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Abstract

The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad), comprising the United States
(US), Australia, India and Japan, evolved in the wake of the Indian Ocean
Tsunami of 2004. It was revitalized in 2017 as a strategic alliance
addressing a range of security and economic issues. The collaboration
within the Quad intensified in response to China's growing influence in the
Asia-Pacific region, later renamed “Indo-Pacific” by the US with the
release of the “Indo-Pacific Strategy” in February 2022. However, India's
role within the Quad adds to the complexities due to its strategic relations
with Russia, economic compulsions vis-a-vis China, membership of SCO
and BRICS, and internal socio-economic challenges. India heavily relies on
Russian defence equipment, from which it cannot decouple anytime soon. It
has also become the largest importer of Russian oil after the Ukraine crisis.
India is increasingly perceived as an unreliable Quad partner due to its
preference for strategic autonomy, rather than aligning with the US policy.
The US has therefore been focusing on alternative alliances, such as the
Squad, to use it as a bulwark against China. President Trump's slogan of
“Make America Great Again” (MAGA) and imposition of tariffs on friends
as well as foes have not only raised questions about the future of the Quad
and other minilateral alliances in the Asia-Pacific but also about the
relevance of India as a US ally in the region. This paper examines the
dynamics of the Quad, highlighting the paradox of India’s role as a “net
security provider” in South Asia assigned by the US and its incapability to
perform this role. Using a realist theoretical framework, the analysis
highlights the strategic factors influencing the behaviour of the Quad
member states, the challenges arising from India’s duplicitous position in
the regional security architecture and the impact on stability in South Asia.

Keywords: India, The Quad, China’s Influence, The Squad, South Asia,
Strategic Autonomy
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Theoretical Framework

Realism serves as an important framework for analyzing the dynamics
of the Quad. Central to Realism is the idea that the international system is
anarchic. States operate in a self-help environment focused on survival. India’s
role in the Quad exemplifies this concept.

Realism posits that states act primarily in pursuit of their national
interests, often leading to alliances based on shared strategic goals rather than
ideological similarities. In the case of the Quad, the unstated primary objective
has been to counter China’s rise in the “Indo-Pacific” region. The member
states have formed a coordinated front, exemplified by joint military exercises
such as Malabar and the Rim of the Pacific Exercise (RIMPAC), aimed at
enhancing regional security and maintaining the balance of power.

However, India’s position within this framework is plagued by
contradictions. With the role of a “net security provider” assigned to it by the
US under its so-called Indo-Pacific Strategy, its simultaneous engagement with
China and Russia has raised questions about its reliability as a Quad partner.
This dichotomy underscores the realist assertion that alliances are often
precarious and contingent upon the alignment of national interests.

Besides national security and power politics of a state, the balance of
power is a core concept in Realism, suggesting that stability is achieved when
military capabilities are distributed among states in a way that no single entity
can dominate. The Quad aims to create such a balance of power to contain
China’s growing regional influence and maintain the dominant status of the US
in the Asia Pacific region.

The theory also emphasizes that states often face a security dilemma,
where action taken by one state to enhance security leads to increased tension
and insecurity for others. India’s military confrontation with China, particularly
the Galwan Valley clash in 2020, illustrates this dilemma. India’s history of
conflicts with its neighbours, coupled with its territorial disputes and internal
socio-economic issues, has degraded its capacity to engage constructively in
any regional security architecture. Hence, India’s commitment to the Quad’s
objectives, which are primarily aimed at containing China, is held back by its
assertion of strategic autonomy.
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India’s abstention on the UN resolutions against Russia in the context of
the Ukraine crisis, along with its deepening ties with Moscow amid Western
sanctions, highlights the complexities of its foreign policy and the resulting
implications for the Quad’s coherence. This behaviour is reflective of the realist
view that states will prioritize their strategic interests, sometimes at the expense
of collective goals.

The geographical and strategic context in which the Quad operates
further emphasizes the theory’s focus on power and security. The Quad
members are aligned in their interests in the “Indo-Pacific” but India’s
geographical limitations place it at a distinct disadvantage. While the US,
Australia and Japan pursue a coordinated naval strategy, India’s location in
South Asia complicates its involvement. This disconnect suggests that the Quad
may operate in “two distinct theatres of war,” potentially benefiting China by
allowing it to engage on Interior Lines of Operation during a conflict.

India’s dual engagement with both the Quad and its relationship with
China and Russia support the realist perspective that alliances can be fragile
and state behaviour is often driven by immediate strategic considerations rather
than long-term commitments. The agreement between China and India on 21
October 2024 on easing the prevailing tension along the Line of Actual Control
(LAC) on the eve of the BRICS Summit held in Kazan (Russia), aims at the
disengagement of troops and the resumption of patrolling along LAC. On the
one hand, the agreement created diplomatic space for India to work
harmoniously as a BRICS and SCO member state, while, on the other hand,
effectively eliminated one of the strong arguments for India inclining towards
the US-led Quad. Ultimately, this changing scenario will lessen India’s interest
in confrontation with China. This rapprochement has created difficulty for the
US and other Quad members, especially in the context of the US “Indo-Pacific
Strategy.”

By applying the theoretical framework of Realism to the analysis of the
Quad, it becomes evident that the dynamics of this coalition are shaped by the
interplay of national interests, the balance of power and the security dilemma
faced by its members. India’s position within the Quad raises questions about
its reliability and effectiveness, reflecting the broader Realist assertion that
states navigate a world of competing interests, often leading to tensions and
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contradictions within alliances.®* The research paper employs qualitative
analysis to explore the underlying concerns related to India’s Quad
membership in the context of New Delhi’s policy of strategic autonomy. It also
examines alternative options available to the other Quad members and their
effectiveness in pursuing its strategic objectives.

Introduction

The Quad, officially known as the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue,
comprises the US, Australia, India and Japan. Initially focused on maritime
cooperation following the 2004 Indian Ocean Tsunami, it remained dormant
except for one summit meeting in 2007. Finally, converging interests brought
the Quad members to the table once again in 2017. It has since expanded its
agenda to encompass security, economic and health issues. By 2021, the
member countries, all democracies with robust economies, had intensified
collaboration, particularly in response to the rise of China. Notably, they
conducted their first joint naval exercise, Malabar, in over a decade in
November 2020. In March 2021, US President Joe Biden held a virtual meeting
with the Quad leaders of all four countries, during which they formed working
groups to tackle issues related to COVID-19 vaccines, climate change,
technological advancements and supply chains. The most recent Quad summit
took place in Delaware, USA, on 21 September 2024.

Lately, the composition of the Quad has come into question, reflecting
specifically on India’s viability as a reliable partner.’ The doubts raised are not
rhetorical or unfounded. The concerns are based on facts and the track record
of India. When compared with the remaining the Quad members, India’s policy
is characterized by its acceptance of the role as “net security provider” in the
region as part of the US “Indo-Pacific Strategy” while maintaining intimate
trade and strategic ties with China and Russia, respectively. Simultaneously,
India has been involved in state-sponsored acts of terrorism within and outside
the state, including the US, Canada and Pakistan, subjecting it to criticism and
raising doubts about it being a credible partner.

*  Hunter S Marston, “Navigating Great Power Competition: A Neoclassical Realist View of
Hedging,” International Relations of the Asia-Pacific 24, no. 1 (February 16, 2023),
https://doi.org/10.1093/irap/lcad001.

4 U.S. Mission India, “Fact Sheet: 2024 Quad Leaders’ Summit,” U.S. Embassy &
Consulates in India, September 23, 2024,
https://in.usembassy.gov/fact-sheet-2024-quad-leaders-summit/.

5 Grossman, Derek. n.d. “India Is the Weakest Link in the Quad.” Foreign Policy.
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/07/23/india-is the-weakest-link-in-the-quad/.
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When considering the strategic interests of the like-minded countries
that brought them together, it is important also to recognize the differences that
set them apart and how they affect the Quad.

Quad’s Anomaly

Though economically all members of the Quad stand on sound footings,
India is still decades away from being declared as a “Developed State”, a status
already attained long ago by the other three members. Poverty and a large
population are afflicting India, hampering its rise. According to a 2024 report
of the World Bank, India continued to be a “lower-middle-income” country. It
faced serious obstacles that hindered its efforts to become a high-income
country for at least the next two decades.® It further restricts India’s capacity to
be at par with the other members of the Quad, who fall in the high-income
category. Its commercial potential and foreign exchange reserves of over USD
600 billion are undone by the sheer size of its impoverished population.’

There is a distinct dichotomy in the geopolitical and geo-economic
interests of the Quad states. Their geopolitical convergence belies the fact that
China happens to be their major trading partner. Any economic strangulation of
China will be at the cost of their own economic well-being, as evident from the
Sino-US trade war during the Trump presidency (2016-2020).

According to a recent study by the Global Trade Research Initiative
(GTRI), a Delhi-based think tank, China was India’s biggest source of major
industrial products in 2023, accounting for around 30 percent in categories such
as electronics, machinery, cars, chemicals and textiles.’ Beijing was the largest
trade partner of New Delhi, with bilateral trade volume reaching USD 113.83
billion in 2023, surpassing the US. Trade with China crossed the mammoth

¢ World Bank Group, “‘Middle-Income Trap’ Hinders Progress in 108 Developing
Countries,” World Bank, August 2024,
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2024/07/22/-middle-income-trap-hinder
s-progress-in-108-developing-countries.

7 “India’s Real and Nominal GDP Are Expected to Grow at 6.4% and 9.7% Respectively in
FY25 as per 1st Advanced Estimates,” Pib.gov.in, 2024,
https://pib.gov.in/PressReleaselframePage.aspx?PRID=2098357.

8 Wong, Dorcas, and Alexander Chipman Koty. 2020. “The US-China Trade War: A
Timeline - China Briefing News.” China Briefing News, August 25, 2020.
https://www.china-briefing.com/news/the-us-china-trade-war-a-timeline/.

®  The Economist, “The Epic Bust-up between China and India Could Be Ending,” The
Economist, July 18, 2024,
https://www.economist.com/asia/2024/07/18/the-epic-bust-up-between-china-and-india-c
ould-be-ending.
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USD 100 billion mark, driven by a 21 percent rise in imports from China into
India."

From the Diaoyu/Senkaku islands contested by China and Japan to the
US and Australia’s concern of maintaining dominance in the Western Pacific
and Indian Oceans with uninterrupted Sea Lines of Communication (SLOC),
there are several dimensions to this contestation. In this context, the regional
countries of ASEAN and Pacific Island states have assumed immense
significance and there is a race to win over these strategically placed island
nations in the Oceania region.

The Solomon Islands, situated 1,200 nautical miles to the northeast of
Australia, entered into a bilateral security pact with China in April 2022, which
has significantly influenced the geopolitical dynamics of the Pacific Island
nations and Oceania.!" This bilateral security deal marks China’s first
recognized agreement in the region and provides Beijing with the option to
deploy Chinese forces close to crucial shipping routes. Reports indicate that the
arrangement permits the Solomon Islands to seek assistance from China,
including support from police, military personnel and other law enforcement
bodies.'? Similarly, China has signed a Comprehensive Strategic Agreement
with Timor-Leste, which is situated 1085 nautical miles due North of
Australia."”

These Chinese moves led to Australian attempts to sign an agreement of
cooperation with Vanuatu. However, it is likely to face strong resistance from

10 “Exploring India China Trade and Economic Relations | IBEF,” India Brand Equity
Foundation, March 2024, https://www.ibef.org/indian-exports/india-china-trade.

1 Joseph Hammond, “China’s Security Agreement with the Solomon Islands: Wider
Implications for Geopolitics in the South Pacific,” Journal of Indo-Pacific Affairs Article
Display,” (2023),
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/JIPA/Display/Article/3588465/chinas-security-agreement
-with-the-solomon-islands
wider-implications-for-geopo/.

12 “China’s Security Agreement with the Solomon Islands: Wider Implications for
Geopolitics In,” Air University (AU),November 15, 2023,
https://www.airuniversity.af.edu/JIPA/Display/Article/3588465/chinas-security-agreement
-with-the-solomon-islands-wider-implications-for-geopo/).

13 “Why Did Timor-Leste Sign a Comprehensive Strategic Partnership with China?,” The
Diplomat, n.d.,
https://thediplomat.com/2023/10/what-did-timor-leste-sign-a-comprehensive-strategic-par
tnership-with-china/.
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the opposition in the Island’s parliament." The US, on its part, scrambled to
establish its embassy in the Solomon Islands to counter growing Chinese
influence there. Papua New Guinea’s autonomous region, Bougainville, is
poised to assume independence by 2027 if the referendum on the issue carried
out in July 2021 is ratified by the parliament of Papua New Guinea. The
ratification is pending. However, the independence of Bougainville, if it comes
about, is likely to create a domino effect, creating more independent states in
the region.”” The Oceania region is therefore seen as the next area of
contestation between the US and China. It is pertinent to note that while the
southern edge of the Oceania region rests on Australia, its northern and
northwestern limits are bound by the islands of Guam (US) and the Philippines,
respectively.

Reliability of India as a Quad Partner

The inherent geographical limitation of Quad and its likely outcome
raise serious doubts about this conjoined “Indo-Pacific Strategy” when seen in
conjunction with other factors affecting India’s viability, as explained below.
These factors do not plague other Quad members.

Despite an agreement leading to a détente in the Galwan Valley along
the LAC, the Sino-Indian border dispute persists. However, India is unlikely to
confront China for several significant reasons: Firstly, it suffered a humiliating
defeat in the Galwan Valley in 2020. Secondly, it lacks comparative capabilities
to match China militarily. Thirdly, the inhospitable mountainous terrain of LAC
restricts force projection and sustenance. Lastly, it has significant economic
and trade interests with China. The recent détente between China and India
along the LAC is the outcome of these Indian limitations.

At the same time, India’s abstention from the UN resolutions against
Russia and its role as a conduit for discounted Russian oil to EU countries have
further accentuated the unreliability of India, raising concerns in the

4 Australian Associated Press, “New Vanuatu Prime Minister Wants to ‘Revisit’ Security

Pact with Australia,” The Guardian, September 5, 2023, sec. World news,
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/sep/05/new-vanuatu-prime-minister-wants-to-re
visit-security-pact-with-australia

Catherine Wilson, “Political Deadlock Frustrates Bougainville’s Aspirations of
Independence,” Al Jazeera, June 27, 2024,
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/6/27/political-deadlock-frustrates-bougainvilles-as
pirations-of-independence.
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international community.'® Indian External Affairs Minister (EAM)
Jaishankar’s visit to Moscow in December 2023 was indicative of India’s
geopolitical priorities, where he called India’s relations with Russia “the only
constant in global politics.” Both sides also agreed to expand their partnership
in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR).!” Jaishankar, in a Joint Panel discussion with
Antony Blinken and German Foreign Minister Ms Baerbock during the 60th
Munich Security Conference (16-18 February 2024), stressed that India had
multiple options, asserting its freedom and right of choice.'®

Despite Western pressure, India is unlikely to part ways with Russia
anytime soon, as it has profited in multiple ways, especially after the Ukraine
crisis, in terms of crude oil, trade and technology. Similarly, Russia, despite
Western sanctions, remains the biggest oil exporter to India. The trade turnover
between Russia and India increased from about USD 13 billion in 2021 to USD
49 billion in 2022 and over USD 65 billion in 2024, driven largely by India’s
purchase of Russian 0il.”” During the same period, India’s oil exports to
Western European countries increased significantly. This suggests that India
helped Western countries in bypassing their self-imposed trade ban on Russia.?

India is a prominent member of the BRICS, which includes Russia and
China as key members besides Brazil and South Africa. This dual membership
underscores India’s strategic maneuvering, as it engages with both Quad and

16 Shubhangi Mathur, “Oil Is Well! India’s Refined Fuel Exports to Europe Soar, Hit an
All-Time High in Nov,” Money control, November 11, 2024,
https://www.moneycontrol.com/news/business/oil-is-well-indias-refined-fuel-exports-to-e
urope-soar-hit-an-all-time-high-in-nov-12862999.html.

17 “‘India-Russia Ties the Only Constant in World Politics’, Says EAM Jaishankar,”
Hindustan Times, December 26, 2023,
https://www.hindustantimes.com/india-news/indiarussia-ties-the-only-constant-in-world-p
olitics-says-eam-jaishankar-101703614878217.html.

18 “Secretary Antony J. Blinken, German Foreign Minister Annalena Baerbock, and Indian
External Affairs Minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar at the Munich Security Conference,”
United States Department of State, February 17, 2024,
https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-german-foreign-minister-annalena-baerb
ock-and-indian-external-affairs-minister-subrahmanyam-jaishankar-at-the-munich-securit
y-conference/.

19 “India-Russia Trade Hits USD 66bn in 2024; Target of USD 100bn by 2030 on Track:
Russian Envoy,” The Economic Times, November 27, 2024,
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/foreign-trade/india-russia-trade-hits
-usd-66bn-in-2024-target-of-usd-100bn-by-2030-on-track-russian-envoy/articleshow/1157
34758.cms?from=mdr.

20 Kazim Alam, “How India Is Circumventing US Sanctions to Grow Trade with Russia,”
TRT WORLD, September 5, 2024,
https://www.trtworld.com/magazine/how-india-is-circumventing-us-sanctions-to-grow-tra
de-with-russia-18204147.
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BRICS to maximize its geopolitical influence and economic interests. BRICS
serves as a platform to contest the prevailing economic and political hegemony
of Western nations. The group prioritises collaborative initiatives and engages
in discussions aimed at redefining global governance structures that have
historically favored Western powers. A central view uniting the BRICS nations
is their collective disillusionment with Western-led institutions, particularly
those related to financial issues. BRICS members have articulated a desire to
reduce their reliance on the US dollar, which has long served as the dominant
currency in international trade. This desire has further strengthened in the wake
of the Kazan BRICS Summit.?! Additionally, there is a concerted effort to move
away from the Society for Worldwide Interbank Financial Telecommunications
(SWIFT) system, an international messaging network to facilitate financial
transactions that was notably leveraged to isolate Russian banks in 2022.%
Following the US President Donald Trump’s threats of a 100 percent tariff on
imports from the bloc, India, while reaftirming its commitment to BRICS, has
distanced itself from any initiative to weaken the dollar or introduce a common
BRICS currency.?

India is also a member of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation
(SCO), another significant multilateral entity that includes China and Russia.
This Organisation is often perceived as countering Western interests, with both
China and Russia regarded as adversaries by the US. The primary objectives of
the SCO include enhancing economic collaboration and fostering security
cooperation among its member states.

With concurrent membership of BRICS, SCO and Quad, India is
pursuing a policy of strategic autonomy and trying to navigate smoothly in a

2l Dipanjan Roy Chaudhury, “Russia Whole Heartedly Welcomes Modi-Xi Meeting in
Kazan Which Is Important for Eurasian Stability: Envoy,” The Economic Times, October
28,2024,
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/international/world-news/russia-whole-hearte
dly-welcomes-modi-xi-meeting-in-kazan-which-is-important-for-eurasian-stability-envoy/
articleshow/114694363.cms?from=mdr.

22 Christian Perez, “What Does Russia’s Removal from SWIFT Mean for the Future of
Global Commerce?,” Foreign Policy, March 8, 2022,
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/03/08/swift-sanctions-ukraine-russia-nato-putin-war-globa
I-finance/.

2 ET Online. “Reliance on Dollar Not Weakened: India Steers Clear of Any BRICS
Currency Move amid Trump’s Big Warning.” The Economic Times, March 22, 2025.
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/economy/policy/reliance-on-dollar-not-weake
ned-india-steers-clear-of-any-brics-currency-move-amid-trumps-big-warning/articleshow/
119328362.cms?from=mdr.
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complex geopolitical landscape by aligning itself with key global players in
pursuit of its national interest. However, two days after Modi’s July 2024 visit
to Moscow, the US ambassador to India stated, “In times of conflict, there is no
such thing as strategic autonomy; we will, in crisis moments, need to know
each other.” President Joe Biden’s National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan on
13 July 2024 suggested that India’s bet on Russia as a long-term reliable partner
was not a good bet. Russia would side with China over India any day of the
week.?

Western Vulnerabilities

India has been taking full advantage of the West’s vulnerabilities and its
strategic and economic interests vis-a-vis China and Russia. India has
conveyed its policy through various statements that its economic interests are
not directly or entirely dependent on the West. At the same time, it has
expressed its desire to avoid entering a war in the “Indo-Pacific” region, as its
major economic interests are linked with Russia and China. The Economic
Times, in its article titled “Congress Calls EAM S. Jaishankar a Failed Foreign
Minister” (February 2023), mentioned Jaishankar’s statement that India cannot
engage in a conflict with China due to its larger economy.”* He also reiterated
that India should engage with China based on realism. In 2023-24, China
remained India’s major trading partner and India’s membership in the SCO and
BRICS further complicates its position as a “net security provider” under the
US “Indo-Pacific Strategy.”*

US diplomat of Indian origin, Ashely J. Tellis, in his article, “America’s
Bad Bet on India,” published in Foreign Affairs Magazine (May 2023), asserted
that India sought the US support in addressing its tensions with China, while
simultaneously aiming to avoid getting involved in any confrontation between
the US and China that does not directly threaten its national interests.”’

24 Stanly Johny. “India and a Case for Strategic Autonomy.” The Hindu. July 18, 2024.
https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/lead/india-and-a-case-for-strategic-autonomy/article68
418840.ece.

% ET Bureau, “Congress Calls EAM S Jaishankar a ‘Failed’ Foreign Minister; BJP Hits out
at Opposition Party,” The Economic Times, February 22, 2023,
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/congress-calls-eam-s-jais
hankar-a-failed-foreign-minister/articleshow/98153089.cms?from=mdr.

26 “China Largest Trading Partner of India in FY24 with USD 118.4 Bn; US Second with
USD 118.3 Bn,” Hindustan Times, May 12, 2024,
https://www.hindustantimes.com/world-news/us-news/china-largest-trading-partner-of-ind
ia-in-fy24-with-usd-118-4-bn-us-second-with-usd-118-3-bn-101715490778809.html.

27 Ashley Tellis, “America’s Bad Bet on India,” Foreign Affairs, May 1, 2023,
https://www.foreignaftfairs.com/india/americas-bad-bet-india-modi.
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Furthermore, Ashley Tellis, in his article “India’s Great-Power Delusions. How
New Delhi’s Grand Strategy Thwarts Its Grand Ambitions” published in
Foreign Affairs on 17 June 2025, states that “Indian economy is unlikely to
match its Chinese counterpart before the middle of the century, if at all. By
2050, in all probability, Chinese economy will be closer to three times as large
as that of India”. Furthermore, repudiating India’s aspirations to become a
Great-Power, he writes, “India should not delude itself that it can contain China
on its own, and even by the middle of 21st century, India may still have to rely
on foreign partners.”

Impact of the US Policy Shift from Geopolitics to Geo-economics

The policy shift under the US President Donald Trump’s administration
from geopolitical interests to economic interests has further tarnished India’s
image. Prior to assumption of office by Trump, India had been enjoying
unlimited access to the US corporate world and academic institutions, with a
Foreign Policy that distinctly reflected India’s desire to pursue its interests with
total disregard of the US sensitivities and interests. Washington’s shift from
geopolitics to geo-economics has raised concerns about India’s nearly USD 46
billion trade surplus with the US in 2024.%° The lopsided Indian trade policy
favoring itself vis-a-vis the US and assertion of strategic autonomy have led to
the imposition of punitive tariffs on India by the US. The Trump
administration, despite having longstanding strategic relationship with
European countries, historically close relations with countries such as Japan
and South Korea, and membership of alliances such as NATO and AUKUS, has
imposed tariffs on all countries that have enjoyed trade surplus with the US.
The imposition of tariffs by the US on its key allies has underscored that India
does not qualify for any preferential treatment as a member of the Quad.

India’s Internal Dynamics

Internal dynamics of India are increasingly driven by the extremist
ideology of “Hindutva” and “Akhand Bharat”. According to the Indian
government report presented in the parliament on 29 March 2022, India
witnessed 3,399 cases of communal or religious riots during the period

2 Ashley J. Tellis, “India’s Great-Power Delusions, How New Delhi’s Grand Strategy
Thwarts Its Grand Ambition,” Foreign Affairs, June 17, 2025,
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/india/indias-great-power-delusions.

2 Office of the United States Trade Representative report on India,
https://ustr.gov/countries-regions/south-central-asia/india
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2016-2020.%° The US State Department Annual Report on Religious Freedom
2025%, particularly mentions severe violations of religious freedom and the use
of misinformation and disinformation, including hate speech, by Indian
government officials to incite violent attacks against religious minorities and
their places of worship. The report also describes changes made in India’s legal
framework since 2008, and specially under ten-year rule of Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP), to target and disenfranchise religious minorities, including the
Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA), a Uniform Civil Code (UCC) and several
state-level anti-conversion, cow slaughter laws and their enforcement.

India’s claim to be the world’s largest democracy is not commensurate
with its internal policies.” According to Sweden’s V-Dem Institute 2025
democracy report, India is categorized as an “Electoral Autocracy”. The report
states that India’s autocratization started from 2008 with the slow but
systematic dismantling of democratic institutions. The ruling anti-pluralist,
Hindu-nationalist BJP and Prime Minister Modi’s derailing of democracy is
thoroughly documented, including deterioration in freedom of expression and
independence of the media, harassment of journalists critical of the
government, attacks on civil society and the opposition using laws on sedition,
defamation and counterterrorism. The elections in June 2024 were a setback for
the BJP, forcing it to govern in a coalition. 2024 was the first year since 2008
with no deterioration in democracy level for India but it has continued to
remain an electoral autocracy since 2017.%

State-Sponsored Terrorism by India

Canada and the US have presented undeniable evidence against India
relating to the assassination and attempts to assassinate Sikh nationalist leaders
in the two countries. On 14 October 2024, Canada announced the expulsion of
six Indian diplomats, including the High Commissioner, following police

30 “India Witnessed 3,399 Cases of Communal or Religious Rioting between 2016 and
2020.” The Wire. March 29, 2022.
https://thewire.in/government/india-commuanl-religious-riots-2016-2020.

31 United States Commission on International Religious Freedom, 2025 Annual Report
(Washington, D.C.: USCIRF, March 2025),
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2025-03/2025%20USCIRF%20Annual%20Repo
rt.pdf

32 Moisés Naim, The Revenge of Power: How Autocrats Are Reinventing Politics for the
21st Century (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2022), 9, 22, 228.

3 V-Dem Institute, Democracy Report 2025
(https://www.v-dem.net/documents/60/V-dem-dr 2025 lowres.pdf), accessed on April
15,2023.
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investigation that Indian government agents were connected to murders,
intimidation and other “acts of violence” targeting Sikhs in Canada. Canadian
Foreign Affairs Minister Mélanie Joly stated that the choice to expel the
diplomats “was taken after thorough deliberation and only after Canadian
police collected sufficient, clear and solid evidence that identified six
individuals as persons of interest in the Nijjar case”.>*

Indian Defense Minister Rajnath Singh, in a televised interview on 5
April 2024, admitted that India orchestrated the killing of Sikh and Kashmiri
leaders in Pakistan. It has exposed the real face of India and its murderous
intelligence agency, Research and Analysis Wing (RAW), operating under the
diplomatic cover of its Embassies and Consulates.*’

The ruling BJP in December 2024 accused the US State Department
and “deep state” elements in the US of trying to destabilize India with the
support of the Organized Crime and Corruption Reporting Project (OCCRP), a
group of investigative journalists and Indian opposition leader Rahul Gandhi.*®
The OCCRP report accused Indian PM Modi of having close ties with
billionaire Gautam Adani, who was involved in a USD 250 million scam to
bribe Indian officials and Indian state-sponsored hackers for using Israeli-made
Pegasus spyware to target government critics.’’

The State Department expressed its disappointment with the Indian
accusation and stated that the US supports freedom of the Press. The US also
charged Nikhil Gupta and Vikash Yadav, two Indian officials working for RAW
in the murder plot of Gurpatwant Singh Pannun, a dual US-Canadian citizen.*
The US government is taking this criminal act very seriously. While criticizing

3% Hanna Ziady, Paula Newton, and Tara John, “Canada Expels Indian Diplomats after Tying
Government Agents to ‘Serious Criminal Activity,”” CNN, October 14, 2024,
https://edition.cnn.com/2024/10/14/americas/canada-expels-indian-diplomats-intl-latam/in
dex.html.

3 Steve Scherer and David Ljunggren, “Canada, US Worked Closely on Possible India Link
to Hardeep Singh Nijjar Killing,” Reuters, September 15, 2023,
https://www.reuters.com/world/americas/canada-worked-closely-with-us-indias-possible-1
ink-killing-source-2023-09-19/.

3% “Modi’s BJP says US State Department targeting India* Dawn, December 2024.
https://www.dawn.com /news/1877081.

3 Natalie Sherman, “US Charges Indian Billionaire Gautam Adani with Fraud,” BBC,
November 20, 2024, https:// www. bbc.com/news/articles/c78dkgm9e7ro.
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New Delhi’s plot to kill the prominent Sikh leader in New York, the US
Ambassador to India stated in April 2024 that any government’s involvement in
assassination attempts on foreign soil crosses “an unacceptable red line”.*

Overhyped Military Prowess

Notwithstanding its unrelenting procurement of latest weapon systems
to modernize its Armed Forces, India’s inability to undertake military
operations in a modern battlefield environment was exposed during Pakistan
Air Force’s counter-strikes on 27 February 2019, in response to the Indian
attack on Balakot a day earlier. Pakistan Air Force (PAF) shot down two Indian
fighter aircraft and captured one Indian pilot, Wing Commander Abhinandan.
He was later handed over to Indian authorities at the Wagah border as a gesture
of goodwill.

India’s dismal military capability and the lack of dynamic
professionalism of its armed forces for operating in a modern battlefield
environment, were further exposed in the wake of the Pahalgam false flag
operation, when the Indian Air Force (IAF) launched a massive attack on
Pakistan on the night of 6—7 May 2025. A major aerial battle was fought
between 72 Indian and 42 PAF fighter aircraft. Pakistan’s befitting yet
measured response under operation “Bunyanum Marsoos” during the IAF
attack, and to the Indian attacks on its territory during the ensuing four-day war
fought from 7-10 May 2025, resulted in India losing six frontline IAF aircraft,
including four Rafale, and 78 drones of Israeli origin, including a Heron
combat drone. In addition, Pakistan destroyed 26 Indian military installations,
including two BrahMos missile depots and two batteries of S-400 missile
defence system. Pakistan achieved the success without loss of even a single
fighter jet or a high-value military asset.*

Throughout the crisis, Pakistan maintained escalation dominance.
Despite India’s recklessness in not taking into account that both Pakistan and
India are nuclear-armed states, the nuclear deterrence was at play. The
controlled and calibrated “Quid-Pro-Quo Plus” response by Pakistan has

3 Arpan Rai, “US Ambassador Tells India Government-Sponsored Assassination Plots
Cross ‘Red Line.”” The Independent, April 2024.
https://www.independent.co.uk/asia/india/eric-garcetti-pannun-india-assassination-plot-b2
521555.html.
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established conventional deterrence against India. Indian leaders miscalculated
Pakistan’s conventional military power and the resolve to protect its
sovereignty. It has also dispelled any notion of India’s conventional military
dominance.

The Indian miscalculations about its significance, the belief that in a
prevailing international environment it could still sell its worn-out mantra of
victimhood of terrorism and get away with attacking an independent nation,
that too a nuclear power, have placed it in an embarrassing position. In doing
s0, India has exposed itself internationally as a paper tiger that could not live up
to the image it had created about its dominance and invincibility in South Asia.

India is finding it hard to swallow its pride and digest its defeat during
the four-day mini-war. Significantly, in less than two months after India’s
humiliating defeat, the Indian military started blaming political leadership for
the failure. Indian Defence Attache in Indonesia, Captain Shiv Kumar, during a
Seminar explicitly blamed the Indian political leadership for the losses suffered
by the IAF.*! The Indian Deputy Chief of Defence Staff has blamed the close
support provided to Pakistan by China and Tiirkiye as the cause of heavy
military losses and defeat suffered by India.*

On both occasions, in February 2019 and May 2025, Washington
intervened at India’s request to de-escalate the situation resulting from Indian
aggression. However, India has refused to acknowledge the role played by the
Trump administration in brokering a ceasefire between the two nuclear-armed
states on 10 May 2025.

India’s defeat during the Galwan Valley clash, where it lost 2000 sq km
of territory and 20 soldiers, also shattered the myth of Indian military might.*
It raises serious questions about India’s ability as a dependable partner of the
US in any future military confrontation with China and to act as “net security
provider” in the region. The bulk of Indian military equipment is of Russian

41 “IAF Lost Fighter Jets Because of Political Leadership Constraints” The Wire Staff Report
June 29, 2025,
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2023, http://www.telegraphindia.com/india/subjugation-and-surrender-military-veterans-s
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Global Strategic Pulse 2025

42



50 GSP Volume I1, Issue I Azfar Bilal Qureshi, Rubia Shoukat

origin and its incompatibility with Quad partners is a foregone conclusion. It is
practically impossible for India to meet the operational parameters desired by
Quad. Thus, for Quad to pitch India, a regional power, against China, a global
power, in hostile Himalayan heights is a recipe for disaster for India. On the
military front, India’s misery does not end there. In any future conflict with
China, it will always be conscious of the strong Pakistan military poised on one
of its flanks, further curtailing the options and capacity it possesses. India has
also suffered setbacks in its relations with its other neighbours that have further
diminished its prospects of achieving regional dominance.

Recent developments in Bangladesh and Maldives have proved
detrimental to India’s aspirations for dominance in South Asia. With the
unceremonious ouster of former pro-India Bangladeshi Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina in August 2024, India has lost its 53-year-long effort to keep
Bangladesh as a compliant state.* The election of right-wing People’s National
Congress candidate Mohamed Muizzu as President of Maldives in November
2023 was another setback for India. Maldives was quick to order India to
remove its military personnel from the country.

Despite the Nepal and India Friendship Treaty of 1950 and the open
borders policy, there have been persistent border disputes between the two
countries. These areas include the Kalapani-Limpiyadhur, which is the largest
Indian encroachment of 370 km? at the tri-junction of China, Nepal and India
borders. The Susta encroachment comprises 24 km? and various small
territories of around 15 km? in the region. In all, there are around 71 territorial
disputes between India and Nepal covering a total of 606 km?.*°

Assessment of Indian Membership of Quad

India sees Quad as an opportunity to play in the big league at the global
level, punching above its weight, casting aside its stigma of regional power and
an opportunity to settle score with China. Secondly, India is using Quad to gain
access to advanced Western technologies and expand its economic ingress in
the capitalist West, only to back out when the chips are down. India has already

4 Kanak Mani Dixit, “Bangladesh: Modi Government’s Diplomacy Debacle,” Frontline,
September 3, 2024,
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done it in the case of purchase of discounted Russian crude oil and weapons
like the S-400 missile defense system, where India brushed aside all Western
objections.*

India’s involvement in the Quad is often justified as a strategic measure
to counterbalance China’s growing influence in the “Indo-Pacific” region.
However, India’s participation in the Quad is not essential for achieving this
objective. The strategic chokepoints, particularly the Strait of Malacca, a
strategic maritime corridor, present a more operationally viable and rational
approach to Western countries for containing Chinese maritime trade and
influence. However, China, in a display of wisdom, has prioritized the China
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) as the flagship project of Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI) to counter such a possibility.

India is also wary of the US due to its exclusion from the AUKUS and
the resulting relegation of its status vis-a-vis Australia. The complexities of its
foreign relations and state-sponsored terrorism further undermine India’s
ambitions and its utility in the evolving new world order. These ground realities
indicate that India neither has the requisite capability to act as a “net security
provider” in the “Indo-Pacific” region nor can it be trusted to do so. India only
wants to accrue all the benefits that come with the status of “net security
provider” but has articulated no real intention of taking on the responsibilities
and risks associated with it.

While India’s inclusion in the Quad may be seen as a strategic
countermeasure against China, it is not aimed at stifling China economically.
Instead, in any kinetic operation, India will be employed as a diversionary
belligerent to dilute Chinese capability in the Western Pacific. In other words,
the Indian Army will be used as ‘Cannon Fodder’ to alleviate the threat to the
US and its allies in the Pacific. The recent Sino-Indian LAC agreement has
effectively checkmated this US desire, which is now scrambling to keep the
feud alive somehow.*’
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The Squad

Derek Grossman, a senior defence analyst at Rand Corporation,
mentioned on the social media platform X in 2024 that India’s support for the
Quad in countering China in the South China Sea will have its limits,
highlighting that “New Delhi’s primary concentration is on its immediate
surroundings, which has created a necessity for a substitute to the Quad.”*® The
US seems to agree with this assessment, as former US Secretary of Defence
Lloyd Austin announced at a press conference on 2 May 2024 the formation of
a new strategic quadrilateral group called the “Squad,” comprising the United
States, Australia, Japan and the Philippines.*’ The first informal meeting of the
Squad’s Defence Chiefs took place during the Shangri-La Security Dialogue in
June 2023 in Singapore.”® Considering the growing focus on the Oceania
region, the significance of the Philippines is accentuated, making it the obvious
choice for the Squad membership for two reasons: (i) its geographical location
on the Northwestern limit of Oceania, close to the Chinese Nine-dash Line
region; and (ii) because of the historically close ties between the US and the
Philippines.

The latest meeting of the Squad Defence Chiefs was held in May 2024
in Hawaii.”! It was followed by cooperative marine patrols conducted in the
Philippines’ exclusive economic zone in September 2024.5? This alliance aims
to address growing tensions and security challenges in the Pacific, particularly
due to the rise of China and conflicting territorial claims. The coalition
leverages the substantial naval and defence resources of the US, Australia and
Japan, and the strategic geographic significance of the Philippines. The rise of
informal alliances such as the Squad, besides the Quad and AUKUS, highlights
a shift towards more flexible and adaptive security frameworks to address
modern challenges. This trend aligns with the concept of a “ring of informal
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alliances,” focusing on cooperation among like-minded nations in the
“Indo-Pacific” region. The Philippines is not replacing India in the Quad, but
India’s hesitancy towards meeting the objectives of the “Indo-Pacific Strategy”
with efforts to refrain from aggressive engagement with China dilutes the
Quad’s focus.* The Squad grouping is meant to pose a more focused challenge
to Beijing, which India seems unable to provide to the US.

Conclusion

India’s pursuit of “Strategic Autonomy’” amid a high-stakes power play
of global powers in the Asia-Pacific region and its efforts to act as a key player,
both for the West and Russia as a member of the SCO and BRICS, make it an
unreliable partner. Both sides understand that India will not take a firm position
in favour of one side against the other as long as it serves its interests.

India’s participation in the Quad as an opportunist partner and its
foot-dragging have led to the creation of the Squad. If India continues to show
blatant disregard for the objectives of the Quad while enjoying the benefits of
the West’s pro-India policies, it could ultimately be replaced by South Korea as
the fourth member of the Quad. This explains why India is keeping its options
open by participating in the Quad, BRICS and SCO initiatives to serve its
interests, and using the uncertainty thus created as a bargaining chip, as both
Russia and the US may be wary of India’s attitude, yet neither wants New Delhi
to be in the other’s camp.

In the regional framework, South Asia has remained in a near-perpetual
state of instability due to India’s aggressive policy towards regional states
vis-a-vis its relationship with global powers and desire to act as a regional
hegemon. The four-day war initiated by India against Pakistan and fought from
6 to 10 May 2025, has redrawn the politico-military map of South Asia and
shattered India’s myth of dominance in conventional military power. The role
of “net security provider” assigned to India under the US “Indo-Pacific
Strategy” is now raising questions on the ability of India to successfully fulfil
the role, as India is not even able to match Pakistan Military’s superior
technology and fighting skills. This has led to reassessment of India’s relevance
for the achievement of the US strategic objectives in the “Indo-Pacific”.
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The trustworthiness of India as a reliable member of the Quad continues
to diminish, as the remaining three Quad members move towards more viable
security arrangements to address their security concerns. India’s participation
in the Quad reflects its pursuit of regional dominance and aspiration to be a
global power, though its desire to match China is nothing more than a dream.
India’s policy to exercise Strategic Autonomy while not entering a formal
alliance will make it an unreliable partner and make its desire to become a
Great Power unattainable. Resultantly, due to the volatility created by India, the
potential for conflict in the region will remain high amid the broader challenges
posed by regional and global power dynamics.
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