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Foreword

As Masud Sarker mentions in the preface to this volume he and I have known each other since he embarked on a D. Phil. thesis at the University of Sussex over a decade ago. His journey since then has not been an easy one and it is therefore especially gratifying to acknowledge his resilience and commitment in bringing his project on the development of US/India relations to fruition.

Sarker adopts an historical approach to his subject but one that combines his narrative account with conceptual sophistication. The conceptual apparatus is worn lightly and this is not a text that is burdened with jargon or one that attempts to fit the story into a fashionable international relations theoretical perspective. Instead he uses his description of the conceptual frameworks with which successive presidents have attempted to frame their policy towards India to explain their policy choices and to illuminate the relationship between policy and the deeper geopolitical changes that drive them.

The most dramatic such change was the end of the Cold War in the early 1990s. Prior to then the relationship between Washington and Delhi was typically wary; as a generalisation, India was reluctant to be too closely associated with the West and with the US in particular and Washington gave higher priority to other states and regions. In the early 1990s India’s political and economic configuration shifted in a more western friendly direction, but the initial question that stimulated Sarker’s investigation was the impact of 9/11. For many commentators at the time this ushered in a new era in international relations, one that would, among many other consequences, reorient US foreign policy. A widely held view was that 9/11 increased US engagement with South Asia because of its significance in the War against Terror and this is the proposition Sarker set out to assess in relation to India.

He found, and this is his core argument, that, while there was an upward trajectory in US/India relations this was less a consequence of 9/11 than a reflection of the shift in global power that had been in train since at least the end of the Cold War. In this sense America’s unipolar moment of pre-eminence in the decade after the fall of the Soviet Union served only to mask a longer term rebalancing away from the US and towards a range of emerging powers, among which India is prominent.

Both the Bush and Obama first administration recognised this and in their different ways cultivated a stronger relationship with India. Sarker’s text ends in 2012 but the increasing strength of the relationship between the US and India under Obama 2, Trump and Biden demonstrates the wisdom of Sarker’s assertion that continuity rather than abrupt change is the better way to think of the relationship. Drawn together as they are by a common interest in shaping the rise of China, the bond is likely to intensify. There will continue to be a mixture of tension and amity, as Sarker demonstrates there has been since India’s independence, but the trajectory is clear and Sarker has done a great service in enhancing our understanding of its evolution.

Professor Stephen Burman 

University of Sussex

Brighton, UK

August 2022










Preface

The foreign policy of any country is an ever-evolving subject of investigation and deliberation. Directions and formulations of the countries’ foreign policy depend not on the mood and mindset of the incumbent of the government wheel alone but the happenings around the world play a vital role largely. Likewise, the US foreign policy in no way is an exception. Irrespective of changing the US presidency and changing the political contour, the US foreign policy is for setting the position to its core goals and values are protected from any imminent threat and thus taking them forward when the chance comes. The incident of 9/11 at the beginning of the twenty-first century is a major turning point for the United States to reshape and reorient its policies toward other countries especially South Asia, and more specifically toward India.

This volume provides a critical analysis of shifting US foreign policy toward India. The study covers the period from the end of the Second World War up to the end of the first Obama administration. With Indo-US relations since India’s independence in 1947 used as a backdrop, the focus is on policy from the end of the Cold war and, specifically, from the time of the 9/11 attack. The study explores, in both conceptual and empirical terms, the reasons for the United States’ growing involvement in the South Asian region and its enhanced engagement with India. The principal aim of the study is to determine whether the ramifications of 9/11 were mainly responsible for the present state of Indo-US relations, or whether US policy toward India was driven by the broader changes in international affairs associated with globalisation, among which the rise of China is paramount. The approach taken is a critical historical analysis that has involved a review of secondary literature and close examination of a range of primary US and Indian government material, supplemented by fieldwork conducted in the US that involved interviews with policymakers and academics.

This volume demonstrates that US policy toward India has two major dimensions: The first is the US adaptation of its foreign policy in response to the changed international political climate after the Cold War, a shift in which the question of its relative decline from sole superpower status was critical. The second dimension is India’s rise, which has given it growing geo-strategic importance in the twenty-first century and has created the potential for India to become an essential partner in the US attempts to maintain the stability of the international order and its own hegemonic role with this order. This volume argues that US policy toward India is more one of continuity than change and that the driving force behind recent Indo-US relations is not primarily the consequences of 9/11, but it is rather the result of power shifts within a more globalised world. In this changed context, both the US and India have looked for closer, strategic relationships with countries that share their interests. While far from being united in this respect, their interests are sufficiently common so that from the end of the Cold War the US and India have developed a closer partnership. The effects of 9/11 contributed to an environment conducive to this partnership, but they were not the primary factor.

Md Masud Sarker, PhD 

Department of Political Studies

Shahjalal University of Science & Technology

Sylhet, Bangladesh

January 2022
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Introduction 

Standing of India in South Asia and Prominence of United States


India’s Location and Resources: Attraction of World Powers

India’s geographical location, and its natural and human resources made it lucrative and attractive for the world powers to have strong relations with it. India’s importance to the United States can be described by a quotation used by President George W. Bush in a speech before embarking on his visit to India in February 2006. As he said: “We have an ambitious agenda with India. Our agenda is practical. It builds on a relationship that has never been better. India is a global leader, as well as good friend . . . my trip will remind everybody about the strengthening of an important strategic partnership. We will work together in practical ways to promote a hopeful future for citizens in both our nations.”1

For thousands of years, South Asia has been the primary route for invaders from different parts of the world. Central Asians, Persians, Arabs, and even Greeks from seven thousand miles away have invaded the region. The Aryans from Central Asia invaded after about 1500 BC2 through the Khyber Pass in Afghanistan and proceeded to subdue the indigenous people. Then in 483 BC, the Persians conquered the northwest of India. Alexander the Great of Greece abolished the Persian Empire and entered into the extreme northwest of India. In 317 BC, after his death, the Greeks withdrew and eventually left little impact on Indian civilisation.3

After the Greek withdrawal, Alexander’s empire was divided between his generals. They fought fiercely with each other until a strong state was established in Bactria. In about 120 BC, India faced a new invader in the form of the Kushan Empire, again from Central Asia, which captured Bactria. Divisions within the empire were a common phenomenon during that period. As a result of division, a new empire was established by Chandra Gupta early in the fourth century. After that, a number of dynasties like the Hun, the Harshavardana, and the Chola ruled India until the late tenth century. In the latter part of tenth century, Turks from Central Asia conquered the Punjab and Afghanistan. Sultan Mahmud (971–1030) of the Turks established the Delhi Sultanate which lasted until the late fourteenth century.4 The Mughal Empire was then established in 1526 at Panipat, northwest of Delhi, by the skilled military strategy and strong artillery of Muhammad Babur (1483–1530). The Mughal Empire had been able to bring Persians, Turks, and native Indians together in an extensive empire that survived until British took over.5

From ancient times then, the Indian subcontinent appears to have attracted the interest of external powers. Motivations have varied but the pattern has continued to the present. During the ancient period, the outsiders occupied the territory and subjugated indigenous people. In the Middle Ages, the region was first colonised by Muslims and then in the early modern period by Europeans until it came under the control of British. There were many causes for Muslim invasion or conquest, but the major reason was the desire to spread Islam. The decline of the Mughal Rule resulted in a power vacuum which led the Europeans to move into the region. The Portuguese were the first among Europeans to come to India by sea, reaching Goa in 1498. By the seventeenth century Portuguese influence declined and the British and Dutch influence grew.6 Europeans were interested in establishing trade and commerce with India. The British became interested in India for two reasons: raw materials and consumers. They ruled the subcontinent for about two hundred years until Indian independence in 1947, using the subcontinent’s resources for the development of other colonies and to support prosperity at home. US interest in the region does not reflect the same kind of history as that of other powers that had engaged with India before independence. It was India’s political independence and the partition of the subcontinent that was the fundamental turning point for US interest.

The region had been considered marginal to the interest of the United States (US) as it had no dependence on South Asian resources; instead its interest and involvement came from the desire to contain international communism and to rein in Soviet expansionism in the area. In terms of geopolitics,7 traditionally the subcontinent had been considered a single entity. The creation of Pakistan through partition changed the geostrategic importance of the region to the superpowers. After World War II (WWII) and throughout the entire Cold War, the subcontinent came to be an object of interest in the rivalry between the US, the USSR, and China. Northeast Asia assumed great significance in Washington’s calculations but within the South Asian region, the US, despite its preoccupation with Soviet communism, chose not to challenge the Soviet role in India, and this confirmed the relatively low priority Washington gave to relations with India.8 Instead the US focussed on two concerns, the Indian Ocean and Pakistan’s integrity. But with the end of the Cold War, the whole South Asian region came to occupy greater importance to the US and other developed democracies.9

Today, South Asia is a region that stands on the edge of becoming an important economic, political and military power. Its location as a neighbour of Afghanistan, Iran and China, and proximity to the Gulf States and Central Asia, as well as the growing power of its economy makes it not only of interest to the United States but to the rest of the world. Towards the end of the twentieth century, the region was still regarded as a relative backwater by the United States,10 but this is now far from the case and this attitude has dissipated. This brief analysis of the history of the subcontinent demonstrates that the region has always been shaped by conquest and imperial subordination. This tradition has been renewed in the post–Cold War period with all the great powers, but particularly the United States, taking a renewed interest in India’s development.

India’s growing capabilities in different fields, however, mean it is no longer the passive recipient of outside influence, but is becoming an active power that is shaping its
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The Argument and the Contribution of this Volume








‘did not change the world or transform the long-term trajectory of US grand strategy. The United States’ quest for primacy, its desire to lead the world, its preference for an open door and free markets, its concern with military supremacy, its readiness to act unilaterally when deemed necessary, its eclectic merger of interests and values, its sense of indispensability—all these remained, and remain, unchanged.’48
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