and kept
the pressure on an enemy with no air cover and no naval reply. The carrier sailed despite known
defects in her boilers — a detail often cited as evidence of the navy's resolve to have its striking
arm at sea when history called. For the exam, Vikrant's role is the eastern counterpart to the
missile  boats'  western  raids:  one  carrier,  complete  sea  control,  and  an  enemy  coast  under
constant attack. The Bay of Bengal in December 1971 belonged to India, and that ownership was
a precondition for everything the army achieved on land.

34. 34. The Mystery of PNS Ghazi

Pakistan's submarine PNS Ghazi was sent around the peninsula to hunt INS Vikrant in the Bay of
Bengal. She never returned. In the first days of December 1971, Ghazi sank off Visakhapatnam
with all hands — and the cause remains disputed to this day. India credits depth charges dropped
by the destroyer INS Rajput, which was acting as a decoy to draw the submarine away from the
carrier; Pakistan maintains the sinking was an accident, possibly caused by its own mines or an
internal explosion. UPSC does not expect you to resolve the dispute — it expects you to present it
neutrally,  which  is  a  skill  in  itself.  What  is  certain  is  the  effect:  Pakistan's  only  long-range
submarine in the east was gone, and with it any threat to Vikrant or the blockade. State both
versions, pick neither, and move on — that is how a serious candidate handles contested military
history.

Ghazi  was  an  American-built  Tench-class  submarine,  the  former  USS  Diablo,  transferred  to
Pakistan — her most potent naval  asset in the east,  and the only Pakistani vessel  that could
threaten Vikrant. She sailed around the peninsula in late November with orders to find and sink
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the  carrier.  In  the  first  days  of  December  she  was  detected  off  Visakhapatnam,  where  the
destroyer INS Rajput was operating as a deliberate decoy, and she sank with all  hands. India
attributes the sinking to Rajput's depth charges; Pakistan maintains it was an accident — possibly
a mishandled mine, since Ghazi was reportedly laying a minefield off Vizag. For the exam, present
both versions neutrally and stress the undisputed outcome: Pakistan's submarine threat in the
east vanished, Vikrant operated unmolested, and the blockade held. Contested history, handled
honestly, earns marks.

35. 35. Operation Trident: Missile Boats Hit Karachi

On the night of 4–5 December 1971, three Indian missile boats — INS Nipat, INS Nirghat, and INS
Veer  — slipped toward  Karachi  and fired  Soviet-built  Styx  missiles  at  the  Pakistani  fleet  and
harbour. The results were devastating: the destroyer PNS Khaibar was sunk, PNS Shah Jahan was
damaged beyond repair, the merchant vessel Venus Challenger (carrying ammunition) was sunk,
and missiles set the Kemari oil farm ablaze — the fires burned for days and were visible far out at
sea. Pakistan's navy, which had no missile boats of its own, had no answer. It was the Indian
Navy's first use of anti-ship missiles in combat, and one of the first such strikes in naval history
anywhere. For the exam: Operation Trident, night of 4–5 December 1971, Karachi, Styx missiles —
and the date is why India celebrates 4 December as Navy Day. This is also a technology lesson: a
small, cheap weapon in the right hands sank a destroyer.

The Trident strike group — missile boats Nipat, Nirghat, and Veer — was towed much of the way
toward  Karachi  by  the  frigates  INS  Kiltan  and  INS  Katchall,  then  slipped  in  under  cover  of
darkness on the night of 4–5 December. Their Soviet-built Styx missiles did the rest: PNS Khaibar,
a  fleet  destroyer,  was  hit  and  sank;  PNS  Shah  Jahan  was  damaged  beyond  repair;  the
ammunition-laden merchant ship Venus Challenger was sunk;  and missiles slammed into the
Kemari oil farm, whose fires raged for days. The strike group commander, Cdr B.B. Yadav in Nipat,
brought  his  boats  home without  loss.  For  UPSC,  Trident  is  a  technology story  as  much as  a
bravery story — small, cheap missile boats sinking a destroyer announced a revolution in naval
warfare, one of the first successful anti-ship missile strikes in history. Date, place, weapon, result:
4–5 December 1971, Karachi, Styx missiles, a burning harbour.

36. 36. Operation Python: Karachi Hit Again

Four nights later, on 8–9 December 1971, the navy went back. Operation Python — led by the
missile boat INS Vinash with consorts — struck Karachi again, hitting the oil storage tanks and
shipping in  the harbour.  More fires,  more destruction,  and a  clear  message:  Karachi  was no
longer a safe harbour but a target India could hit at will. The Pakistani Navy effectively stayed in
port for the rest of the war, and Pakistan's fuel reserves — critical for its war effort — took a
serious  blow.  Together,  Trident  and  Python  achieved  something  rare  in  naval  warfare:  they
established  sea  control  in  the  west  through  offensive  action,  rather  than  through  a  passive
blockade. For UPSC, pair the two operations as one topic — Trident opened the account on 4
December,  Python closed it  on 8–9 December — and remember that both were planned and
executed by a navy that, a decade earlier, had been dismissed as a coastal defence force.
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Python, on the night of 8–9 December, proved Trident was no fluke. Led by the missile boat INS
Vinash with consorts, the strike group hit Karachi again — pounding the oil storage tanks, setting
the harbour ablaze once more, and damaging shipping. Pakistan's navy, which had no missile
boats and no defence against sea-skimming missiles, effectively confined itself to harbour for the
remainder of the war. The back-to-back strikes achieved complete moral and material ascendancy
at sea in the west: Karachi, Pakistan's only major port and naval base, was neutralised as a base
for offensive operations. For the exam, remember Trident and Python as a pair — 4–5 December
and 8–9 December — and note the strategic payoff: with its fleet bottled up and its fuel stocks
burning, Pakistan lost the naval war without a single fleet engagement. Offensive sea control,
achieved from missile boats.

37. 37. The Loss of INS Khukri

Victory had a price.  On 9 December 1971,  off the coast of  Diu,  the Pakistani  submarine PNS
Hangor torpedoed the Indian frigate INS Khukri. Captain Mahendra Nath Mulla ordered his crew
to abandon ship — and then, following the oldest tradition of the sea, stayed aboard as she went
down.  Eighteen  officers  and  176  sailors  were  lost;  her  sister  ship  INS  Kirpan,  also  attacked,
managed to escape. Mulla was awarded the Mahavir Chakra posthumously. The Khukri was the
Indian Navy's only major warship lost in the war, and the only frigate sunk by a submarine in
combat since the Second World War. For the exam, remember: 9 December 1971, PNS Hangor,
Captain M.N. Mulla,  off Diu. The Khukri's story belongs in every honest account of 1971 — it
reminds us that the side that wins the war still  buries its dead, and that courage was not an
Indian monopoly.

The Khukri was a Blackwood-class anti-submarine frigate on patrol off Diu when the Pakistani
submarine PNS Hangor — which had already damaged the frigate INS Kirpan — put torpedoes
into her on 9 December 1971. Captain Mahendra Nath Mulla gave the order to abandon ship and,
in the oldest tradition of naval command, remained aboard as she went down. Eighteen officers
and 176 sailors — 194 men — were lost; it remains the Indian Navy's heaviest single-ship loss.
Mulla received the Mahavir Chakra posthumously, and a memorial to the Khukri stands at Diu.
For the exam: 9 December 1971, PNS Hangor, off Diu, Captain M.N. Mulla.  The Khukri's story
belongs in every honest account of the war — it is the reminder that the victor's navy also bled,
that submarines remained deadly even in a lost naval war, and that courage at sea wore both
flags.

38. 38. Why 4 December Is Navy Day

Every  year  on  4  December,  India  celebrates  Navy  Day  — and  the  date  comes  straight  from
Operation Trident. The navy chose the anniversary of its most spectacular victory as its own day,
and the choice tells you how the service sees itself: Trident was the moment the Indian Navy
announced itself as a blue-water fighting force, not a harbour guard. UPSC asks this as a straight
factual  question  —  "Navy  Day  is  celebrated  on?"  —  and  the  answer  is  4  December,
commemorating the 1971 attack on Karachi.  But  there is  a  deeper point  for  Mains answers:
institutions build their identity around victories, and Trident gave the Indian Navy a founding
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legend to match the army's and air force's. When you write about the 1971 war's legacy, give the
navy its due — in thirteen days, it blockaded a coast, sank a destroyer, burned an oil farm, and
lost a frigate with her captain. That is a war record, not a footnote.

Navy Day on 4 December is marked each year with operational demonstrations, fleet reviews,
and ceremonies  at  naval  commands across  India  — a  public  celebration  of  the  service  built
around its finest hour. The choice of date is itself a statement: the navy defines itself not by its
size or its ships, but by Trident — the night small boats took on a fleet and won. For UPSC, the
factual question is trivial ("Navy Day is observed on?") but the Mains angle is richer: institutions
forge identity from shared triumph, and 1971 gave the Indian Navy a founding legend to stand
beside the army's and air force's. In thirteen days the navy blockaded a coast, sank a destroyer,
burned an oil farm, operated a carrier unopposed — and lost a frigate with her captain. That is
not a supporting act; that is a war record.

Part V: Surrender, POWs and Shimla

39. 39. 93,000 POWs: The Surrender and Its Scale

About 93,000 Pakistani personnel laid down their arms in December 1971 — regular soldiers,
paramilitary troops, police, and civil officials of the Eastern Command. It is widely described as
the largest surrender of armed forces since the Second World War, and the figure itself became a
diplomatic asset: India held nearly a hundred thousand prisoners, the human bargaining chip of
the post-war settlement. The prisoners were moved to camps across India — a massive logistical
operation  in  itself,  carried  out  in  weeks.  For  UPSC,  the  number  93,000  is  non-negotiable;  it
appears in  Prelims options with distractors  like 90,000 and 95,000.  Remember also what  the
number represents: not just a military humiliation for Pakistan, but the complete administrative
collapse of its eastern wing — an entire army, its support services, and its civilian administration,
all in Indian custody at once.

The 93,000 comprised the entire military-administrative apparatus of East Pakistan: regular army
formations,  paramilitary  units,  police,  and  civil  officials  — everyone  who had  held  Pakistan's
eastern  wing  together.  Moving  them  to  camps  across  India  was  itself  a  major  operation,
completed in weeks. The figure became India's chief diplomatic asset: Pakistan wanted its men
back, and India would set the price at Shimla and after. For Prelims, the number is fixed — 93,000,
with  90,000  and  95,000  as  the  usual  distractors.  For  Mains,  the  analytical  point  is  what  the
number signifies: not merely a battlefield defeat but the total collapse of a state's authority in half
its  territory.  Armies  retreat;  administrations  do not  surrender  93,000 strong unless  the  state
behind them has already failed. That is why the figure still echoes.

40. 40. The POW Camps: The Geneva Conventions in Practice

India housed the 93,000 prisoners in camps scattered across the country and treated them in
accordance with the Geneva Conventions — the International Committee of the Red Cross was
given access, and the camps were run to international standards. This was not mere generosity; it
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was  strategy.  Humane  treatment  of  prisoners  strengthened  India's  moral  position,  denied
Pakistan  a  propaganda  weapon,  and  kept  the  POW  issue  clean  for  the  negotiations  ahead.
Contrast this with the widespread international concern about the treatment of Bengali civilians
during the war — India's conduct with prisoners became part of its case that it was a responsible
power. For Mains answers on India's soft power or on humanitarian law, the POW camps of 1971–
73 are a strong, concrete example. The practical point: how you treat prisoners shapes what you
can demand at the peace table.

The camps were spread across northern and central India, and running them for over two years
cost  India  heavily  —  food,  housing,  medical  care,  and  administration  for  nearly  a  hundred
thousand men, all to international standards with Red Cross access. New Delhi never wavered on
this commitment, and the decision paid compound interest: it denied Pakistan any propaganda
about mistreatment, impressed the international community, and kept India's hands clean for the
negotiations where the prisoners were the stakes. For Mains answers on humanitarian law or
India's soft power, the POW camps are a concrete, unusual example — most countries' wartime
conduct is a liability; India's in 1971–73 was an asset. The principle to state: how a nation treats its
prisoners determines what it can demand at the peace table, and India understood this perfectly.

41. 41. The Delhi Agreement: Bringing the POWs Home

The  prisoners  could  not  simply  be  sent  home  —  Pakistan  initially  refused  to  recognise
Bangladesh, and Bangladesh wanted to try nearly 200 Pakistani prisoners for war crimes. The
deadlock was broken by the Delhi Agreement of 28 August 1973, a tripartite accord between
India,  Pakistan,  and Bangladesh.  Under it,  the POWs were repatriated,  Bangladesh agreed to
drop its demand for war-crimes trials, and Pakistan recognised Bangladesh — completing the
diplomatic settlement of the war. For the exam, the Delhi Agreement is the often-forgotten third
leg of the 1971 settlement: Shimla (1972) settled India–Pakistan terms, Delhi (1973) settled the
POWs and recognition.  Remember the sequence and the trade — trials  dropped, recognition
gained, prisoners home. It is a textbook case of how the trickiest post-war issues are resolved:
not by courts or force, but by a negotiated package where everyone gets something.

Signed in New Delhi on 28 August 1973, the Delhi Agreement untied a knot that had held for
twenty months. Bangladesh, under Mujib, wanted to try 195 Pakistani prisoners for war crimes
committed during the liberation war;  Pakistan refused to  recognise  Bangladesh at  all,  which
blocked  repatriation.  The  tripartite  deal  squared  the  circle:  Bangladesh  dropped  the  trials
demand,  Pakistan recognised Bangladesh,  and the prisoners  went  home — the last  of  them
returning through 1974. For the exam, remember Delhi as the third leg of the settlement, after
the war itself and Shimla: war decided the facts, Shimla set India–Pakistan terms, Delhi closed the
POW file and completed Bangladesh's international recognition. It is the textbook illustration of
package diplomacy — nothing is agreed until  everything is agreed, and everyone leaves with
something.
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42. 42. The Shimla Agreement, 2 July 1972

On 2 July 1972, Prime Minister Indira Gandhi and Pakistan's President Zulfikar Ali Bhutto signed
the Shimla Agreement after days of hard negotiation in the Himachal capital. Its core provisions:
both countries would resolve their differences bilaterally, by peaceful means; they would respect
the Line of Control in Jammu and Kashmir, with neither side seeking to alter it unilaterally; and
forces would withdraw to the international border. India returned the Pakistani territory captured
in  the  west,  and  the  POW  question  was  left  for  later  settlement.  The  agreement's  most
consequential clause for today is the bilateralism commitment — India has cited it ever since
against any third-party mediation on Kashmir. For UPSC, Shimla is second only to the war itself in
importance:  date  2  July  1972,  signatories  Gandhi  and  Bhutto,  and  three  pillars  —  bilateral
resolution, the LoC, and withdrawal. It remains the legal backbone of India's Kashmir diplomacy.

The Shimla summit ran from 28 June to 2 July 1972 — five days of negotiation, including a famous
private session between the two leaders without aides, before the agreement was signed on 2
July. Beyond the headline clauses (bilateralism, the LoC, withdrawal), the agreement committed
both  sides  to  refrain  from  the  threat  or  use  of  force  and  to  respect  each  other's  territorial
integrity.  India returned captured territory;  the POW issue was deferred to later talks.  Bhutto
returned to Pakistan claiming he had saved his country from worse;  Gandhi returned having
converted a military victory into a diplomatic framework. For UPSC, know the summit's dates, the
signatories, and the three pillars — and understand the criticism too: opponents argued India
gave up too much. The standard defence, which you should be able to state, is that India traded
land it did not want for a peace framework it needed.

43. 43. From Ceasefire Line to Line of Control

Before Shimla,  the dividing line in Jammu and Kashmir was the Ceasefire Line (CFL)  of  1949,
drawn  when  the  first  India–Pakistan  war  ended  under  UN  auspices.  The  Shimla  Agreement
renamed and redefined it as the Line of Control (LoC) — and the change was more than cosmetic.
The CFL was a UN-linked ceasefire line; the LoC was a bilateral arrangement, with both sides
committing to respect it regardless of their legal positions on Kashmir. Minor adjustments were
made to reflect the 1971 fighting. For the exam, this is a precise factual point that examiners love:
the CFL became the LoC at Shimla, on 2 July 1972. It also explains a lasting feature of the Kashmir
dispute — India treats the LoC as an inviolable bilateral commitment, while Pakistan has at times
acted as if it were merely a military line. Every LoC violation since 1972 is, in India's reading, a
breach of Shimla.

The Ceasefire Line dated to the Karachi Agreement of 27 July 1949, which had ended the first
Kashmir war under UN supervision — a line drawn by soldiers and monitored with the UN's
shadow over it. Shimla replaced it with the Line of Control, delineated afresh by the two sides'
military representatives in the months after the agreement, with minor adjustments reflecting
the 1971 fighting. The crucial difference was political, not cartographic: the LoC was a bilateral
commitment, and both sides pledged to respect it "without prejudice" to their stated positions on
Kashmir.  For  the exam,  this  is  a  precision point  — CFL (1949,  UN-linked)  became LoC (1972,

UPSC Hub • Free UPSC Study Material Page 27 of 35



bilateral) at Shimla. It explains why India treats every cross-LoC violation as a breach of a bilateral
treaty, not merely a military incident.

44. 44. What India Gave Back: The Captured Territory in the West

In  thirteen  days  of  fighting  in  the  west,  Indian  forces  had  captured  roughly  13,000  square
kilometres of Pakistani territory — in the deserts of Rajasthan, the Punjab borderlands, and parts
of J&K. At Shimla, India agreed to return it all. Critics at the time called this a giveaway: India had
won the war and held the prisoners, yet returned the land. The government's reasoning was
strategic, not sentimental — holding Pakistani territory would have meant permanent hostility,
international condemnation, and an occupation India did not want, while returning it bought the
bilateral framework of Shimla and kept the moral high ground. UPSC tests this as a judgment
question: was the return of territory wise? The standard answer notes the trade — land for a
peace framework — and the fact that India kept its essential war aim (Bangladesh) while avoiding
the trap of conquest. Limited aims, again: the signature of 1971.

The roughly 13,000 square kilometres India returned had been taken in hard fighting across
three  sectors:  the  Rajasthan  desert,  where  Indian  columns  had  advanced  deep;  the  Punjab
border  belt;  and  parts  of  Jammu and  Kashmir.  Under  Shimla,  Indian  forces  withdrew to  the
international border in the plains sectors. The decision was controversial at home — soldiers had
bled for that ground — but the government's logic was cold: holding Pakistani territory would
have meant permanent enmity, international censure, and garrison duties India did not need,
while returning it secured the bilateral framework and the moral high ground. For Mains, this is
the judgment question to practise: "Was the return of territory at Shimla wise?" Argue it with the
trade-off stated plainly — land for a peace framework — and note that India's essential war aim,
Bangladesh, was never on the table. That is what limited aims mean.

45. 45. Why Shimla Still Matters: The Bilateralism Clause

Fifty years on, the Shimla Agreement still shapes South Asia. Its bilateralism clause — that India
and Pakistan will  settle  their  differences  by  peaceful  bilateral  means  — is  the  foundation of
India's refusal of third-party mediation on Kashmir, whether from the UN, the United States, or
anyone  else.  Every  Indian  government  since  1972,  of  every  party,  has  upheld  this  position.
Pakistan, for its part, has periodically tried to internationalise Kashmir, and India's answer has
always pointed back to Shimla (and later to the Lahore Declaration of 1999). For Mains, this is the
bridge between history and current  affairs:  a  1972 agreement that  governs a 2020s dispute.
When you write on India–Pakistan relations, start with Shimla — it is the last agreed framework,
and every subsequent breakdown (Kargil, Mumbai, Pulwama) is measured against it.

Shimla's  afterlife  is  what  makes  it  a  living  topic  rather  than  a  history  lesson.  The  Lahore
Declaration of February 1999 explicitly reaffirmed the Shimla framework — and Pakistan's Kargil
intrusion months later was therefore, in India's reading, a double breach: of the LoC and of the
bilateral commitment. Every subsequent crisis — the 2001 Parliament attack, Mumbai 2008, Uri,
Pulwama — has been handled by India within the Shimla logic: bilateral engagement or bilateral
punishment, but no third-party mediation. When American presidents have offered to mediate on
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Kashmir, New Delhi's answer has pointed to 2 July 1972. For the exam, this is the bridge between
GS-I history and GS-II current affairs: a fifty-year-old agreement that still  governs India's most
dangerous dispute. Learn to write the sentence: "India's position flows from Shimla."

46. 46. 16 December: Vijay Diwas and Victory Day

Every 16 December, India observes Vijay Diwas — Victory Day — in memory of the 1971 triumph,
with  the  Prime Minister,  the  service  chiefs,  and veterans  laying wreaths  at  the  National  War
Memorial in New Delhi. Across the border, Bangladesh observes the same date as its Victory Day,
the national day marking liberation. Two countries, one shared anniversary, commemorating the
same surrender from opposite sides of  the victor's  table.  For the exam, the date is  fixed:  16
December,  observed annually  in  both countries.  The commemoration itself  is  worth a  line in
answers  about  India–Bangladesh  relations  — it  is  one  of  the  few genuinely  shared  national
memories in South Asia, a diplomatic asset India has cultivated through joint celebrations and the
exchange of war memorabilia. Memory, too, is an instrument of statecraft.

In New Delhi, Vijay Diwas is observed with wreath-laying at the National War Memorial by the
Prime Minister, the Defence Minister, and the three service chiefs, alongside veterans' parades
and school programmes. In Dhaka, Victory Day is a national holiday with a grand parade — and
Indian  delegations  have  often  been  invited,  a  reminder  that  the  two  countries'  founding
memories overlap. War memorabilia has been exchanged, battle honours shared, and the joint
commemoration itself has become a small but real instrument of diplomacy. For the exam, the
date is fixed — 16 December, every year, in both capitals — and the analytical point is about
memory as statecraft: shared commemoration is one of the few genuinely warm strands in the
India–Bangladesh relationship,  and both  governments  have  cultivated  it  deliberately.  History,
remembered together, becomes policy.

Part VI: Why India Won — Lessons for the Exam

47. 47. Joint Operations: Army, Navy and Air Force as One Fist

The 1971 war is India's finest example of the three services fighting as one. The army's race to
Dhaka was covered every mile by the air force; the Meghna heli-bridge and the Tangail paradrop
were army plans executed with air force machines; the navy's blockade strangled the east while
its missile boats burned Karachi in the west. None of this happened by accident — it was planned
jointly, with clear objectives for each service and a single strategic design. For UPSC, this is the
answer to "what are the lessons of 1971 for defence preparedness": jointness. India's later push
for integrated theatre commands traces its intellectual roots to this war. When examiners ask why
India won,  lead with this  — not heroism, not numbers,  but the unglamorous virtue of  three
services pulling in the same direction.

The jointness of 1971 was not a slogan but a system. Eastern Command's plan assigned each
service integrated tasks from the start: the army's axes of advance were drawn with air support
ranges in  mind;  the navy's  blockade was timed to  the ground offensive;  the heli-bridge and
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Tangail  drop  were  army-air  force  operations  planned  together.  Liaison  officers,  joint  control
rooms, and a single strategic objective — Dhaka, fast — held it all together. India's later drive
toward integrated theatre commands draws directly on this experience: 1971 is the proof that
jointness wins wars. For Mains answers on defence reforms, this is your historical anchor — when
asked why India needs joint commands, answer with December 1971. The lesson is structural,
not sentimental: unity of command multiplies the power of every service.

48. 48. The Soviet Factor: The Treaty, the Vetoes, the Enterprise

India did not fight alone in the diplomatic sense. The Indo-Soviet Treaty of August 1971 deterred
China from opening a second front in the Himalayas — Beijing issued warnings but never moved,
partly because the passes were snowed shut and partly because Moscow had made its position
clear. In the UN Security Council, the Soviet Union twice vetoed Western resolutions demanding
an immediate ceasefire, buying India the days it needed to finish the campaign. And when the
American carrier USS Enterprise sailed into the Bay of Bengal in mid-December as a show of
force, Soviet naval units trailed it — a quiet, steel-hulled message that Washington read correctly.
For the exam, the Soviet factor is the international-relations half of the victory: diplomacy created
the space in which military force could work. Without the treaty and the vetoes, India might have
been stopped at the negotiating table before Dhaka fell.

The Soviet contribution had three layers, and UPSC expects all three. The treaty (9 August 1971)
deterred China — Beijing's warnings stayed verbal, partly because the Himalayan passes were
closing under snow and partly because Moscow's commitment was explicit. The vetoes — twice in
December 1971, the USSR blocked Western ceasefire resolutions in the Security Council — gave
India the days it needed to take Dhaka. And the naval shadowing — when the USS Enterprise's
Task Force 74 entered the Bay of Bengal in mid-December, Soviet ships and submarines trailed it,
a quiet signal Washington understood. Add the material layer: the Soviet-origin equipment India
fought with — MiG-21s, T-55s, missile boats, Styx missiles — was the hardware of victory. For GS-
II, this is the complete case study of how diplomacy enables force: without the Soviet shield, India
might have been halted by resolution before it finished by arms.

49. 49. Political Clarity: Limited Aims, Full Commitment

India's  political  leadership  defined  the  war's  objectives  with  unusual  precision:  liberate
Bangladesh, destroy Pakistan's military capacity in the east,  and avoid getting dragged into a
prolonged war or an occupation in the west. Every decision flowed from these aims — the eight-
month wait, the thirteen-day blitz, the unilateral ceasefire on 17 December, the return of captured
territory  at  Shimla.  At  no  point  did  India  chase  maximalist  goals  like  dismembering  West
Pakistan, which would have united the world against it. This is the single most testable insight of
the war for Mains: the link between clear political objectives and military success. Clausewitz's old
line — that war is politics by other means — has no better Indian illustration. When you write
answers on 1971, show this chain:  clear aims →  right timing →  rapid execution →  disciplined
stopping.
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The clarity began at the top. Indira Gandhi, fresh from her March 1971 electoral triumph, gave
the military a precise political objective — the liberation of Bangladesh and the destruction of
Pakistan's eastern forces — and then gave it the time and cover to achieve it: eight months of
preparation, the Soviet treaty, the world tour. Manekshaw, in turn, gave the government honest
military  advice  on  timing  and  then  executed  without  political  interference.  The  Cabinet
Committee  on  Political  Affairs  managed the  war's  diplomacy;  the  service  chiefs  managed its
operations; neither trespassed on the other's domain. For Mains, this civil-military harmony is the
institutional lesson of 1971 — compare it with 1962, where vague political aims produced military
confusion.  The exam-ready formulation:  clear  political  objectives,  professional  military  advice,
disciplined execution, disciplined stopping. That chain is why 1971 is taught.

50. 50. What Went Wrong for Pakistan: Five Errors

Close the book with Pakistan's errors, because UPSC expects balanced analysis. First, the political
error: refusing to accept the 1970 election verdict, which made war likely. Second, the strategic
error of Operation Searchlight: atrocities that turned world opinion and handed India ten million
refugees — a cause for war. Third, scattering the Eastern Command in border outposts instead of
concentrating  it  for  a  defence  in  depth  around Dhaka.  Fourth,  the  Chengiz  Khan  gamble:  a
preemptive  strike  that  failed  to  ground the  IAF  and handed India  the  moral  case.  Fifth,  the
western plan's false premise: "the defence of the East lies in the West" needed weeks, and Dhaka
fell in thirteen days. Present these neutrally, as analysis rather than gloating — the examiner is
testing whether you can dissect a defeat dispassionately. The meta-lesson: Pakistan fought the
war it wanted; India fought the war Pakistan could not survive.

Pakistan's  own  post-mortem  supports  this  analysis:  the  Hamoodur  Rahman  Commission,
appointed by Islamabad to inquire into the defeat, indicted the country's military and political
leadership  for  the debacle  — its  report,  though suppressed for  decades,  confirmed that  the
failures were systemic, not accidental. The five errors stand as a checklist for any answer on the
war's  causes:  deny  the  election  verdict;  answer  politics  with  atrocity;  scatter  the  army  in
indefensible posts; gamble on a preemptive strike that fails; and base the whole strategy on time
you do not have. Present them dispassionately — the examiner is testing analytical balance, not
triumphalism. And close with the meta-lesson, which applies to every war: Pakistan fought the
war it wanted, on its assumptions; India fought the war Pakistan could not survive, on the facts.
Strategy is the art of fighting the real war, not the imagined one.

Quick-Revision Tables

Table 1: 1971 War Timeline — Dates You Must Know

Date Event

25 Mar 1971 Operation Searchlight begins; refugee flood into India starts
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9 Aug 1971 Indo-Soviet Treaty of Peace, Friendship and Cooperation signed

22 Nov 1971 Boyra air battle — IAF Gnats down three PAF Sabres; undeclared war intensifies

3 Dec 1971 Operation Chengiz Khan — Pakistani preemptive air strikes; formal war begins

3 Dec 1971 Albert Ekka's action at Gangasagar (PVC)

4–5 Dec
1971

Operation Trident — missile boats strike Karachi; Longewala night battle

7 Dec 1971 Jessore falls — first major town captured

8–9 Dec
1971

Operation Python — Karachi struck again

9 Dec 1971 Meghna heli-bridge; INS Khukri sunk by PNS Hangor off Diu

11 Dec 1971 Tangail paradrop — 2 Para cuts Dhaka's escape routes

14 Dec 1971 Nirmal Jit Singh Sekhon's last dogfight over Srinagar (PVC); IAF strikes Dhaka's Governor
House

16 Dec 1971 Surrender at Dhaka Race Course (16:31 IST); Basantar — Arun Khetarpal's action (PVC)

17 Dec 1971 India declares unilateral ceasefire in the west (8 pm)

2 Jul 1972 Shimla Agreement signed by Indira Gandhi and Z.A. Bhutto

28 Aug 1973 Delhi Agreement — POW repatriation; Pakistan recognises Bangladesh

Table 2: Param Vir Chakra Winners of the 1971 War

Name Unit Action Date

Lance Naik Albert Ekka
(posthumous)

14 Guards Cleared bunkers at Gangasagar,
Agartala sector

3 Dec
1971

Flying Officer Nirmal Jit Singh
Sekhon (posthumous)

No. 18
Squadron, IAF

Lone dogfight over Srinagar airfield;
only IAF PVC

14 Dec
1971

2nd Lt Arun Khetarpal
(posthumous)

17 Poona Horse Destroyed 10 Pakistani tanks at
Basantar

16 Dec
1971

Major Hoshiar Singh 3 Grenadiers Captured and held Jarpal,
Shakargarh sector; living recipient

15–17 Dec
1971
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Table 3: Key Personalities

Person Role in 1971

Indira Gandhi Prime Minister of India; political leadership of the war

Gen Sam Manekshaw Chief of Army Staff; advised timing, directed the campaign (Field
Marshal, 1973)

Lt Gen J.S. Aurora GOC-in-C Eastern Command; accepted the surrender at Dhaka

Maj Gen J.F.R. Jacob Chief of Staff, Eastern Command; negotiated the surrender terms

Lt Gen A.A.K. Niazi Commander, Pakistan's Eastern Command; signed the Instrument of
Surrender

Gen Yahya Khan President and Army Chief of Pakistan during the war

Z.A. Bhutto Became Pakistan's President after the defeat; signed the Shimla
Agreement

Admiral S.M. Nanda Chief of Naval Staff; architect of the naval offensive

Air Chief Marshal P.C. Lal Chief of Air Staff; directed the IAF's two-front air campaign

Richard Nixon / Henry
Kissinger

US President / NSA; tilted Washington toward Pakistan

Table 4: Major Battles at a Glance

Battle Front Significance

Longewala (4–5 Dec) West (Rajasthan) 120 men of 23 Punjab + IAF Hunters stopped a Pakistani
brigade

Basantar (16 Dec) West
(Shakargarh)

Broke Pakistan's armoured counterattack; Khetarpal's
PVC action

Jessore (7 Dec) East First major town to fall; unhinged the south-western
defences

Meghna crossing (9
Dec)

East Heli-bridge put Indian troops between the Pakistanis and
Dhaka

Tangail (11 Dec) East Paradrop sealed Dhaka's escape routes

Operation Trident (4–5
Dec)

Sea (Karachi) Missile boats sank PNS Khaibar, burned Karachi's oil farm;
Navy Day
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Operation Python (8–9
Dec)

Sea (Karachi) Second strike on Karachi's oil installations and shipping

Dhaka surrender (16
Dec)

East 93,000 POWs; largest surrender since WWII; war ends in
the east

5 Exam Tips for the 1971 War

Build the timeline first, details second. Every 1971 question is secretly a sequencing
question — Searchlight (Mar), Soviet treaty (Aug), Chengiz Khan (3 Dec), Trident (4 Dec),
surrender (16 Dec), Shimla (Jul 1972). If your dates are right, half the answer writes itself.

Put every battle on the map. Dhaka, Jessore, Tangail, Longewala, Basantar, Chamb,
Karachi, Chittagong, Srinagar — UPSC's map-based Prelims questions are drawn from
exactly this list. Sketch the two fronts on a blank India map until you can do it from
memory.

Memorise the PVC table cold. Four names, four units, four actions — Ekka, Sekhon,
Khetarpal, Hoshiar Singh. It is the highest-yield table in this book; questions on gallantry
awards appear almost every year in some form.

Always compare Shimla with Tashkent. Examiners love "compare the settlements of 1966
and 1972" — Tashkent returned to status quo ante with Soviet mediation; Shimla created
the LoC with a bilateralism clause. One line of comparison earns disproportionate marks.

Link the war to the syllabus. In GS-II answers, use 1971 for Cold War dynamics and the
Indo-Soviet treaty; in GS-III security answers, use Trident/Python for naval power and the
Mukti Bahini for proxy warfare. One war, three papers — that is why it is asked so often.

Frequently Asked Questions

How long did the Indo-Pak War of 1971 last?

Thirteen days.  Pakistan launched preemptive air  strikes  on the evening of  3  December 1971
(Operation Chengiz Khan); Pakistan's Eastern Command surrendered at Dhaka on 16 December
1971; and India declared a unilateral ceasefire on the western front on 17 December 1971. The
short duration was deliberate — India's plan was built for speed, to finish the eastern campaign
before outside powers could intervene.

How many Pakistani soldiers surrendered in 1971?

About 93,000 personnel of Pakistan's Eastern Command — regular troops, paramilitary, police,
and civil officials — surrendered at Dhaka on 16 December 1971. It is widely described as the
largest surrender of armed forces since the Second World War. The prisoners were held in camps

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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across  India  under  the  Geneva  Conventions  and  repatriated  under  the  Delhi  Agreement  of
August 1973.

What was the Shimla Agreement?

The agreement signed on 2 July 1972 at Shimla by Prime Minister Indira Gandhi and Pakistan's
President  Z.A.  Bhutto.  Its  key  terms:  both  countries  would  settle  differences  bilaterally  and
peacefully; the Ceasefire Line in J&K became the Line of Control, to be respected by both sides;
and forces withdrew to the international  border.  India cites its  bilateralism clause to this  day
against third-party mediation on Kashmir.

Why is 4 December celebrated as Navy Day?

Because of Operation Trident — on the night of 4–5 December 1971, Indian missile boats struck
Karachi harbour, sinking the destroyer PNS Khaibar and setting the oil farm ablaze. It was the
Indian Navy's first missile attack in combat and its most spectacular victory of the war, so the
navy adopted the anniversary as its own day.

Why did India wait eight months before going to war?

On  professional  military  advice,  India  timed  the  war  for  December.  The  monsoon  (June–
September) makes East Pakistan's delta terrain impassable for armour; in winter the Himalayan
passes  close  under  snow,  removing  the  threat  of  Chinese  intervention  and  freeing  India's
mountain divisions; and India needed months to train the Mukti Bahini, build up supplies, and
secure Soviet diplomatic cover through the August 1971 treaty.

What did India gain and give up at Shimla?

India's war aim — the liberation of Bangladesh — was fully achieved, and about 93,000 prisoners
gave  it  enormous  bargaining  power.  At  Shimla,  India  returned  the  roughly  13,000  sq  km of
Pakistani territory captured in the west and agreed to a bilateral framework for future disputes.
Critics called it a giveaway; the government's case was that holding foreign territory would have
meant endless hostility, while the agreement secured the Line of Control and the principle of
bilateral settlement.
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