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The Rise of India in Asia

Sumit Ganguly

The last decade has witnessed a dramatic transformation of India’s foreign
and economic policies. These changes have fundamentally enhanced In-
dia’s profile in Asia and beyond. India has forged significant ties with the
economically dynamic parts of Southeast Asia, signed an important free
trade agreement with Singapore, become a member of the ASEAN Regional
Forum (ARF), and has broadened its relationship with Japan. Through the
forging of multiple bilateral and multilateral ties, it is seeking to assert itself
as a significant actor in the region.

This chapter will examine the transformation of India’s grand strategy in
the post-Cold War era, discuss the reactions of other major powers in Asia,
and assess the possibilities and limits of India’s emergence as a great power.
To that end, it will carefully outline sources and prospects of the transfor-
mation of India’s foreign and economic policies, assess their impact on do-
mestic capabilities and regional actors, and examine the likely reactions of
other key players in Asia. The central argument of this chapter is that India
aspires to be a major Asian power and is pursuing a hedging strategy against
the People’s Republic of China, its most likely and keenest competitor for a
similar status in Asia. The chapter will also contend that while other major
states in Asia are not concerned or distressed with India’s rise, the PRC does
view India’s attempt to break free from its subcontinental status with grow-
ing concern. One of the key hurdles that confronts India on this pathway to
great power status is its current inability to resolve ongoing differences with
at least two of its subcontinental neighbors, Pakistan and, to a lesser degree,
Bangladesh.

The chapter is organized along four levels of analysis. At the outset it
deals with the transformation of the global order at the end of the Cold War
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and its impact on India’s foreign and security policy choices. In making this
argument, the chapter argues that this was a clear case of “the second image
reversed’—namely, the impact of international politics on domestic politi-
cal and economic arrangements.! It then turns to a discussion of India’s re-
Jations with key Asian states. The focus then shifts to India and its dealings

tures of Indian politics that can shape the future course of the country’s for-
eign and security policy choices and thereby influence its position in Asia.

T THE PRESENCE OF THE PAST

During the Cold War, as is well known, India adopted a policy of non-align-
ment.2 The policy did not necessarily call for equidistance from both su-
perpowers but instead meant that India sought not to be drawn into either
superpower’s ideological or strategic orbit. Despite this professed commit-
ment to such a principle, for all practical purposes, India elided over Soviet
malfeasances and was a harsh critic of the shortcomings of American for-
eign policy. Such a stance contributed to a frosty Indo-American relation-
ship.3 In turn, in the absence of long-held cultural ties, the paucity of eco-
nomic interests, and lacking vital strategic interests in the region, the United
States also chose to mostly ignore India. Consequently, toward the end of
the Cold War, apart from cordial relations with the Soviet Union, significant
portions of the Eastern Bloc, and a motley collection of poor states in Africa
and Latin America, India had few viable international ties. The Third World
coalition that Tndia had sought to forge in the 1950s and 1960s had be-
come mostly a caricature.*

The Cold War's end forced India’s policymakers to re-examine some of
the key assumptions of India’s grand strategy. In the realm of foreign pol-
icy they realized that the heyday of non-alignment had long come to a
close. As Inder Gujral, a former Indian prime minister, once stated, “Ttisa
mantra that we will have to keep repeating but whom are you going to be
non-aligned against?”5 More specifically, despite this professed commit-
ment to non-alignment, key members of India’s foreign policy establish-
ment also recognized that Russia, the principal successor state to the for-
mer Soviet Union, was unlikely (and very possibly unwilling) to play the
same role of the erstwhile USSR. Namely, Russia could not be counted
upon to use its veto at the United Nations Security Council on the critical
Kashmir dispute with Pakistan, that it would not serve as a counterweight
to a potentially revanchist People’s Republic of China, and that it would
no longer sell advanced weaponry at highly concessional rates. Accord-
ingly, an unreflective reliance on Russia would ill serve India’s foreign and
security policy interests.
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With the Soviet demise it was also apparent that the United States, for the
foreseeable future, would remain as the dominant global power. This real-
ization necessitated a fundamental re-appraisal of the Indo-U.S. relation-
ship despite the presence of various extant bilateral differences on questions
pertaining to non-proliferation, human rights, and trade issues.

Though significant segments of the policy elite came to these ineluctable
conclusions, the shift in India’s foreign and security policy orientations did
not occur without a vigorous internal debate. Some individuals and groups
within the ruling Congress Party refused to abandon their commitment to
a vision of Nehruvian socialism at home and non-alignment abroad. They
continued to argue that these precepts had not lost their relevance and in-
stead should be pursued with renewed vigor.s They also contended that In-
dia should take the lead in forging a multipolar world order and work in
concert with other powers such as the People’s Republic of China (PRQ),
Russia, and France to balance overweening American power. A second
strand of opinion, mostly associated with the right-of-center, Hindu na-
tionalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), argued for a more muscular, assertive
Indian foreign policy. It also called for the abandonment of India’s pro-
fessed policy of nuclear abstinence, to defy the global non-proliferation
regime, and overtly acquire an independent nuclear force.”

Kanti Bajpai, a noted Indian international relations scholar, has described
India’s pre-Cold War foreign and security policy strategy as “modified
structuralism.”® The key components of this strategy had involved a com-
mitment to the maximization of India’s national interests but with a res-
olute desire to pursue a normative world order. The pursuit of ideational
goals, however, has for the most part given way to more expedient concerns
at the end of the Cold War. Many of India’s policy choices, especially those
in the international arena, are still couched in the ideational language and
rhetoric of the past. However, in practice, they increasingly reveal a more
pragmatic approach designed to boost India’s material well-being and na-
tional security at the cost of the pursuit of broader, normative ideals. Some
manifestations of this shift toward pragmatism bear discussion.

To begin with, in 1992, India dropped its long-standing policy of treat-
ing Israel at a diplomatic arm’s length and extended it full-scale diplomatic
recognition.’ India had kept its distance from Israel during much of the
Cold War for two seemingly compelling reasons: first, it was concerned
about the political sensitivities of its very substantial domestic Muslim mi-
nority, and second, it wanted to maintain its credentials as the standard-
bearer of all Third World causes. Neither of these concerns had served In-
dia well. The Arab (and most Muslim) states had invariably sided with
Pakistan in every Indo-Pakistani conflict and had rarely lost an occasion to
upbraid India at the Organization of Islamic Countries (OIC) meetings for
real and imagined failures to accord equal treatment to its Muslim citi-
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zenry. What made the shift politically acceptable, however, was the onset
of the Madrid peace conference involving members of the Palestine Liber-
ation Organization (PLO) and representatives of the Israeli government.
The onset of these negotiations provided the regime in New Delhi suffi-
cient political cover to depart from its historic (and anachronistic) posi-
tion on Israel.

India also dispensed with its efforts at leading a pitiful coalition of de-
veloping countries that ineffectually carped at the inequities of the global
order. Instead it has sought to forge pragmatic relationships with the United
States, the European Union, Israel, Japan, Russia, and several of the eco-
nomically dynamic states of Southeast Asia.!? Also, despite considerable in-
ternational disapprobation, it blasted its way into the nuclear club in May
1998.11 The initial reactions, especially those of the United States, the
United Kingdom, Japan, and the People’s Republic of China (PRC), were
harsh and swift. Since then, most of the great powers have grudgingly ac-
cepted India as a de facto nuclear weapons state.

India was also forced to adopt a markedly different approach to eco-
nomic development. Since its independence from the British Indian Em-
pire, the country had pursued a state-led strategy of economic growth, with
an emphasis on import-substituting industrialization (181). India’s pursuit
of a strategy of ISI and its hostility toward foreign investors had also helped
to reinforce India’s international isolation. In the words of an Indian polit-
ical scientist, Ramesh Thakur, India had developed a “bunker mentality”
through the twin pursuit of the policies of non-alignment and ISI.12 This
strategy, polemical claims notwithstanding, had long outlived its utility. In-
dia’s economic growth until the early 1980s had been anemic at best and
was failing to make a serious dent on rural and urban poverty. Again, the
Soviet collapse, the concomitant loss of captive markets in the Soviet Union
and the Eastern Bloc, and the discrediting of the model of state-led eco-
nomic growth coupled with an unprecedented fiscal crisis in 1991 forced
India’s policymakers to change course.

The fiscal crisis and the shift in economic policies virtually coincided
with two other dramatic developments in global politics: the end of the
Cold War and the dissolution of the Soviet bloc. Both these events were
fraught with significance for India. During much of the Cold War, for com-
plex reasons, India had had close relations with the Soviet Union.!? Suffice
to say that this relationship had largely been based upon a common distrust
of the People’s Republic of China and, to a lesser degree, the United States.
The Soviets had bolstered this relationship with a highly subsidized arms
transfer arrangement and had granted India access to a substantial market
both at home and in Fastern Europe.!4

The comfortable intellectual shibboleths that they had long relied on had
little or no utility in guiding their choices. Faced with this unprecedented
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situation the Congress government of Prime Minister Narasimha Rao
brought about some drastic shifts in the realm of both economic and for-
eign policies. Despite considerable domestic opposition from across the po-
litical spectrum, Rao and his finance minister (subsequently prime minis-
ter), an Oxford-trained economist, Manmohan Singh, dramatically cut
governmental subsidies, reduced tariff rates and quotas, dispensed with
parts of a regulatory maze, and sought to attract much-needed foreign in-
vestment.!> The changes they sought to bring about were not incremental
but sweeping.16 ‘

The fiscal crisis and the Soviet collapse left India’s policymakers in a
dilemma. These two external events shook the foundations of India’s eco-
nomic and foreign policies unlike any other prior exogenous shocks.'? Iron-
ically, these twin crises, which forced India to mostly abandon the lodestars
of its foreign and economic policies, and thereby helped forge the compo-
nents of a new grand strategy, also enabled the country to not only end its
self-imposed isolation but also to start realizing its potential as a major
power.

Pursuing Hard Power

In this quest for major power status, India’s policymakers finally and
fully embraced the principle that military power can confer considerable
advantages to states in the global order. The realization had dawned earlier
but thanks to the Nehruvian strand in the country’s strategic culture, an el-
ement of ambivalence had long characterized the country’s relationship
with military power and its uses. This ambivalence was finally shed in the
early 1990s as compelling external developments forced policymakers to
make some critical choices to guarantee the country’s long-term security.
The specific circumstances that led to a drastic re-appraisal of India’s secu-
rity needs are discussed below.

The Soviet collapse and the concomitant loss of a tacit security guarantee,
the growing military and economic clout of the PRC, and its robust nuclear
and ballistic missile assistance to Pakistan prompted Indian decision mak-
ers to abandon their long-standing policy of calculated nuclear ambiguity.
Contrary to widespread popular belief and much polemical commentary,
the decision to cross the nuclear Rubicon did not stem from considerations
of prestige, status, or the presence of a jingoistic regime in New Delhi.!8 Fuz-
thermore, key developments in the global nonproliferation arena added to
India’s fears.

The decision to acquire an overt nuclear weapons option emerged in the
wake of the successful American-led effort to unconditionally and indefi-
nitely extend the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT) and the seemingly
inexorable march toward the conclusion of a Comprehensive Test Ban

The Rise of

Treaty (CIBT). India, an early and :

feared that it would come under con
accede to the CTBT regime, which h:
September 1998. The treaty’s entry i
tions, which had ongoing nuclear |
regime.!?

In the aftermath of the tests, the
proceeded apace along with the ex)
includes a robust missile developn
from segments of India’s “attentive |
force, responsible Indian strategic p
the country will not adopt such a cc
India’s political culture toward incr
tion, and fiscal prudence, it is most
on an open-ended a arms race with 1
dian nuclear deterrent is to serve as
blackmail and coercion. This fear h:
cordingly, as a very able and thougl
program has argued, the country w.
secure, finite deterrent that wou
needs.2! In the absence of a fundar
lations and attempts on the part of |
curity concerns, it is most unlikely
clear and ballistic missile programs

FROM “ESTRANC
TO “NATUI

It is perhaps no exaggeration to s
more important for India than the
expanded role that India hopes to
measure, on how it succeeds in not
bond. The Indo-U.S. relationship,

1960s during the Kennedy admin:
United States had had few econon
and could well afford to ignoreit. I
at bay because of its professed ¢
quently, the long (albeit fitful) Am
with Pakistan vitiated the prospect
can engagement with India during
the mid-1960s, became almost c
concerns ranging from non-prolife




Ganguly

of Prime Minister Narasimha Rao
the realm of both economic and for-
mestic opposition from across the po-
minister (subsequently prime minis-
Manmohan Singh, dramatically cut
iff rates and quotas, dispensed with
ht to attract much-needed foreign in-
to bring about were not incremental

llapse left India’s policymakers in a
shook the foundations of India’s eco-
rother prior exogenous shocks.!? Iron-
[ndia to mostly abandon the lodestars
and thereby helped forge the compo-
1abled the country to not only end its
art realizing its potential as a major

tus, India’s policymakers finally and
litary power can confer considerable
er. The realization had dawned earlier
1 the country’s strategic culture, an el-
wacterized the country’s relationship
s ambivalence was finally shed in the
levelopments forced policymakers to
1tee the country’s long-term security.
 a drastic re-appraisal of India’s secu-

ritant loss of a tacit security guarantee,
out of the PRC, and its robust nuclear
istan prompted Indian decision mak-
olicy of calculated nuclear ambiguity.
ef and much polemical commentary,
con did not stem from considerations
jingoistic regime in New Delhi.!8 Fur-
obal nonproliferation arena added to

iclear weapons option emerged in the
effort to unconditionally and indefi-
ation Treaty (NPT) and the seemingly
1sion of a Comprehensive Test Ban

The Rise of India in Asia 155

Treaty (CTBT). India, an early and staunch opponent of the NPT regime,
feared that it would come under concerted American and global pressure to
accede to the CTBT regime, which had been designed to come into force in
September 1998. The treaty’s entry into force required some forty-four na-
tions, which had ongoing nuclear power programs, to first accede to the
R B regime_w 3

In the aftermath of the tests, the Indian nuclear weapons program has
proceeded apace along with the expansion of delivery capabilities, which
includes a robust missile development program. Despite some pressures
— from segments of India’s “attentive public” to develop a substantial nuclear
force, responsible Indian strategic planners, however, have made clear that
the country will not adopt such a course. Given a deep-seated proclivity in
India’s political culture toward incremental decision making, strategic cau-
tion, and fiscal prudence, it is most unlikely that the country will embark
on an open-ended a arms race with the PRC. The primary purpose of the In-
dian nuclear deterrent is to serve as a hedge against future Chinese nuclear
blackmail and coercion. This fear has long haunted Indian strategists.® Ac-
cordingly, as a very able and thoughtful analyst of India’s nuclear weapons
program has argued, the country will remain content with the pursuit of a
secure, finite deterrent that would address India’s long-term security
needs.2! In the absence of a fundamental improvement in Sino-Indian re-
lations and attempts on the part of the PRC to assuage India’s legitimate se-
curity concerns, it is most unlikely that India will abandon its ongoing nu-
clear and ballistic missile programs,

FROM “ESTRANGED DEMOCRACIES”
TO “NATURAL ALLIES"?22

It is perhaps no exaggeration to suggest that no bilateral relationship is
more important for India than the one with the United States. Indeed the
expanded role that India hopes to play in Asia depends, in considerable
measure, on how it succeeds in not merely managing but strengthening this
bond. The Indo-U.S. relationship, apart from a brief interlude in the early
1960s during the Kennedy administration, had been mostly frosty.”* The
United States had had few economic, strategic, or cultural links with India
and could well afford to ignore it. India, initially, had kept the United States
at bay because of its professed commitment to non-alignment. Subse-
quently, the long (albeit fitful) American military and strategic relationship
with Pakistan vitiated the prospects of U.S.-Indian rapprochement. Ameri-
can engagement with India during much of the Cold War, especially after
the mid-1960s, became almost completely derivative of its larger global
concerns ranging from non-proliferation to human rights. Indeed it was not
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until the early 1980s, in the aftermath of the Soviet invasion and occupa-
tion of Afghanistan, that Indo-U.S. relations acquired ballast. Nevertheless,
in the continuing absence of strategic ties and economic complementari-
ties, the American preoccupation with non-proliferation and subsequently
a vocal position on human rights violations in the state of Jammu and
Kashmir vitiated the prospects of a viable rapprochement.

Only when India realized that the Soviet dissolution was permanent and
that the principal successor state, Russia, was at best an anemic partner, did
it evince an interest in forging a new relationship with the United States. Si-
multaneously, the United States also proved to be more forthcoming be-
cause of India’s embrace, however cautious, of a market-oriented strategy of
economic development.24

In the wake of the nuclear tests India faced a raft of sanctions from the
United States and the major powers. However, through extremely deft and
tenacious bilateral and multilateral diplomacy New Delhi managed to have
the bulk of the sanctions lifted within two years of the tests. More impot-
tantly, it used the ensuing bilateral dialogue with the United States to fash-
ion a vastly improved relationship.?> The newly forged relationship tran-
scended the second Clinton administration. Indeed, despite the advent of
the Bush administration and the concomitant shift in foreign and security
policy priorities, the Indo-U.S. relationship continued to thrive.26 Even the
American decision to court Pakistan in the aftermath of the September 11,
2001, attacks failed to derail the steady improvement in Indo-U.S. relations.

The bonds did not fray because, unlike in the past, they had acquired a
degree of strength and robustness. Thanks to critical policy choices in both
capitals, the two countries now had placed their ties on a more sound foun-
dation. Indeed, despite profound differences on Pakistan and its role in the
U.S.-led “war on terror,” the Indo-U.S. bilateral relationship continued to
flourish.2” Among other matters, the Bush administration, which had far
fewer qualms about India’s ongoing nuclear and ballistic missile programs
than its predecessor, sought to forge a wider defense and security partner-
ship with India. To that end, it initiated the Next Steps in Strategic Partner-
ship (NSSP), a program of defense cooperation focused on four areas: civil-
ian nuclear technology, dual-use high technology, space research, and
ballistic missile defense. The two sides also initiated a major effort to side-
step the expectations of the non-proliferation regime and worked to forge a
critical bilateral accord on civilian nuclear energy cooperation.2® Though
the final elements of this agreement are yet to be consummated, the mere
willingness of both sides to embark on this extremely ambitious endeavor
is a sign of the growing maturity and depth of the Indo-U.S. strategic rela-
tionship.

The Indo-U.S. relationship is now largely free from the ideological cant
and fervor as well as the geopolitical differences that had vitiated it during
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the Cold War. Instead a large degree of mutual pragmatism has come to
characterize the relationship.

This newfound pragmatism has contributed to a series of bilateral mili-
tary exercises, involving the respective navies, armies, and air forces. Over
the past several years, Indian and American forces have held joint exercises
in such disparate areas as Alaska, Ladakh, in the northern portion of the In-
dian-controlled state of Jammu and Kashmir, and also at the Counter In-
surgency and Jungle Warfare School at Vairengte in the state of Mizoram
near the Indo-Myanmar border. In 2007 a significant naval exercise, “Mal-
abar,” was held in the Bay of Bengal and involved the United States, India,
Singapore, Japan, and Australia. (Four out of these five states had formed an
ad hoc coalition to coordinate the provision of relief assistance in the wake
of the December 2004 tsunami that had wreaked havoc across much of
South and Southeast Asia.)

The growing closeness of the Indo-U.S. strategic relationship has gener-
ated a predictable domestic backlash. India’s two communist parties, the
Communist Party of India (CPI) and the Communist Party of India/Marxist
(CPI/M), have repeatedly expressed their reservations about these defense
ties and proven to be a major impediment to the consummation of the
U.S.-India civilian nuclear agreement. The CPI/M, which enjoys close ties to
Beijing, has been reflexively hostile toward the United States and continues
to oppose any improvement in Indo-U.S. relations.

Salvaging a Relationship

Despite the dramatic improvement in Indo-U.S. relations, which the In-
dian political establishment deems to be critical to the pursuit of India’s
great power aspirations, after a significant hiatus during the Gorbachev
and Yeltsin years, India has managed to resurrect elements of the former
Indo-Soviet relationship with Russia. Two factors explain the persistence
of the Indo-Russian relationship. At one level, a significant portion of In-
dia’s arsenal is of Soviet origin. Consequently, India’s military establish-
ment still remains dependent on Moscow for spare parts and equipment.
Simultaneously, given the past fickleness of the United States on arms
transfers, India is loath to abandon an important source of advanced
weaponry until it has found other, comparable arms suppliers.?? Yet this
relationship cannot possibly regain the status that it enjoyed in the Cold
War years. Russia now has a robust arms transfer relationship with the
PRC; it is besieged with a set of its own internal difficulties and views the
Indo-Russian military relationship as a strictly commercial venture. This
is evident from the continuing haggling over the purchase of the retrofit-
ted aircraft carrier, the Admiral Gorshokov, designed to replace the aging In-
dian INS Vikrant.3°
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A small segment of India’s foreign policy establishment still harborg a
hope that Russia, the PRC, and India could form a loose coalition to help

balance overweening American power. Even though former Russian foreigp-

minister Yevgeny Primakov once floated this proposal, it found few serioyg
adherents in New Delhi. Given the growing bonds in Indo-American ties

and India’s continuing mistrust of the PRC's interests and actions, it is most—

unlikely that any such coalition will emerge.

ASIAN COMPETITORS AND POTENTIAL ALLIES

Closer to home, India has attempted, with varying degrees of success, to
improve relations with the People’s Republic of China (PRC).3! This re-
lationship had been troubled since the late 1950s and had contributed
to a major border war in 1962.32 Subsequently, relations had long re-
mained strained until 1988 when Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi under-
took an initiative to try and improve relations. Ironically, the Gandhi
visit took place two years after a border clash at Sumdurong Chu in 1986
that almost contributed to yet another border war.33 In the aftermath of
Gandhi's visit a series of high-level discussions ensued to reduce ten-
sions, to promote trade, and to expand the ambit of diplomatic cooper-
ation. Despite these efforts, the two sides made glacial progress in their
attempts to resolve the border dispute. Nevertheless, both countries
found it expedient to try and limit the possibilities of inadvertent con-
flict along the disputed border. To that end, India reached two significant
confidence-building measures (CBMs) with the PRC in 1993 and 199634
Also, Sino-Indian trade expanded dramatically in the early part of the
next decade, with China poised to now surpass the United States as In-
dia’s largest trading partner.

Despite all these positive developments, the relationship is far from
being a stable partnership.35 At least three fundamental issues divide the
two states. First, the border dispute remains unresolved, and it is highly
unlikely that any swift resolution thereof is forthcoming. In November
2006, for example, the two countries had a highly publicized disagree-
ment about the exact status of a region in India’s northeast, Arunachal
Pradesh. To the surprise of Indian officials, the PRC reiterated its claim
to that region.3¢ Second, India and China, despite an agreement to the
contrary, remain locked into an inexorable competition to secure hydro-
carbon resources from third parties to fuel their economic growth.37
Such competition is simply unlikely to abate; relative gains, as scholars
of international relations have long argued, matter much in global poli-
tics.38 Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the two states have self-im-
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ages as great powers in Asia and beyond. The PRC may wish to have cor-
dial relations with India but has little or no interest in facilitating India’s

_attempts to transcend its South Asian status. Specifically, it has expressed
grave reservations about India’s support for and interest in ballistic mis-
sile defenses, refused to support India’s quest for a permanent seat inan
expanded United Nations Security Council, and has questioned the pro-
priety of the U.S-India civilian nuclear accord. Consequently, it is evi-
dent that despite an improvement in the atmospherics of this relationship,
major substantive differences still persist. Relations between these two
major Asian powers for the foreseeable future will therefore remain com-
petitive.

It is in this context that one must examine India’s growing ties to South-
east Asia. The overall transformation of India’s foreign policy enabled it to
vepair long-neglected relations with the economically dynamic states of
Southeast Asia3® During the Cold War India had largely shunned the
Southeast Asian nations, viewing them as little more than American
stooges. It had also damaged its relations with many of the key Southeast
Asian states through its support for the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia
and the support of the Heng Samrin regime.

This effort to fashion a new set of relationships with Southeast Asia was
part of Prime Minister Narasimha Rao’s “Look East” policy designed to at-
tract investment from and seek new markets in the region. Accordingly, in
1992, India was invited to become a sectoral dialogue partner of ASEAN.
The steady opening of the Indian economy and continued diplomatic en-
gagement enabled India to become a full dialogue partner in 1995 and a
member of the ASEAN Regional Forum in 1996.

Over the past decade, the density of interactions with the ASEAN states
has been dramatic and has gone well beyond the initial interest in trade, in-
vestment, and tourism. For example, in early November 2000, India pro-
posed the creation of the Ganga-Mekong Cooperation project in Vientiane.
This project is designed to enhance cooperation among India, Thailand,
Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, and Myanmar in such areas as culture, educa-
tion, tourism and transport, and communications.* It is pertinent to un-
derscore that two states, China and Bangladesh, were conspicuous in their
absence in this new group of nations.

The steady growth of the Indian economy and its increasing openness
throughout the 1990s provided increasing opportunities for cooperation
with ASEAN. Accordingly, India became a summit-level partner in 2002
and at the third ASEAN-India Summit held in November 2004 in Vien-
tiane, India and ASEAN signed the “ASEAN-India Partnership for Peace,
Progress and Shared Prosperity” document. This scheme spelled out
the guidelines for long-term engagement between India and ASEAN.4!

-——m
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Questions of trade and investment alone, however, were no longer the
reason for the increasing density of ties between India and ASEAN after
the events of September 11, 2001. Many of the ASEAN states and cer-
tainly India had coped with violent insurgent movements and various
terrorist groups long before the increased focus on transnational terror
that ensued in the wake of the terrorist attacks on the United States. Not
surprisingly, anti-terror cooperation has also become an important
strand in the Indo-ASEAN relationship.42

Apart from seeking to expand both trade and investment and promoting
transnational cooperation against terror, there remains an unspoken ele-
ment in India’s quest to build a set of viable diplomatic ties with the South-
east Asian states. Though the subject of routine public denials, privately In-
dian policymakers concede that an important Indian strategic goal remains
the desire to limit China's influence in the region. To varying degtees, vari-
ous Southeast Asian states also see India as a potential balancer to growing
Chinese power. Not surprisingly India has managed to quicken the growth
of military-to-military contacts with a number of key Southeast Asian
states.43

Along with this expansion of trade, diplomatic contacts, and military-to-
military ties, India has also started to broaden its diplomatic contacts with
Japan. Indo-Japanese relations had a mostly economic dimension during
much of the Cold War as India was the recipient of Japanese economic as-
sistance and investment. Furthermore, the Japanese had little use for India’s
non-alignment policies and its closeness with the Soviet Union. Sustained
economic growth in India and India’s more pragmatic foreign policy led to
a significant change in the Indo-Japanese relationship in the 1990s. Obvi-
ously, the Indian nuclear tests of 1998 again led to a brief diplomatic rup-
ture. However, as the other great powers, most notably the United States,
grudgingly came to accept India’s new status, Japan also followed suit.

Today, the Indo-Japanese relationship is taking on broader dimensions as
Japan sees India’s military prowess as an important asset in an uncertain
strategic environment.*4 Though both parties are at pains to deny that these
newfound military ties are directed at any third party, it is clear that both
India and Japan share some common concerns about the possible course of
China'’s rise and its impact on their mutual security interests.4S Beyond this
desire to pursue a hedging strategy against the PRC, the two sides have also
envisaged a dramatic expansion of their bilateral ties. Following Prime Min-
ister Manmohan Singh'’s visit to Japan in December 2006, the two parties
spelled out a broad vision for a multifaceted relationship that would focus
on, but not be limited to, cooperation in aerospace, global climate change,
energy security, increased foreign direct investment, and the forging of a
comprehensive economic partnership.
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DISTANT NEIGHBORS:
PAKISTAN, BANGLADESH, AND SRI LANKA

There is little question that deft Indian diplomacy, the steady opening of In-

dia’s economy, and a raft of internal, market-oriented reforms have done
much to transform India’s relations with a host of Asian states. However, it
is still far from clear that India has managed to devise a set of viable strate- '
gies for dealing with its often pesky and contentious neighbors. India’s
problems with Pakistan, of course, hark back to the partition of the sub-
continent in 1947 and are rooted in the dispute over the status of the Mus-
lim-majority state of Jammu and Kashmir.*¢ Since 1989, however, the rela-
tionship has become especially fraught with tension, thanks to the outbreak
of an ethno-religious insurgency in the Indian-controlled portion of the dis-
puted state. The roots of this insurgency can be traced to Indian domestic
politics.4” However, Pakistan’s involvement in the insurgency has greatly ex-
panded its scope and lengthened its duration.®® As a consequence of Pak-
istan’s support for some of the insurgent groups and their feckless actions,
a series of crises have punctuated Indo-Pakistani relations over the past -
decade.®? Periodic efforts to reduce tensions have mostly floundered over
fundamental and seemingly irreconcilable differences over how to resolve
the vexed Kashmir question. Given the unwillingness of any regime in Pak-
istan to reconcile itself to the status quo in Kashmir, in the end the dispute
may reach a permanent stalemate. The national trajectories of India and
Pakistan are markedly different, and the institutional, military, and eco-
nomic gaps between the two states are likely to widen in the years ahead.®
While Pakistan may remain utterly unreconciled to the status quo in Kash-
mir, its ability to coerce India into making significant concessions will
steadily decline. Consequently, while political rapprochement is most un-
likely, the rivalry is likely to lose much of its force.

Indeed, given India’s growing presence in Central Asia (and even
Afghanistan in the post-Taliban phase), Pakistan may deem it expedient to
reach some accommodation with India. Despite grand hopes of using the
common bonds of Islam to insinuate itself into the good graces of the for-
mer Soviet Central Asian states, Pakistan has not succeeded in gaining sub-
stantial ground. Instead, India, through concerted and deft diplomacy, has
managed to steadily extend its influence in the region despite the barriers
of geography through security assistance, increased trade, and diplomatic
engagement.’!

India’s relations with Bangladesh, the country it helped create in 1971,
remain laden with tension and distrust. Questions of sharing river wa-
ters, trade and tariff reductions, smuggling, illegal immigration from
Bangladesh, the seemingly unbridled growth of Islamic militancy, and
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the persistence of some minor territorial disputes have long dogged
Indo-Bangladeshi relations.5? Given Bangladesh’s endemic and structural
problems of governance and its deep-seated fears of Indian domination,
only the most sagacious Indian policies designed to assuage the real and
imagined misgivings of its weak and contentious neighbor will ensure an
improvement in relations. Unfortunately, few governments in New Delhi
have evinced much interest in forging such a set of coherent policies that
would help ameliorate the distrust that characterizes Indo-Bangladeshi
relations. _

Among all of India’s small neighbors, India now enjoys perhaps the most
cordial relationship with Sri Lanka. India’s relations with Sri Lanka had
plummeted in the aftermath of the ill-fated, poorly conceived, and clumsily
implemented Indo-Sri Lankan Accord of 1987 and the even more disas-
trous Indian Peace Keeping Force episode of 1987~1989.5 Today the gov-
ernment in New Delhi is keen on cooperating with the Sri Lankan regime
to bolster the country’s stability and to contain the Liberation Tigers of
Tamil Eelam, the insurgent group that has long been fighting for the cre-
ation of a separate Tamil state in Sri Lanka.5* Though differences still re-
main with Sri Lanka on questions of trade and the future of the Tamil com-
munity, the relationship today is a far cry from the troubled period of the
1980s.

THE DOMESTIC DIMENSION:
STEPS FORWARD AND THE PITFALLS AHEAD

For all practical purposes, India’s decision makers have broken certain
“mind-forged manacles”—to borrow that evocative expression from the
great English poet William Blake—and have embarked on a new grand
strategy. Hlowever, a section of India’s “attentive public” and some members
of its political establishment, most notably those in the two communist
parties, still harbor visions of resurrecting the moribund doctrine of non-
alignment and strategies of state-led industrialization. Despite the turning
of the global ideological tide, they maintain an unswerving commitment to
the ideals of yesteryear. Consequently, these groups still constitute an im-
portant constraint on the ongoing transformation of India’s foreign, secu-
rity, and economic policies. India’s ability to forge ahead with the substan-
tial changes that it has managed to bring about will, in considerable part,
depend on the ability of any ruling regime to limit and contain the influ-
ence of these groups.

Yet there is little question that India, while on a new and successful path
of economic growth and diplomatic engagement, cannot afford to ignore
some serious domestic challenges if it hopes to rise to the rank of a major
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power. It is unnecessary to enumerate all the domestic challenges that India
confronts. However, there are some infirmities to the Indian polity that are

_ important to underscore. Despite its professed commitment to social justice

and equity, India has some of the world’s worst social indicators. In 2006,
for example, the United Nations Human Development Report placed India
at 126 among the 177 countries surveyed. This standing is understandable
given that the government of India contributes less than a quarter of the to-
tal expenditure on health care. The comparable figures for China and the
United States are 36.2 percent and 44.6 percent, respectively. Similarly,
there are six physicians and eight hospital beds available for every ten thou-
sand Indian citizens. The comparable statistics are sixteen physicians and
twenty-five hospital beds and twenty-three and thirty-three for China and
the United States, respectively. Perhaps, in a most telling fashion, however,
despite steady economic growth for well over a decade, some 26 percent of
India’s population still remains mired in abject, grinding, and dehumaniz-
ing poverty.s India’s pathway to great power status consequently is still
strewn with a number of important obstacles. None of them are insupera-

ble, but they will require imaginative and efficacious policy choices if they -

are to be overcome.,

CONCLUSION

Will India realize its long-held hopes and aspirations to emerge as a great
power in Asia and beyond? The answer to that question is far from certain.
The country still faces significant domestic challenges and regional con-
straints on the path to such a status. These hurdles are far from trivial and
will require concerted efforts and sustained action on the part of any regime
that comes to power in New Delhi.

Three concluding observations about the likely course of India’s choices
in the foreseeable future are in order. First, it is clear that despite some lin-
gering domestic opposition, the country has now embarked upon a funda-
mentally new course, one that is mostly shorn of past ideological baggage
both in the realms of foreign and domestic policies. The jettisoning of such
ideological ballast and the concomitant policy changes have enabled the
country to post high rates of economic growth, reduce rural and urban
poverty, pursue defense modernization, and start a process of diplomatic
engagement with the key Asian states and beyond. The degree of popular
support that these policies command in India’s fractious democratic polity
is considerable. Consequently, barring the emergence of a vastly different
political configuration in New Delhi thanks to some unexpected electoral
upheaval, these policies will continue to enjoy a political consensus and
will be pursued into the foreseeable future.

|
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Second, regardless of the government in power in New Delhi, the
country will not abandon its tradition of prickly independence. This
drive for autonomy is deeply rooted in India’s political culture and is un-
likely to dissipate easily. Any major state seeking to work with India wil]
have to take account of this deep-seated proclivity in India’s decision-
making apparatus.

Third, and finally, it is worth noting that despite India’s dramatic rise in
the past decade, few states in Asia or beyond have expressed any serious
concerns about the potential dangers it may pose to the emergent Asian or-
der. On the contrary, apart from India’s subcontinental neighbors and the
PRC, who have long had real and perceived grievances against India, the
vast majority of Asia appears eager to engage an increasingly commercially
open, diplomatically assertive, and militarily powerful India.

Three compelling reasons may be adduced to explain the lack of global
and regional misgivings about India’s rise. First, India, for the most part, is
no longer seeking to lead a global coalition that seeks to challenge the ex-
isting international order. The hoary commitments to global disarmament,
non-alignment, and Third World solidarity have, for all practical purposes,
been abandoned. India may still forge ad hoc coalitions with key states
such as South Africa, Brazil, and China on contentious issues such as cli-
mate change and international trade. However, these alliances will be
strictly temporary, ad hoc, and confined to specific issues. They do not rep-
resent an attempt to fashion an alternative international colossus to chal-
lenge the extant great powers. Second, India has to a very large extent ac-
cepted the precepts of a neo-Liberal global order. It may seek changes in
that order to suit its particular national interests, but it is downright un-
likely to offer any meaningful challenge to it. Third and finally, India is a
democracy. While a vigorous debate exists about the lack of war proneness
among democracies, they are, however, deemed to be less threatening than
autocratic or authoritarian states,>¢

What is a rising India’s likely impact on the emergent Asian international
order? Obviously, it is all but impossible to make firm, robust predictions
about the evolution of India’s foreign policy and its influence of the shape
of the future Asian international order, Nevertheless, it is possible to ex-
trapolate a few general propositions based upon existing conditions.

The discussion can be woven around three distinct issues: economic,
strategic, and diplomatic. If India continues to embrace a neoliberal path of
economic development, it is reasonable to expect it to become far more
closely integrated with the dynamic economies of Southeast Asia. Not only
should India become an important destination for investment, but it
should also become a significant market for a range of goods and services
from these states. On the other hand, India’s continued growth will also
mean that it will be in increasing competition for energy resources. This
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will, among other factors, without a doubt, sustain the competitive rela-
tionship with the PRC.
In the strategic arena, a more militarily powerful India will be in a posi-
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tion to provide certain public goods for the region. Most importantly, as a
significant littoral state, it has a vital interest in maintaining the security of

sea lanes athwart both its coasts. Already, in the aftermath of the terrorist at-

tacks of September 11, 2001, units of the Indian Navy have assisted the U.S.
7th Fleet in anti-piracy and counterterrorism operations in and around the
Strait of Malacca. It is entirely within reason to assume that such coopera-
tion can easily be extended and broadened to the benefit of many South-
east Asian states.

Finally, growing Indian diplomatic engagement through the ARF could
offer the states of Southeast Asia an important counterweight to an over-
bearing PRC. Though India’s political leadership is mindful of wanting to
avoid any direct confrontations with the PRC, they are nevertheless willing
to work with other key Asian states, most notably Japan, to provide an ele-
ment of reassurance to the smaller states of Asia, which are understandably
concerned about a resurgent PRC.
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