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Abstract

The United States (US) dominance in the current global order has been
challenged by China’s economic rise in the twenty-first century. The US has
always sought allies and strategic partners in different regions to counter any
threats it faces globally. In South Asia, the US has partnered with India to
counter the rising influence of China in Asia-Pacific (APAC) region and to
maintain its dominant status in the world. This strategic convergence has two-
fold implications: (i) Fuelling the great-power rivalry; and (ii) Creating strategic
instability in the region, as it is one of the theatres of conflicts between the great
powers. This, in turn, diminishes the prospects of peace in South Asia and
increases the risk of conflict escalation between the two nuclear-armed rivals
in South Asia - Pakistan and India. The paper examines the evolution and
nature of Indo-US strategic convergence in the twenty-first century and its
impact on strategic stability in South Asia.
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Introduction

To maintain its preponderance in the Asia-Pacific (APAC) region,
Washington has designed a toolbox containing strategies for hedging
against rising Beijing power, such as; the Indo-Pacific Strategy, Sanctions
Act (CAATSA), the QUAD and AUKUS partnerships.

In the APAC region, Washington is strengthening its relations with New
Delhi. This trend specifically gained momentum in the twenty-first
century, where the US and India have signed four foundational
agreements: (i) General Security of Military Information Agreement
(GSOMIA); (ii) Logistics Exchange Memorandum of Agreement (LEMOA);
(iii) Communications Compatibility and Security Agreement (COMCASA);
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and (iv) Basic Exchange and Cooperation Agreement (BECA), as well as
several other defence and trade agreements. The Indo-US relations now
operate within the structural framework of the bilateral strategic
partnership rather than an alliance.! Compared to alliances, strategic
partnerships are a loose form of alignment involving a less binding
commitment.2 Most developing states choose this kind of “limited
alignment” as it offers benefits without loss of autonomy.3

The Indo-US relationship is more of a marriage of convenience where the
US believes that India, due to its large area, and economy, has the potential
to actualise the US’ Indo-Pacific Strategy. The US National Security Strategy
(NSS) released by the Trump administration in 2017, used the term Indo-
Pacific in place of Asia-Pacific, which was a part of US strategy to announce
that Indian Ocean was also its arena of interest. Moreover, in May 2018,
the Trump administration extended the Area of Responsibility (AOR) of the
US Pacific Command (USPACOM) to include area up to the western
border of India and renamed it as US Indo-Pacific Command
(USINDOPACOM).# This shift was orchestrated in order to deal with the
rising threats emanating from China and assigning the role of “net security
provider” > in the region to India.

India views its partnership with the US as an opportunity to pursue its
strategic interests in the region and beyond. This is a major development
that threatens peace and stability in Asia because the region has the largest
number of Nuclear-Weapon States (NWS) - China, Russia, Pakistan, India
and North Korea. Each of them shares border with at least one other NWS.

The current Indo-US strategic partnership also seeks to change the
security architecture of South Asia. The two South Asian NWS share 75-
years’ history of bitter and hostile relations, having fought three major
wars and numerous border skirmishes. Massive Indian arms build-up, and
growing asymmetry between conventional forces of India and Pakistan is
adversely affecting strategic balance in South Asia. According to the data
released by Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) in
2022, India spent around USD 76.6 billion on its defence in 2021. It is the
world’s largest importer of major arms accounting for 11 per cent of total
global arms imports in the last five years (2017-21).6 Figure 1 illustrates
upward trend in Indian military expenditure over the last decade.” Given
India’s increasing strategic convergence with the US, Pakistan strives for
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restoring the strategic balance and maintaining peace in the region,
without entering into an arms race.

Figure 1: Indian Military Expenditure (current USD)
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Indo-US Relations during the Cold War

During the cold war, the relationship between India and the US remained
atlow key owing to their divergent views over the US rivalry with the USSR
and socialist tendencies of early Indian leaders such as Nehru. Despite
India’s officially declared policy of non-alignment (1961), New Delhi and
Moscow signed the Treaty of Peace, Friendship and Co-operation in 1971,
where the two countries pledged to cooperate in fields of economy, science
and technology.8 According to article IX of the Treaty, the two parties also
undertook to abstain from providing any assistance to a third party against
each other. It further states that they agreed that in the event of either
party being subjected to an attack or a threat thereof, they shall enter into
mutual consultations in order to remove such threat and to take
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appropriate effective measures to ensure peace and security of their
countries.’

Owing to India’s close relations with the erstwhile Soviet Union, it had cold
and at times even hostile relations with the US during most of the cold war
years.10 The US viewed India posing a “two-fold threat”: (i) challenging the
US containment policy against the USSR; and (ii) aiming to destroy
Pakistan, a key US ally during the Cold War.11

The issue of nuclear proliferation also remained a major irritant in the
Indo-US relations. In May 1974, India carried out its so-called Peaceful
Nuclear Explosion (PNE) at Pokhran. The US considered this opposed to
the non-proliferation efforts. In response to Indian test, Nuclear Suppliers
Group (NSG) was established in 1975 to regulate nuclear related exports
and imports with an objective to prevent further proliferation of nuclear
weapons.12 Ironically, in 2005, the US signed a nuclear deal with India. For
executing the deal Bush administration lobbied for India’s NSG waiver in
2008.

Commenting on India’s non-alignment status, US President Eisenhower’s
Secretary of State John Foster Dulles declared that the “neutralism was an
immoral and short-sighted conception”.13 However, despite divergent
views about the communist threat, the US tried to maintain a working
relationship with India because of its large size and regional importance.
This was evident from the development aid provided by the US to India
during the cold war years.1* Moreover, during 1962 Sino-Indian war, the
US also provided military aid to India, which was accepted by India under
what can be called as a “military reliance if not military alliance”.15

With the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the end of cold war, new
geopolitical realities began to emerge resulting in the reassessment of past
alliances. In the mid-1990s, common political interests brought the US and
India closer.1® Washington started viewing New Delhi as a significant Asian
power. Simultaneously, liberalisation of Indian economy and globalisation
also acted as a source of convergence between the two countries.1”

The five Indian nuclear explosions in May 1998 strained the relations
between the US and India. Pakistan responded with six successful nuclear
tests on 28 and 30 May 1998. Sanctions were imposed on both India and
Pakistan through the Glenn Amendments as a consequence of the nuclear
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tests. However, many sanctions were removed from India in 1999 due to
its powerful economic lobby in the US.18 Subsequently, fourteen rounds of
Jaswant Singh (Indian Minister of External Affairs)/Strobe Talbott (US
Deputy Secretary of State) discussions were held (1998-2000) on security,
non-proliferation, disarmament and other global issues.l® However,
commercial and economic interests outweighed the global nuclear
proliferation concerns as the US-India talks led to a process that
culminated in the signing of Indo-US Civil Nuclear Deal in 2005.

Regional Implications of Indo-US Strategic Partnership

Former US Assistant Secretary of State for South Asia Robert Blake
commenting on the emerging geopolitical situations stated that there has
been a shift from “a transatlantic century to a transpacific century, in which
the rise of Asia has already started to define the twenty-first century.”20
The rising geopolitical and geo-economic tension between the US and
China, has created greater space for strategic cooperation between
Washington and New Delhi.2!

The strategic convergence between the US and India started to take shape
in the post-September 11, 2001 years and has since transformed into a
strategic partnership. Under the Bush administration, Indo-US bilateral
defence ties were strengthened and military to military exchanges were
initiated. India became a valuable US ally in Asia. Washington viewed this
strategic convergence as a useful counterweight to China.?2 Since then, the
bilateral relationship between India and the US has gradually transformed
into a comprehensive strategic partnership covering multiple domains
including trade, technology and defence.?3

Indo-US Civil Nuclear Deal: The Indo-US Civil Nuclear Deal, signed in
2005, is a major pillar of the strategic partnership between the two
countries as it unofficially recognised India as a de facto NWS and removed
technological restrictions on India thereby allowing it to have access to
sophisticated nuclear technologies.24 The Deal continues to undermine the
global nuclear non-proliferation regime.

NSG Waiver for India: In 2008, India was granted a US-sponsored NSG
waiver that enabled it to engage in trade of nuclear material and
technology with the world. The waiver was a continuation of the Indo-US
Civil Nuclear Deal.2> Under this deal, despite being a non-NPT state, India
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is enjoying the privileges of a NSG state and is able to receive nuclear
material and technology from NSG member states. It is also able to use its
indigenous stocks and divert imported fissile material for production of
nuclear weapons.2¢ Currently, eight nuclear reactors of India are outside
IAEA safeguards. The waiver has enabled India to negotiate agreements on
nuclear cooperation with various countries, including the US, France,
Canada, Russia, Australia, South Korea, Japan, and a few others.27

The US also wants India to become a member of NSG despite it being a non-
NPT state. Pakistan has also applied for the NSG membership owing to the
fact that it has the same credentials as India and has been insisting on a
non-discriminatory criteria-based approach. If a discriminatory approach
is pursued with respect to the Indian bid for the NSG membership, it would
increase instability in South Asia and disturb the global peace and security.

The US Pivot to Asia: In 2012, the Obama administration announced its
“rebalancing” or “Pivot to Asia” policy that emphasised Indian role in the
APAC. Elaborating the Pivot to Asia, the former US Secretary of State Hilary
Clinton wrote, “Our challenge now is to build a web of partnerships and
institutions across the Pacific that is as durable and as consistent with
American interests and values as the web we have built across the
Atlantic.”28 [t is argued that the US “Pivot” policy was aimed at making India
a regional economic anchor and a security provider in the so-called Indo-
Pacific region.2® The US “Pivot” policy was complementary to India’s “Look
East” policy3? which was adopted to increase economic integration with
South East Asian states. India renamed it as “Act East” policy and expanded
its area of focus to strengthening ties with East Asia in 2014. The
convergence of interests between India and the US, mainly to contain China
through curbing its influence in the ASEAN region,3! further enhanced
Indo-US defence partnership.

Foundational Agreements between the US and India: In 2002, the US and
India signed their first foundational agreement titled General Security of
Military Information Agreement (GSOMIA) which enabled the sharing of
classified military information between the two countries. The two
countries signed the extension of GSOMIA in 2019, titled “Industrial
Security Annex (ISA)” which enabled the US to share classified information
and technology with private Indian defence corporations.32In 2016, the US
and India signed Logistics Exchange Memorandum of Agreement (LEMOA)
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that allowed forces of the two countries to use each other’s military bases by
for reinforcements, supplies and carrying out mechanical repairs.33 The
Communications Compatibility and Security Agreement (COMCASA) was
signed in 2018 which permitted both countries to share secure
communication and exchange information during training exercises and
operations.3* Basic Exchange and Cooperation Agreement (BECA), signed
in 2020, further strengthened the Indo-US strategic cooperation, providing
India access to real time sensitive information through US geospatial
intelligence.35 It allows the exchange of both unclassified and controlled
unclassified geospatial products, topographical, nautical, and aeronautical
data, products and services between India and the US.3¢

The Indo-US strategic cooperation under these foundational agreements
provides India a strategic edge over Pakistan. Therefore, it has the
potential to destabilise the region and adversely impact strategic stability
of South Asia.

The Indo-Pacific Strategy: The US Indo-Pacific strategy, which aims to
promote security ties among “like-minded partners” in the region and
beyond,3”7 is based on the shared concerns of the US and India related to
China’s growing geopolitical and geo-economic influence globally. It was
first announced by Trump administration to consolidate and expand the
US network of partnerships to contain China in the APAC. The US Strategy
assigned the role of “net security provider” in the region to India.38

However, the National Security Committee of Pakistan, in its meeting on
24 August 2017, rejected the US assertion, stating that “India cannot be a
net security provider in the region when it has conflictual relationships
with all its neighbours and is pursuing a policy of destabilising Pakistan.”3°
Islamabad has consistently maintained that New Delhi played a role of a
spoiler in Afghanistan and used Afghan territory for fomenting terrorism
in Pakistan during two decades of NATO presence in the country.

STA-1 Status to India: In 2018, India became the third Asian and the only
South Asian state which was given the Strategic Trade Authorisation-1
(STA-1) status by the US. This status allows the sale of state-of-the-art
military equipment to India without fulfilling license requirements.# The
US grants STA-1 status to only close allies which are members of the four
export control regimes including Australia Group (AG), Missile Technology
Control Regime (MTCR), Wassenaar Arrangement (WA) and the Nuclear
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Suppliers Group (NSG).#1 However, the US granted STA-1 Status to India,
despite its non-member status of the NSG.

The STA-1 status of India contributes to intensifying regional security
dilemma. Pakistan would have to take necessary measures to restore the
strategic balance in South Asia. The US strategy to prop up India has
emboldened it to adopt an aggressive posture in the region and resort to
brinkmanship, threatening peace and strategic stability in the region.

The US-India Joint Military Exercises: According to the US Secretary of Air
Force Frank Kendall, the US holds more joint exercises with India than with
any other country.#2 This can be traced back to the 1992 Indo-US joint naval
exercise along the Malabar Coast, which was subsequently joined by Australia
and Japan in 2007. India has also been participating in the world’s largest
US-led Rim of the Pacific (RIMPAC) naval exercise since 2014. The two
countries conducted their first ever tri-service military exercises namely
Tiger Triumph in November 2019.43 Moreover, in March 2022, the US for
the first time participated in the multilateral Milan naval exercise, hosted
by Indian Navy. Among the bilateral Indo-US joint military exercises are
the Yudh Abhyas (2002), the Cope India air exercise (2004) and the Vajra
Prahar army exercises (2010). These joint military exercises in all three
services pose a greater security threat to the region and beyond.

Bilateral Defence Trade: Defence trade is a major component of the Indo-
US strategic partnership that continues to expand as a result of “major
defence partner” status accorded by the US to India in 2016. According to
the US Department of State (2021), the defence trade between the US and
India increased to USD 20 billion in 2020 from nearly zero in 2008.44
Moreover, multiple defence agreements, such as the Defence Technology
and Trade Initiative (2012), have been signed between the two countries
that allow India to co-produce advanced weapon systems, using
sophisticated military technology, with the US.#> These technologies and
weapon systems will enable India to conduct covert intelligence-gathering
operations against Pakistan. In case of any crisis, especially in the Indian
Ocean Region (IOR), India will be in a position to receive real-time
information with the US assistance.

2+2 Ministerial Dialogue: In continuation of the growing strategic
convergence, India and the US held their first 2+2 Ministerial Dialogue in
2018. Both sides called the dialogue a “reflection of the shared
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commitment” wherein the two countries reaffirmed their strategic
cooperation in defence, security and technology in the Indo-Pacific
region and beyond. The first dialogue was followed by three subsequent
2+2 dialogues in 2019, 2020 and 2022, in which increasing strategic
cooperation was discussed in addition to strengthening people-to-
people ties. The US and India continued to reaffirm their cooperation on
the US policy of Free and Open Indo-Pacific.

The joint statement of the fourth US-India 2+2 Ministerial Dialogue, held
on 11 April, 2022, reflects reaffirmation from both the countries for
building an advanced and comprehensive bilateral defence partnership. It
acknowledged the importance of extending collaboration in emerging
defense domains including artificial intelligence (Al), space and cyber.4¢

Quadrilateral Security Dialogue: The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue
(Quad) among the US, India, Japan and Australia is a significant dimension
of the US Indo-Pacific Strategy. It was initiated in 2007 as an informal
group proclaiming its commitment to a free, open, inclusive, secure and
prosperous Indo-Pacific.#” The idea did not make much headway in 2008
due to protests from Beijing which perceived it as an Asian NATO aimed at
containing China*? but Quad was revived in November 2017 on the side
lines of the 31st ASEAN Summit.

The Quad focuses on the Indo-Pacific region which is a major global trade
and energy supply route, with 60 per cent of maritime trade passing
through it.4°In 2019, the US trade worth USD 1.9 trillion passed through
this region,>® which underscores the region’s geostrategic significance
for the US.

The US Economic Dependence on China: Despite its desire and
intentions to contain China, the US is restrained by its own economic
interests vis-a-vis China. The US-China relationship is marked by complex
interdependence that has developed over decades. Although, the US
administrations and China try to limit their dependence on each other yet
robust trade and investment ties exist between the two countries. In 2020,
Beijing was US’ largest trading partner, the biggest source of imports and
third largest market for the US exports.5! In 2019, around 1.2 million
American jobs depended on exports to China. Despite the US-initiated
trade war between the US and China, the current balance of their bilateral
trade is heavily in favour of China.52
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In order to maintain international peace and security, the US has to
cooperate with China which is a global power and a permanent member of
the UN Security Council. Irrespective of the efforts of the US and other
western countries to prop up India, its significance at the global level pales
in comparison to China.

India’s Aggressive Posture in the Region

The Indo-US partnership adversely impacts strategic stability in South
Asia. India ranks among world’s top arms importers, with Russia and the
US as its leading suppliers of military hardware. This adds to the
conventional imbalance between Pakistan and India which has existed
since their inception.

India claims that it is faced with a two-front war threat from Pakistan and
China. India in fact uses this exaggerated threat to its security to extract
political and military favours from the west for its arms build-up, as the
narrative also fits into the calculus of western powers. India’s Cold Start
Doctrine (CSD) against Pakistan was also designed keeping in view the
larger ambitions of dominating the region through rapid mobilisation of
troops and combat readiness. Moreover, India modified its nuclear
doctrine from ‘Credible Minimum Deterrence’ to ‘Minimum Deterrence’
and mentioned the use of ‘surgical strikes’ as a formal tool of retaliation in
Joint Services Doctrine 2017.53 This was supplemented by 2018 Land
Warfare Doctrine in which the role of emerging technologies in future
warfare was discussed, which highlighted India’s growing quest for
military modernisation, heavy import and indigenous production of
weaponry.>* All of this endangers the regional strategic stability and
disturbs the existing state of nuclear deterrence.

In addition to the above, India’s aggressive posture also includes its
military misadventurism through the so-called ‘surgical strikes’ inside
Pakistan’s territory and its illegal occupation of Jammu and Kashmir. On
26 February 2019, Indian Air force (IAF) planes violated Pakistan’s
airspace and dropped their payload in Balakot area. It was the first ever
incident of aggression by one NWS against another NWS. The incident was
also a glaring example of India’s behaviour as an irresponsible NWS.

Kashmir continues to be a nuclear flashpoint in South Asia due to India’s
aggressive posture and has been a cause of three major wars between
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Pakistan and India. On 5 August 2019, the incumbent Indian BJP
government illegally changed the special status of Occupied Jammu and
Kashmir, by splitting and incorporating it as two separate union territories
- Jammu and Kashmir, and Ladakh, by suspending article 370 and article
35A of the Indian constitution.

Pakistan’s Role in Maintaining Strategic Balance in South Asia

Despite several factors adversely impacting the strategic stability in South
Asia, Pakistan’s nuclear capability has proved to be a factor of stability in
the region. Pakistan’s doctrine of Full Spectrum Deterrence (FSD) achieved
in line with its policy of Credible Minimum Deterrence guarantees
Pakistan’s national security as well as peace and stability in the region. In
addition FSD has also effectively neutralised Indian conventional military
advantage.

Former Director General Strategic Plans Division (DG SPD) Lt Gen Khalid
Kidwai (R) in a conference stated that, “In the strategic stability-instability
paradigm of South Asia, it has become Pakistan’s responsibility to ensure
that strategic stability will not be disturbed to Pakistan’s disadvantage at
any stage despite India’s consistent efforts to swing the pendulum towards
instability.” He also cautioned India “not to consider Pakistan’s robust
nuclear capability as a bluff, and if an irresponsible military adventure
were to be undertaken, Pakistan will respond forcefully under its
retaliatory doctrine of Quid Pro Quo Plus.”>>

Fault lines in the Indo-US Strategic Partnership

India-China Economic Relations: Despite border disputes, India-China
bilateral trade continues to grow. It was USD 125 billion in 2021, making
Beijing the largest trade partner of New Delhi. The US stood at second place
with USD 113 billon trade with India.>¢ The current India-China trade
relations hamper India’s role as a reliable US strategic partner and a
dependable Quad member.

The Russia Factor: Due to Russia’s resurgence as a global power, the
world order is undergoing transformation. Food and energy security have
begun to impact the strategic calculus of many countries around the world.
This is evident from the fact that despite its strategic partnership with the
US, India has declined to tow the Western line on Ukraine conflict. This is
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largely because India and Russia share bilateral relations since the Cold
War era. Furthermore, India continues to heavily rely on Russian arms and
weaponry. Russia was the largest supplier of major arms to India in the last
decade (2012-21).57

More recently, India has been purchasing Russian oil on discounted price
despite the US pressure to the contrary. The US criticism of situation of
religious freedom in India in a recently published report is part of the US
pressure tactics in order to oblige New Delhi to follow the Washington’s
line over the Ukraine issue.>® Notably, the US senior officials have also
criticised India’s human rights abuses.

India - An Outlier in Quad: India is seen by many as an outlier in the Quad.
In case of direct confrontation with China, India will not be able to bear
military and economic costs, therefore, it seems to avoid provoking
Beijing.>? For instance, the Indo-China violent skirmishes in Galwan Valley
(2020), where India lost twenty soldiers, exposed India’s inability to
effectively respond to even small-scale border conflicts with China.
Moreover, India lacks naval power projection capabilities in the South
China Sea. These weaknesses raise serious questions about India’s will and
ability to achieve the Quad objective of China’s containment.

AUKUS is a security partnership between the US, the UK, and Australia
aiming to assist Australia in developing and deploying nuclear-powered
submarines and joint research and development of Hypersonic Missiles.60
Although, AUKUS does not name China, the arrangement is aimed at
containing China in the region. India, despite being a Quad partner, is
excluded from AUKUS, creating internal divisions and resentment among
the strategic thinkers of India.6!

For India, the alternate option is that of cooperation with its neighbouring
countries. A Stimson study on Crisis and Consequences in Southern Asia
states that in the context of Quad, India should have good relations with its
neighbours - Pakistan and China - rather than opting for hostile relations
on its both fronts.62

Conclusion

In the twenty-first century, the Indo-US relationship has gradually
transformed into a bilateral strategic partnership, where the US is aligning
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with India to contain China. To achieve this larger strategic goal
Washington is supporting New Delhi in developing and modernising its
conventional and nuclear capabilities, hence, helping India into becoming
a regional hegemon.

The US has overlooked non-proliferation concerns and gone out of its way
to seek favours for India, in particular from NSG.

Despite Indo-US strategic partnership, there are fault lines that can
adversely impact US-India bilateral relations in view of rapidly changing
world order.

There are question marks about India’s role as a reliable Quad partner in
achieving its objective of containing China, given India’s interests vis-a-vis
China.

India’s aggressive posture in the region, as evident from the Balakot
incident, intrusion attempts by Indian submarines in Pakistan’s territorial
waters, its refusal to peacefully resolve the outstanding disputes with
Pakistan including Kashmir and India’s counterforce temptations,
continue to impact strategic stability in the region and pose a threat to
regional and international peace and stability. It also diminishes prospects
for regional cooperation. Common challenges posed by non-traditional
security threats, such as climate change, remain unattended due to India’s
hostile posture in the region.

Owing to India’s massive arms acquisition drive, Pakistan is compelled to
take measures to restore the regional strategic balance and its nuclear
program is a factor of stability in South Asia as Pakistan will never accept
India as a net security provider in the region.
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