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During the early and mid-2000s, US policymakers anticipated that 
India could become one of America’s closest global partners. A decade 
later, the question arises: Have New Delhi’s policies on key strategic 
issues actually aligned strongly with US objectives, as would be typical 
of close partners? An analysis of twelve prominent issues in US-India 
relations offers answers to this question. 

The analysis reaches five findings. First, New Delhi’s policies on 
the issues converged, on the average, moderately with US objectives. 
On most of the issues, India’s policies did not converge to the high 
extent typical of close allies, though they converged to a greater extent 
than skeptical perspectives would suggest.

Second, convergence was uneven across the issues: India’s policies 
aligned with US objectives to a high or moderate-to-high extent on 
three issues—UN peacekeeping, nonproliferation export controls, 
and arms sales. They aligned to a moderate or low-to-moderate extent 
on six issues—China, Iran, Afghanistan, Indian Ocean security, 
Pakistan, and bilateral defense cooperation. And they aligned to a 
low or negligible extent on three issues—nuclear reactor contracts for 
US firms, nuclear arms control, and the war in Iraq. To be sure, on 
no issue—including the issues where convergence was negligible—
did New Delhi take an anti-US position that would undermine US 
objectives.

Third, greater convergence between New Delhi’s policies and US 
preferences often occurred slowly, over a period of years rather than 
months. Illustrating this, it took about five years for convergence to 
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reach high levels on nonproliferation export controls, almost a decade 
for convergence to reach moderate-to-high levels on arms sales, and 
six years for convergence to move from negligible to low levels on 
nuclear deals for US firms. 

Fourth, after the right-wing Bharatiya Janata Party came to power 
in 2014, New Delhi’s policies on some issues did align better with US 
objectives—but the overall picture is still one of moderate, rather 
than high, alignment between New Delhi’s policies and US strategic 
objectives.

Fifth, four factors explain the extent to which New Delhi’s 
policies converged with and advanced US objectives: India’s strategic 
interests, domestic political and economic factors, incentives and 
disincentives, and certain case-specific factors. 

First, in several cases where the US objectives also furthered 
India’s strategic interests—those of US arms sales to India, bilateral 
defense and security cooperation, Indian Ocean security, balancing 
China, stability in Afghanistan, and a peace process with Pakistan—
India’s policies did align with US objectives. However, they aligned 
mostly to a moderate or low-to-moderate rather than a high extent, 
because of domestic political and economic obstacles.

Second, domestic economic constraints and political impedi-
ments—both bureaucratic and legislative—reduced the extent to 
which New Delhi’s policies aligned with US objectives. For instance, 
economic constraints prevented New Delhi from purchasing greater 
quantities of US arms, from more substantially modernizing its mili-
tary forces to balance China, and from acquiring greater naval capa-
bilities to play a larger role in Indian Ocean security. Political and 
bureaucratic factors also influenced these and additional cases. Thus, 
leftist opposition in the mid-2000s prevented India from increas-
ing defense cooperation with the United States. Bureaucratic barriers 
in India’s arms procurement process affected some US arms deals 
with India. Also, the Indian bureaucracy’s preference for maintain-
ing “strategic autonomy” hindered New Delhi from strongly align-
ing with Washington in balancing China and from deeper bilateral 
security cooperation. Moreover, domestic political obstacles were 
one factor holding back the India-Pakistan peace process in the early 
2010s. And Indian legislative obstacles prevented US nuclear reactor 
sales to India.
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Third, incentives and disincentives induced New Delhi to better 
align its policies with US interests. Thus, the disincentive of reduced 
US congressional support for the US-India civilian nuclear agreement 
influenced New Delhi to align with US preferences by strengthen-
ing export controls and by voting against Iran at the International 
Atomic Energy Agency. 

Fourth, certain case-specific factors influenced New Delhi’s poli-
cies. One such factor was the spoiler role played by Pakistan’s security 
establishment and Pakistan-based militants, who reduced the extent 
to which India’s policies aligned with and advanced US interests. 
Thus, Pakistan’s support for the Afghan Taliban negated the poten-
tially greater impact that Indian economic assistance could have had 
on state-building in Afghanistan. And militant groups significantly 
disrupted the India-Pakistan peace process in the late 2000s and early 
2010s.

A second such factor relates to UN resolutions. In three cases—
those of nonproliferation export controls, Iran, and UN peacekeep-
ing—India better supported the preferred US policy when there was 
a UN resolution or UN backing on the issue. Further, in two in-
stances—the war in Iraq and the Proliferation Security Initiative—
the absence of a UN resolution undermined India’s support for US 
preferences.

Looking ahead, and learning from the recent past, US policy-
makers could thus moderate their expectations about strategic re-
lations with India. Rather than expecting New Delhi to become a 
military ally or a closely aligned partner, they should consider New 
Delhi to be a friendly strategic partner whose policies would align, 
on the average, moderately and partially with US strategic interests.





Introduction

During the early and mid-2000s, US policymakers anticipated that 
India could become one of America’s closest international partners 
and that this enhanced relationship with India was set to advance US 
interests. By the 2010s, however, while some analysts and policymak-
ers remained optimistic about US-India relations, others questioned 
the initial enthusiasm about ties with India.1 This contrast between 
optimists and skeptics gives rise to two important questions. First, 
have New Delhi’s policies on key strategic issues actually aligned 
closely with US interests, as would be expected from close partners, 
or have India’s policies not converged with US objectives, as skeptics 
of the US-India relationship suggest?2 Second, what factors explain 
why New Delhi’s policies converged with or diverged from US objec-
tives? This study addresses these questions by examining New Delhi’s 
policies on twelve issues in the US-India strategic dialogue.

The study finds that New Delhi’s policies aligned, on the average, 
moderately and partially with US objectives. On most issues, they did 
not align with US objectives to the high extent typical of close part-
ners, though they aligned better than the skeptical perspective would 
suggest. Relatedly, alignment was uneven across issue-areas: New 
Delhi’s policies aligned with US objectives to a high or moderate-
to-high extent on three issues—UN peacekeeping, nonproliferation 
export controls, and arms sales; to a moderate or low-to-moderate 
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extent in six cases—China, Iran, Afghanistan, Indian Ocean security, 
Pakistan, and bilateral defense cooperation; and to a low or negligible 
extent in three areas—nuclear reactor contracts for US firms, nuclear 
arms control, and the 2003 war in Iraq. Just as significantly, even 
when New Delhi’s policies aligned with US objectives, they took a 
long time—often several years—to do so.

Four main factors explain these outcomes, as noted in table 1  
(and as illustrated in more detail in the rest of this study): New Delhi’s 
strategic interests concerning the issue, domestic political and eco-
nomic factors, incentives and disincentives, and certain case-specific 
factors (UN resolutions on some cases, and the spoiler role played by 
Pakistan-based militants and Pakistan’s security establishment in two 
cases).

In general, and rather predictably, in many cases where the US 
objectives furthered India’s strategic interests (such as by increasing 
its military and economic power versus its rivals), India’s policies did 
converge with US objectives. However, even in such cases, they tended 
to converge only to a moderate rather than a high extent, largely 
because of domestic political and economic obstacles. Domestic eco-
nomic constraints were especially relevant in the cases of China, arms 
sales, and Indian Ocean security, while domestic political obstacles 
were relevant in almost all the cases. Incentives and disincentives also 
influenced New Delhi to better align its policies with US objectives, 
especially in the cases of export controls and Iran. The following 
sections of this study elaborate upon these points. The study begins 
with a background on US-India relations, and then examines the case 
studies that illuminate the dynamics behind Indian policy alignment 
with US strategic interests.

US-India Relations: A Brief Overview

During the Cold War, Washington and New Delhi were often 
regarded as “estranged democracies.” This was due to the fact that 
despite sharing some common interests, they had significant political 
differences over US support for Pakistan, India’s tilt toward the Soviet 
Union, and India’s remaining outside the nuclear Nonproliferation 
Treaty (NPT) (Gould and Ganguly 1992; Kux 1993; Limaye 1993; 
McMahon 1994; R. Chaudhuri 2014). In the post–Cold War era, 
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Washington and New Delhi sought to improve their relations. For 
instance, India’s economic liberalization offered greater investment 
and export opportunities for US firms (Schaffer 2009; Vickery 2011). 
Further, the Clinton administration began a limited defense dialogue 
with India. However, this period of improved strategic ties was not 
without its problems, and it culminated in a major setback: India’s 
1998 nuclear tests resulted in US sanctions on India.

In the 2000s, the Bush administration sought stronger strategic 
relations with India to balance a rising China, and because it expected 
to work with India on broader regional and international security 
challenges. It sought to “intensify collaboration with India on the 
whole range of issues that currently confront the international com-
munity” (Blackwill 2005, 9). India’s democratic credentials made a 
partnership with it especially appealing.3 For its part, India’s govern-
ment—then led by the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)—emphasized 
that the “litmus test” for a strategic partnership with Washington 
was a settlement of their nuclear differences. In July 2005—the BJP 
government had then given way to one led by the centrist Congress 
Party—the Bush administration accommodated New Delhi’s posi-

tion. Washington agreed to recog-
nize India’s nuclear weapons status 
and to remove longstanding embar-
goes on civilian nuclear trade with 
India. The two sides also signed a 
ten-year defense cooperation agree-
ment in June 2005. Three years 
later, after protracted talks between 
the US and Indian governments, 
and between each government and 

its respective legislature, Washington and New Delhi formally signed 
their nuclear agreement—an agreement that US policymakers hoped 
would “help transform the partnership between the world’s oldest 
and the world’s largest democracy” (Rice 2006).

Subsequently, under the Obama administration, the two sides 
held annual strategic dialogue meetings where they discussed bilat-
eral relations at the highest political levels, and President Obama 
visited India in 2010. Still, during the early 2010s, the prior opti-
mism about US-India relations was gradually replaced by skepticism, 

The US-India civilian nuclear 

agreement aimed to ‘transform 

the partnership between the 

world’s oldest and the world’s 

largest democracy’



5Aligning Unevenly

partly because New Delhi did not award lucrative combat aircraft and 
nuclear reactor contracts to US firms, and because of Indian misper-
ceptions about the Obama administration’s engagement of China and 
Pakistan.4 This skepticism diminished after a new BJP-led govern-
ment assumed office in 2014 and brought some improvements to the 
relationship. The personal chemistry between Prime Minister Modi 
and President Obama was strong; President Obama was the chief 
guest at India’s January 2015 Republic Day celebrations, while Prime 
Minister Modi visited the United States in September 2014 and Sep-
tember 2015; and Washington and New Delhi upgraded their annual 
strategic dialogue to a strategic and commercial dialogue in 2015. 
Despite these developments, questions remain about the strength of 
the alignment between New Delhi’s foreign policy and US strategic 
interests.

The Analytical Framework:  
Cases and Factors in US-India Relations

Contemporary writings on US-India ties provide much empirical 
information on the main issues in the bilateral relationship (Kron-
stadt and Pinto 2013; Brookings Institution 2015). However, they 
do not test the historical record against the main analytical questions 
raised in this study—the questions of how well New Delhi’s policies 
on the issues aligned with US objectives, and why or why not. To be 
sure, there is nothing surprising about US and Indian policies not 
always aligning (the policies of America’s other partners and allies 
often do not align with US preferences either). Also, the notion of the 
United States and India being close partners or natural allies could be 
considered as diplomatic rhetoric. Yet such rhetoric does influence 
policy making, and it is therefore important to test it against the 
empirical record.

This study undertakes such a test by examining twelve prominent 
cases in the US-India strategic dialogue. It examines six of these in some 
depth: the regional issue of China’s rise; broader international secu-
rity issues of nonproliferation export controls and Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram; and bilateral issues concerning arms sales, defense and security 
cooperation, and nuclear contracts for US firms. Thereafter, to probe 
whether the factors influencing these cases are more generalizable,  
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it briefly examines six additional cases—the regional challenges of 
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Indian Ocean security, and the international 
security issues of UN peacekeeping, nuclear arms control, and Iraq.

This selection of cases—covering the regional, international, and 
bilateral domains—ensures that the study is not narrowly limited to 
just one of these arenas. Also, the strategic issues selected were all 
formally or implicitly part of US-India dialogues, and Washington 
and New Delhi discussed most of the issues over prolonged periods of 
time; they were not short-term, one-time events, such as a single UN 
vote on a specific issue. Further, the study excludes strategic issues for 
which Washington did not request major actions from New Delhi or 
did not engage it in sustained discussions—issues such as the Russia-
Ukraine conflict and the crisis in Syria in the 2010s. Furthermore, 
since the study focuses on strategic issues, it excludes economic issues 
(though it does examine arms deals that were both strategic and eco-
nomic, and nuclear reactor contracts that followed from a strategic 
agreement—the US-India civilian nuclear agreement). The analy-
sis examines the period from the early 2000s to the time of writing 
(2015), when Washington actively sought a partnership with India, 
and when many American decision makers and analysts anticipated 
that, as the US dialogue with India advanced, New Delhi’s actions 
would better align with US objectives.

For each case, the study assesses whether New Delhi’s policies 
converged with US objectives to a high, moderate, low, negligible, or 
negative extent. Negligible convergence includes no convergence or 
simply abstaining from the issue, but is distinct from negative conver-
gence. Negative convergence is defined as active opposition toward US 
policy (France and Germany’s active opposition to the 2003 Iraq war 
is an example of negative policy convergence with US preferences). 
Convergence is measured in two ways. One is in comparison to other 
countries. For example, if India’s policies converged with US objec-
tives to the same extent as those of the countries most strongly aligned 
with the United States on the issue, convergence would be classified as 
high. A second approach looks at all items in the discussed issue-area 
and assesses whether India’s policies converged with US objectives on 
almost all the particular items in this arena (high convergence), about 
half the items (moderate convergence), just a few items (low conver-
gence), or almost none or none of the items (negligible convergence).
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Two analytical caveats should be noted. First, this study broadly 
interprets policy alignment to include instances where a deliberate 
effort is made to align policy as well as instances of overlap where 
shared interests bring about similar policies. Second, policy align-
ment is distinct from policy effectiveness—strictly speaking, the con-
cept of whether India’s policy is ultimately effective in advancing US 
interests is different from the concept of whether India’s policy ini-
tially aligns with US preferences. However, these two concepts can 
sometimes coincide. This paper adopts a broad definition of align-
ment to include policy effectiveness in cases where the two concepts 
are closely related.

The study also analyzes the principal factors that influenced New 
Delhi’s policies on the cases—strategic considerations, domestic fac-
tors, and incentives and disincentives. First, on strategic grounds, New 
Delhi’s policies would be most likely to converge with US objectives 
when the US objectives advance India’s strategic interests—defined 
narrowly as increasing India’s military capabilities and political 
options versus its rivals China and Pakistan, reducing the security 
threat from these rivals, increasing India’s capabilities to tackle other 
security challenges, and increasing its economic strength.

Second, domestic economic and political factors influence New 
Delhi’s policies. Thus, its policies would be expected to better align 
with US objectives when there are a) few economic constraints and 
b) few domestic political obstacles (both bureaucratic and legislative) 
to pursuing such policies. Domestic political obstacles influenced the 
cases in this study in a number of ways. To begin with, leftist parties, 
upon whom India’s government relied to remain in office in the mid-
2000s, opposed pro-US policies on issues ranging from export con-
trols to Iran to China. Correspondingly, right-wing parties opposed 
certain aspects of nuclear arms control and peace talks with Pakistan 
when they were in opposition. Moreover, particular bureaucratic fac-
tors influenced some cases—for example, arms procurement rules 
influenced India’s arms imports from the United States. Finally, the 
Indian bureaucracy’s position on maintaining “strategic autonomy”—
a position stemming from India’s legacy of nonalignment and aver-
sion to Cold War alliance blocs—formed a broader obstacle.5 As a 
result, the bureaucracy opposed tighter security coordination with 
the United States and instead preferred flexible interactions typical 
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of a “strategic partnership.” (This term has been defined by Indian 
officials as a bilateral relationship that promotes policy convergence 
in issues of mutual interest without stronger alliance-type commit-
ments [Sibal 2012]).6 In a similar vein, India’s foreign policy commu-

nity remained wary of unilateral US 
foreign policy initiatives, but was less 
opposed to US initiatives that were 
backed by UN resolutions.

Third, incentives and disincen-
tives influence New Delhi’s policies—
India’s policies would be expected to 
align well with US objectives when 
there is an incentive to align, or there 
is a disincentive to not align, with the 
US objective. These incentives and 
disincentives—offered by the United 
States or other entities—could be for-
mally included in a deal on an issue; 
could be informally linked to a deal; 

or could be ambiguous and implied rather than explicitly linked to 
an issue. In combination, the above factors influenced New Delhi’s 
policies on important cases, as will be shown in detail below.

China
Balancing China was a major reason behind US efforts to engage 
India since the early 2000s. Reflecting this balancing impulse before 
the Bush administration was elected to office, Condoleezza Rice 
noted that the United States “should pay closer attention to India’s 
role in the regional balance [in Asia]. . . . India is an element in 
China’s calculation, and it should be in America’s, too” (Rice 2000). 
Echoing similar views in the mid-2000s, Undersecretary of State 
Nicholas Burns noted that “there is a tremendous strategic upside to 
our growing engagement with India” because such engagement held 
“real promise for the global balance of power” (Burns 2007, 131). As 
it turned out, New Delhi did pursue policies to balance China, but to 
an extent between low-to-moderate and moderate rather than high.

Balancing has two components—internal, related to building up 
national military capabilities, and external, involving partnerships 

The Indian bureaucracy 

sought to maintain ‘strategic 

autonomy’; it opposed 

tighter security coordination 

with the United States and 

instead preferred flexible 

interactions typical of a 

‘strategic partnership’
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with other states (Paul, Wirtz, and Fortman 2014). India pursued 
both approaches to balancing China (Smith 2014; Montgomery 
2013). New Delhi’s internal balancing had three dimensions. First, 
India increased its military forces in its northeastern sector border-
ing China. Thus, in the mid-2000s, it authorized the acquisition of 
two mountain divisions, the construction of border roads, and the 
reactivation of seven advanced landing grounds in this area (however, 
few of these projects were complete by 2015; Sethi 2015). It also 
fielded Mi-17 attack helicopters, Su-30 combat aircraft, and Brahmos 
cruise missiles in the region. Further, in 2013, it authorized plans for 
expanding the above mountain divisions into a new mountain strike 
corps of ninety thousand soldiers by 2020, at a cost of US$10.6 bil-
lion (though this plan was subsequently downsized).

Second, India enlarged its naval fleet, which gave it better capa-
bilities versus China. The Indian navy acquired 15 frigates and 
destroyers in the 2000s and early 2010s, and was building or planned 
to start building another 15 such vessels in the mid-2010s.7 Further, 
in 2014, it acquired an aircraft carrier—a thirty-year-old refurbished 
Russian vessel—to replace its sixty-year-old carrier that was nearing 
retirement. It was also building a second carrier that would be com-
missioned around 2018–20. In addition, it acquired a division-sized 
amphibious force and related sealift capability by obtaining a US-
supplied amphibious vessel that could carry 1,000 troops and six 
helicopters; three tank-landing ships that could carry 500 troops and 
10 tanks; and two new fleet tankers to augment two existing tankers. 
To be sure, the Indian naval expansion was aimed not at China but 
at protecting Indian Ocean sea-lanes through which much of India’s 
trade and oil transits. And it would likely not give India the capa-
bility to conduct major sustained operations in the East and South 
China Seas. Yet it would enable India to impose limited pressure on 
Chinese assets in, and trade transiting through, the Indian Ocean and 
the Malacca Straits; and to better protect Indian (as well as US and 
other) shipping against Chinese pressure in these regions (Scott 2013; 
Mohan 2012; Brewster 2012).

Third, India developed a better nuclear deterrent versus China. 
In the 2000s, it did not have missiles that could strike China’s major 
cities from secure sites in eastern and central India. However, it devel-
oped such capabilities after it began testing the 3,000 kilometer (km) 
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range Agni-3 (since 2006), the 4,000 km range Agni-4 (since 2010), 
and the 5,000 km range Agni-5 (since 2012).

In terms of external balancing, New Delhi increased its defense 
and security interactions with other Asia-Pacific states, as well as with 
the United States in Asia. These interactions were somewhat limited 
and could not, by themselves, facilitate large-scale military pressure 
against China. But they offered defensive capabilities against Chi-
nese political and military pressure in regional crises, especially when 
deployed together with the military forces of other states. Concretely, 
India’s external balancing of China took place in four main areas.

First, New Delhi undertook a number of military exercises with 
the United States in Asia. The annual US-India Malabar naval exer-
cises, which involved just one or two warships from each country 
in the early 2000s, grew to involve three to five warships from each 
country by the mid-2000s, and included US and Indian aircraft car-
riers during some years. They also involved Japanese, Australian, 
and Singaporean naval vessels in 2007, and Japanese vessels in 2009, 
2014, and 2015. In addition, Washington and New Delhi formally 
affirmed the synergies between their security strategies in the Asia-
Pacific, noting that “India’s ‘Act East Policy’ and the United States’ 
rebalance to Asia provide opportunities for India, the United States, 
and other Asia-Pacific countries to work closely” toward stability in 
the Asia-Pacific (The White House 2015a). (New Delhi’s “Act East” 
policy was a rhetorical extension of its “Look East” policy, pursued 
since the 1990s, whereby its foreign policy establishment gave greater 
attention to East Asia and Southeast Asia.)

Second, India advanced bilateral defense interactions with some 
countries in China’s vicinity, especially Singapore and Vietnam. India 
and Singapore began an annual Defense Policy Dialogue in 2003; 
India provided Singapore’s army and air force with training facilities 
on Indian territory; the two countries conducted joint army and air 
force exercises in India; and they conducted annual naval exercises 
(Suryanarayan 2013). India and Vietnam signed a defense coopera-
tion agreement in 2000 under which India offered spare parts and 
servicing for Vietnam’s Soviet-era aircraft and naval vessels (this 
helped Vietnam to maintain a viable navy). The Indian navy also 
increased its port calls in Vietnam, making 17 such visits from 2001 
to 2013 (Collin 2013).
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Third, India initiated bilateral defense and security interactions 
with US allies. Most significantly, it developed a strategic partnership 
with Japan that had a small defense component (which was formal-
ized in a Joint Declaration on Security Cooperation in 2008). This 
involved defense and foreign ministers’ meetings, as well as addi-
tional ministerial-level and military-to-military talks, where the two 
sides discussed cooperation in protecting the sea lanes, disaster relief, 
and peacekeeping. India 
and Japan also undertook 
a cybersecurity dialogue; 
held bilateral naval exer-
cises in 2012 and 2013 
(these augmented their 
abovementioned multi-
lateral exercises with the 
United States); conducted 
coast guard exercises 
involving one to two vessels from each country since 2000; and dis-
cussed a US$1.6 billion sale of 12–15 Japanese amphibious patrol 
aircraft to India. In 2014, they began a dialogue of their national 
security advisors, and, during Prime Minister Modi’s September 2014 
visit to Japan, they pledged to advance their security dialogue. The 
following year, during Prime Minister Abe’s visit to India, the two 
sides announced that Japan would participate regularly in the Mala-
bar naval exercises and also reaffirmed their positions on the freedom 
of navigation in the oceans.8 In addition, Japan agreed, after years 
of tough negotiations, to a civilian nuclear deal with India. Further, 
New Delhi participated in annual trilateral security discussions with 
Tokyo and Washington—the seventh trilateral in 2015 was upgraded 
to involve their foreign ministers.

New Delhi also undertook limited security interactions with 
America’s other Asian allies, South Korea and Australia. India and 
South Korea signed a five-year defense cooperation agreement in 
2010, and, in 2013, India planned to purchase eight Korean mine-
sweepers for US$1 billion, but later cancelled this contract after cor-
ruption allegations. India and Australia held their first joint naval 
exercise, involving three ships from each country, in 2015. That year, 
India, Japan, and Australia also held their first trilateral meeting.

India initiated bilateral defense and 

security interactions with US allies; 

most significantly, it developed a 

strategic partnership with Japan that 

had a small defense component
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Fourth, India increased its participation in multilateral Asian 
regional security institutions such as the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) Regional Forum, which India joined in 1996, and 
the East Asia Summit, established in 2005. These ASEAN-led initia-
tives built solidarity between New Delhi and East and Southeast  
Asian states; provided them with mutually supportive diplomatic 
options in any crisis with China; and enabled them to reiterate their 
positions on regional security issues such as the peaceful resolution of 
disputes and the freedom of navigation in the seas.9

In sum, India’s internal and external balancing initiatives dove-
tailed with the US interest of balancing China, but to an extent 
between low-to-moderate and moderate rather than high, for three 
principal reasons. The first relates to economic constraints. China’s 
economy was considerably larger than India’s and also grew faster than 
India’s. Illustrating this, the ratio of Chinese to Indian gross domestic  
product (GDP, measured by purchasing power parity [PPP]) increased 
from 1.68 in 2000 to 2.3 in 2012 and 2.4 in 2014 (when China’s 
GDP was US$18.03 trillion compared to India’s US$7.4 trillion). 
Consequently, China could afford military forces and a military bud-
get that remained substantially larger than India’s, as shown in tables 2  
and 3. This does not mean that China has a military advantage versus  

Table 2. Military Expenditures for China and India 
(US$, billion)

2005 2010 2014

India China India China India China

Official defense budget 18 30 31 78 38 136

Baseline defense spending 
including off-budget items 24 45 43 113 - -

PPP-adjusted baseline 
defense spending 45 69 88 138 - -

Source: 2005 and 2010 figures are from Heginbotham and Gilroy (2012), who also 
computed the baseline defense spending value including paramilitary forces, arms 
imports, defense research and development, and subsidies to defense industries. Such 
spending as a percent of GDP was 2.96–3.02 percent for India and 1.97–1.98 percent 
for China. Figures from 2014 are the official national defense budgets which do not 
report baseline defense spending.
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India along their border, however. In the eastern sector of the India-
China border, India’s air force can likely attain air superiority and 
Indian army units are quantitatively and qualitatively superior to 
Chinese forces (the bulk of Indian army and air force assets are still 
focused on Pakistan). In terms of naval forces, China focuses on the 
East and South China Seas and the Western Pacific and thus cannot 
simultaneously project a large naval force in the Indian Ocean region. 
Still, China’s larger overall economy and larger military forces give it 
advantages in any war of attrition versus India.

The second factor that led to moderate, rather than high, levels 
of convergence was related to India’s bureaucracy restricting the scope 

Table 3. Military Forces in China and India, 2013–14

China India

Active military forces 2.28 million 1.32 million

Tanks 6,840 2,870

Artillery pieces 13,000 9,700

Submarines 65: 61 tactical and 4 
carrying nuclear missiles

12, all tactical (plus 1 
intended to carry nuclear 
missiles undergoing trials)

Principal naval vessels 70: 15 destroyers, 54 frigates,  
and 1 twenty-five-year-old 
ex-Soviet aircraft carrier 
used as a training vessel

24: 11 destroyers, 12 frigates,  
and 1 thirty-year-old ex-
Soviet aircraft carrier (with 
a second sixty-year-old 
carrier near retirement)

Smaller naval patrol 
and coastal vessels

210 84

Aircraft 2,100 combat capable:* 
including 840 fighters, 
540 fighter-ground attack, 
320 transport planes, and 
90 bombers 

870 combat capable:* 
including 63 fighters, 730 
fighter-ground attack, and 
230 transport planes

Source: IISS (2014)
*Some 600 of the 840 Chinese fighters are obsolete Chinese-built versions of the Soviet 
Mig-19 and Mig-21; China’s 200 other fighters, and most of its 540 fighter-ground 
attack planes, are more modern systems acquired in the first decade of the 2000s. 
India’s 63 Mig-29 fighters and 200 Su-30 fighter-ground attack planes are relatively 
modern systems; its other fighter-ground attack aircraft include 50 Mirage-2000s, 100 
Jaguars, 200 aging Mig-21s, and 100 aging Mig-27s.
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of security interaction with the United States and with Asia-Pacific 
states. Analysts observed that, in the early 2010s, New Delhi “double 
downed on its autonomist leanings” because it “resisted participating 
in major multi-service combined exercises [with the United States] 
that prepare for high-end operational missions,” “turned down a 
series of foundational pacts that would have enhanced logistics and 
battle-group networking,” and “opted to strip out tactical interopera-
bility aids (high-end electronics and avionics suites) while purchasing 
US-origin platforms (P-8I and C-130J aircraft)” (Gupta 2014). Sim-
ply put, India’s foreign policy bureaucracy remained inclined toward 
a “nonalignment 2.0” approach of eschewing alliance-type initiatives 
directed at other countries; as a result, it limited India’s external bal-
ancing initiatives versus China.

The third constraint has been strategic. While New Delhi pur-
sued external and internal balancing to hedge against any deteriora-
tion in relations with China, it also sought to avert such deterioration 
by advancing political and economic ties with China. (Thus, it did 
not pursue “hard balancing” against China.) In the economic realm, 
China became one of India’s four largest trading partners.10 Politi-
cally, despite a downturn in Sino-Indian relations from 2005 to the 
early 2010s (coinciding with US engagement of India through a civil-
ian nuclear agreement), New Delhi and Beijing sought to normalize 
ties through several heads-of-government visits and six strategic dia-
logue meetings involving their senior ministers.11 Further, while India 
confronted China on troop incursions—between 2010 and August 
2014, it counted 1,612 Chinese troop incursions into Indian terri-
tory according to a Ministry of Home Affairs report to the Indian 
Parliament—it also accommodated Chinese concerns that India not 
join multilateral military initiatives directed against China. Illustrat-
ing this, China reacted strongly to the 2007 Quadrilateral Initiative, 
in which the United States, India, Australia, and Japan held ad hoc 
discussions on Asian security and conducted a joint naval exercise; 
hence, New Delhi refrained from further multilateral naval exercises 
in Indian waters for the next several years, though Indian naval ves-
sels continued participating in these exercises outside Indian waters. 
Finally, Prime Minister Modi’s May 2015 visit to China largely con-
firmed both sides’ preferences to normalize their bilateral relations. 
During this visit, the two sides found no solutions to their longstand-
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ing boundary dispute; however, they signed economic investment 
agreements worth US$20 billion and established a military hotline 
to prevent border skirmishes from 
escalating.

Overall, then, while New Delhi  
balanced China’s rise in several 
strategic and political arenas, it did 
so to a low-to-moderate or moder-
ate extent rather than to the high 
extent that some US policymakers 
and analysts had assumed it would.

Nonproliferation Export Controls
In the early 2000s, the Bush administration formally asked India 
to tighten its nonproliferation export controls as a prerequisite for 
technology transfers and civilian nuclear cooperation. In particu-
lar, it wanted New Delhi to strengthen its domestic laws on export 
controls and act on five related international initiatives: four mul-
tilateral regimes—the Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG), the Missile 
Technology Control Regime (MTCR), the Australia Group restrict-
ing chemical transfers, and the Wassenaar Arrangement on trans-
fers of conventional arms and related technologies—as well as the 
Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI). New Delhi’s policies aligned 
with these US objectives to a low extent in the early 2000s, when 
it had less stringent national export controls; moderately in the 
mid-2000s, when it strengthened its national controls and gradu-
ally adhered to the NSG and the MTCR; and to a high extent by 
the early 2010s, when it also supported the Wassenaar Arrangement 
and Australia Group.

In terms of national export controls, New Delhi adopted for-
mal legislation (the Weapons of Mass Destruction Prohibition Act, 
also called the WMD Act) in 2005 and took steps to enforce export 
controls. For example, India’s Directorate General for Foreign Trade, 
which issues licenses for items on its export control list, held outreach 
meetings with Indian industry exporters. In the late 2000s, India’s 
government further tightened its national export controls, and placed 
a renewed focus on enforcement and on outreach to industry, through 
its Export Controls and Border Security program. And, in 2010, it 
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amended its Foreign Trade Act to tighten controls on the transfer and 
transit of dual-use technologies and services.

As far as the MTCR and NSG were concerned, New Delhi har-
monized its control lists with, and announced its intention to adhere 
to, these regimes in July 2005. Yet it did not formally adhere to them 
for another three years, in part because it wanted the regimes to con-
sider India as a partner and not a target. It ultimately adhered to the 
regimes in September 2008, just ahead of a US legislative vote on the 
civilian nuclear agreement.

New Delhi did not take substantial action on the Wassenaar 
Arrangement and the Australia Group until the 2010s. While it had 
national legislation to control the exports of dual-use chemicals, it 
still stated, in late 2005, that it was not prepared to harmonize its 
control lists with those of the Australia Group and the Wassenaar 
Arrangement (US Embassy 2005). It only changed its stance in the 
early 2010s when it sought membership in the four multilateral 
regimes (Nayan 2011). Thus, ahead of President Obama’s Novem-
ber 2010 visit to India, Washington removed nine Indian defense 
and space-related organizations from its Entity List, and agreed to 
support India’s membership in the four multilateral export control 
regimes.12 In subsequent years, New Delhi actively engaged with the 
four regimes and sought to join them.13

New Delhi’s position toward the PSI (an initiative launched by 
the United States in 2003 to interdict ships and aircraft suspected 
of carrying nuclear, chemical, or missile technology) was even more 
complex. Washington had urged New Delhi to support the initia-
tive since early 2004, but New Delhi stalled on the US request. In 
2005, New Delhi suggested that it would only join PSI if it became 
a member of the PSI core group that formulates PSI policies. It then 
opposed NPT-related language in the 2005 Protocols to the Conven-
tion for the Suppression of Unlawful Acts (SUA) against the Safety 
of Maritime Navigation. In the mid and late 2000s, New Delhi 
remained outside PSI despite US efforts to address the above objec-
tions.14 Nevertheless, it still acted in accordance with PSI: it partici-
pated in PSI events as an observer, denied overflight permission to a 
North Korean plane en route to Iran in August 2008, and boarded a 
North Korean vessel headed to the Middle East in August 2009. Yet 
Indian officials continued to have concerns about how PSI fitted with 
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the legal framework of the United Nations and about operational 
issues such as whether India could interdict Chinese ships suspected 
of carrying contraband (Schaffer and Rohlfing 2011).

A combination of domestic political factors and international 
incentives account for India’s above approach to export controls. 
First, leftist parties, whose support India’s government required to 
remain in office in the mid-2000s, strongly opposed Indian endorse-
ment of PSI on the grounds that it represented excessive alignment 
with the United States. (The left did not oppose India’s position on 
the four multilateral export control regimes because India’s govern-
ment framed these as part of India’s obligations under UN Security 
Council Resolution 1540 rather than as part of a deal with the United 
States.) Indeed, this leftist opposition was so strong that it caused 
New Delhi to formally remain outside PSI at the time.

Second, India’s bureaucracy raised several technical objections 
to PSI that were noted above; this caused New Delhi to not for-
mally join PSI in the 2010s (by this time, the leftist opposition factor 
had become irrelevant since India’s government did not then depend 
on the left to remain in office). Bureaucratic factors also influenced 
India’s decisions on the Australia Group and Wassenaar Arrangement. 
In the mid and late 2000s, India’s bureaucracy did not support join-
ing these regimes, in part because India would not gain significant 
benefits from doing so and because Indian defense and space enti-
ties were still subject to US technology transfer restrictions. However, 
in 2010, after US-India track-II dialogues on the topic, Washington 
better addressed New Delhi’s concerns and India’s bureaucracy then 
looked favorably at the Australia Group and the Wassenaar Agree-
ment (Schaffer and Rohlfing 2011). Even then, in the early 2010s, 
India’s bureaucracy still created obstacles by seeking to join all four 
regimes simultaneously, while each regime had separate technical cri-
teria for membership. This Indian position hindered its admission 
into each regime.

Third, incentives repeatedly influenced India’s position on the 
multilateral export control regimes. In 2005, the major US incentive 
of civilian nuclear cooperation influenced India’s government to expe-
ditiously adopt its WMD Act and agree to adhere to the MTCR and 
NSG. Conversely, the disincentives were also high, because if New 
Delhi did not take these steps, Washington would not have agreed 
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to civilian nuclear cooperation with India. In 2008, the follow-on 
incentive of US congressional authorization of civilian nuclear coop-
eration influenced India’s government to finally adhere to the MTCR 
and NSG. And in the 2010s, two sets of incentives influenced New 

Delhi to actively engage the four 
multilateral regimes—a) the easing 
of US restrictions on Indian defense 
and space entities and b) the pros-
pect of increased international pres-
tige and status through membership 
in the regimes. In substantive policy 
terms, however, the incentives were 
highly disproportional, especially in 
the mid-2000s—Washington was 
then offering New Delhi a huge 
incentive, in the form of reversing 

major US nonproliferation policies and giving India a civilian nuclear 
deal, in return for relatively easier Indian action on export controls.

To summarize, export controls should have been an easy case 
of converging US and Indian interests—India’s government should 
have been able to quickly strengthen its national export controls 
and adhere to the four multilateral export control regimes in 2005. 
Yet, while New Delhi then acted on national export controls and on 
two of the multilateral regimes, it only sought full engagement with 
all four regimes in the early 2010s. Domestic political factors and 
incentives and disincentives explain New Delhi’s slow but gradually 
increasing policy alignment with US preferences on these export con-
trol regimes.

Iran
In the 2000s and 2010s, as part of its effort to contain and impose 
nuclear-related sanctions on Iran, Washington urged New Delhi to 
act on several issues concerning Iran. It desired that New Delhi curb 
defense and political ties with Iran, vote against Iran at the Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), end participation in the Iran-
Pakistan-India gas pipeline project, and reduce oil purchases from 
Tehran. Eventually, New Delhi’s policies converged with these US 
preferences to a moderate extent overall, but the pattern was not  
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consistent across the various issues: policies converged to a high 
extent on defense and specific nuclear issues, initially to a low extent 
and then to a moderate-to-high extent on energy issues, and did not 
converge on political issues.

On specific nuclear issues, New Delhi’s actions aligned to a high 
extent with US preferences. Most importantly, New Delhi voted 
against Tehran at the IAEA meetings in November 2005, February 
2006, November 2009, and November 2011.

On defense issues, New Delhi’s policies initially deviated from, 
but then aligned to a high extent with, US preferences. In the early 
2000s, New Delhi was considering small-scale defense interaction 
with Tehran, such as training Iranian officers and supplying spare 
parts and servicing for Iran’s Russian-origin T-72 tanks, Kilo sub-
marines, and Mig-29 fighters; it also conducted a small joint naval 
maneuver with Iran in 2003 (Kumaraswamy 2008; Pant 2007; Fair 
2007). New Delhi ended these activities by the mid-2000s with only 
insignificant exceptions. Indian foreign policy officials then accepted 
the US position that even limited Indian technical assistance to Iran, 
such as servicing its Kilo submarines, could threaten US military 
forces in the Persian Gulf.

On energy issues, New Delhi’s policies initially did not converge 
with US preferences but, after a few years, they aligned to a high 
extent on gas and moderately on oil. On the gas pipeline, despite 
objections from the Bush administration and the US Congress, New 
Delhi participated in several rounds of pipeline talks with Iran and 
Pakistan in the mid-2000s. Eventually, however, while Pakistan and 
Iran signed a pipeline contract in 2009, New Delhi did not sign that 
contract. This was not specifically in response to US requests, but 
because Iran, Pakistan, and India still had differences over the price, 
tariff, and location of the gas pipeline; because of instability in Balu-
chistan through which the pipeline would pass; and due to the set-
back in Pakistan-India relations after the November 2008 terrorist 
attacks in Mumbai. Later, New Delhi also held back on another gas 
investment in Iran, in the Farzad-B oil and gas field.

Concerning oil imports, New Delhi moderately aligned with US 
oil sanctions against Iran that had tightened in 2010–11. It cut its 
Iranian oil imports by half (from 21.8 million tons in 2009–10 to 11 
million tons in 2013–14), but it did so gradually, by about 16 percent  
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between 2009 and 2011, 25 percent the following year, and 16 per-
cent the next year. (Such cuts by India, that accounted for 10-15 
percent of Iran’s oil exports, and by all other major purchasers of 
Iranian oil, helped put pressure on Iran to reach the Vienna nuclear 
agreement in July 2015.)

In the political arena, however, New Delhi did not align with US 
preferences and instead maintained high-level diplomatic exchanges 
with Tehran. India-Iran relations were advancing in 2003, when the 
two sides announced a “strategic partnership” and President Khatami  
visited India, but were set back by India’s November 2005 and 
February 2006 votes against Iran at the IAEA. Subsequently, dem-
onstrating New Delhi’s strong efforts toward normalization with 
Tehran, India’s cabinet ministers for external affairs, petroleum, and 
water resources, its minister of state for external affairs, and its foreign 
secretary all visited Iran in 2007. Moreover, President Ahmadinejad 
visited India in April 2008. (These diplomatic visits enabled India’s 
government to demonstrate to domestic critics that it was stand-
ing up to Washington in maintaining an independent foreign policy 
on Iran.) In addition, Indian delegations, often led by the external 
affairs minister, visited Iran every other year since the late 2000s 
for meetings of the India-Iran Joint Commission (addressing eco-
nomic, technological, and cultural cooperation). High-level India-
Iran interactions continued in the 2010s, with Iran’s foreign minister 
visiting New Delhi in February 2014 to “open a new chapter” in 
relations with India.15

A combination of strategic reasons, domestic political consider-
ations, and incentives and disincentives explain why some of New 
Delhi’s policies on Iran diverged from Washington’s preferences. In 
terms of strategic regional security considerations, strong ties with 
Iran gave India a) the ability to geopolitically encircle Pakistan and b) 
a vital route for transporting heavy supplies into Afghanistan through 
the Iranian port of Chabahar (Aspen Institute India 2012). Further, 
Iran provided a significant 16 percent of India’s oil imports in the 
mid-2000s, and New Delhi was reluctant to shift entirely to Sunni 
Arab suppliers (who provided over two-thirds of India’s oil imports) 
because of their ties with Pakistan. These Indian strategic interests 
in maintaining relations with Tehran diverged from the US strategic 
objective of containing Iran.
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In the domestic political arena, two factors affected India’s Iran 
policy in the 2000s. First, India’s Congress Party was concerned about 
losing the support of Muslim—and particularly Shiite—voters if 
it were seen as pursuing a pro-US and anti-Iran foreign policy. Its 
concerns were heightened because some Muslim organizations had 
mobilized, along with leftist parties and a regional party, to protest 
President Bush’s March 2006 visit to India. Second, opposition from 
leftist parties influenced India’s Iran policy. The left argued that Indian 
government decisions against Iran deviated from a Common Mini-
mum Program that the left had nego-
tiated with the Congress Party as a 
condition for its support. Thus, after 
India’s September 2005 IAEA vote 
against Iran, the left strongly hinted 
that it could withdraw support for 
the Congress-led government (which 
would have led to the government’s 
collapse) if it again voted against 
Iran. Ultimately, favorable last-min-
ute international developments (related to Russia and China’s also vot-
ing against Iran) made it politically easier for India’s government to 
vote against Iran in February 2006, but it still had to remain sensitive 
to leftist and Muslim concerns in its broader policy toward Iran.

Thus, a combination of strategic considerations and domestic 
political reasons caused New Delhi to maintain high-level political 
ties with Tehran and to continue gas pipeline talks with Tehran in 
the mid-2000s. Simultaneously, however, the strong disincentive of 
reduced US congressional support for the US-India civilian nuclear 
agreement influenced India’s government to align with US prefer-
ences on nuclear and defense issues related to Iran. Later, from 2010 
onwards, the disincentive of incurring US sanctions influenced New 
Delhi to cut its oil imports from Iran. Looking ahead, the lifting of 
international sanctions on Iran would reduce, but may not entirely 
eliminate, US-India policy differences on Iran.

Arms Sales
Arms sales have been another major issue in US-India relations. In 2001,  
the Bush administration lifted sanctions on military interactions 
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with India that had been imposed after its 1998 nuclear tests. It 
then anticipated that New Delhi would purchase a large quantity 
of arms from US suppliers, aiming to increase profits for US firms 
and tie India closer to Washington in military terms. However, New 
Delhi’s arms imports from the United States were initially still low, 
valued at less than US$1 billion between 2001 and 2004. They subse-
quently grew to US$3 billion between 2005 and 2008 and to US$11 
billion between 2009 and 2015. As a result, by then, New Delhi’s 
arms imports converged with US expectations to a moderate-to-high 
extent—they stood at US$15 billion for the 2001–2015 period, only 
slightly below the high levels of US$20–30 billion for America’s lead-
ing arms customers.16

India’s main arms orders from the United States included the fol-
lowing:17

·	 Transport aircraft: six C-130J Hercules (US$1 billion) in early 
2008, six additional C-130J Hercules (US$1 billion) in 2011, 
and ten C-17 Globemasters (US$4.7 billion) in 2011.18

·	 Maritime patrol aircraft: eight P-8 Poseidons (US$2 billion) 
in late 2008, and four additional P-8 Poseidons (US$1 bil-
lion) in 2013.

·	 Helicopters: 15 Chinook heavy-lift helicopters (US$1 billion) 
in 2012, 22 Apache attack helicopters (US$1.4 billion) in 
2012, and 16 Sikorsky Seahawk helicopters (US$1 billion) in 
2014.

·	 Aircraft engines: 20 GE-F404 engines (US$100 million) for 
India’s light combat aircraft in 2002-2003, 20 additional 
GE-F404 engines (US$100 million) in 2007, 100 GE-F414 
engines (US$800 million) in 2010, and 270 Honeywell F125 
engines (US$700 million) for India’s Jaguar aircraft in 2013.

·	 Additional Weapon Systems: 12 Raytheon Firefinder artil-
lery radars (US$200 million) in 2002; 10 GE-LM-2500 
gas turbines for Indian naval ships (US$60–100 million) in 
2002–2003 (these were delivered over the next ten years, and 
powered three Indian frigates and India’s new aircraft car-
rier); an amphibious ship (US$50 million) in 2006; 500 CBU-
97 guided bombs (US$250 million) in 2010; 20 Harpoon 
antiship missiles (US$170 million) in 2010; 20 additional  
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Harpoon missiles (US$200 million) in 2012; and 145 howit-
zers (US$885 million) in 2012.

In 2011, however, New Delhi rejected US F-16 and F-18 air-
craft in favor of France’s Rafale for its single biggest arms order—an 
estimated US$15 billion deal for 126 medium multi-role combat air-
craft (it should be noted that New Delhi did not finalize the Rafale 
order for the next three years and, in 2015, indicated that it would 
buy only 36 rather than 126 Rafales). Washington was particularly 
disappointed because, in 2010, it had supported New Delhi for a per-
manent seat on the UN Security Council and removed nine Indian 
organizations from its Entity List—initiatives that required spending 
much political capital within the US bureaucracy and which Wash-
ington assumed would help it secure the combat aircraft deal (Latif 
2012).

New Delhi’s arms import policies noted above were influenced 
by domestic bureaucratic and political factors. In the early and mid-
2000s, India and the United States had little bureaucratic knowledge 
about each other’s defense sales practices. New Delhi, for example, 
follows a two-stage competition in selecting arms suppliers, based on 
technical criteria (the first stage) and pricing (the second stage). In 
contrast, US firms emphasize the better overall value of their products 
based on superior technology and competitive, long-term life-cycle 
costs. Moreover, the United States and India have different positions 
on offset agreements (that is, arrangements for the arms seller to rein-
vest, or “offset,” arms sales proceeds in the purchasing country). India 
tends to require offsets to be 30 percent of large contracts (and, in the 
mid-2010s, it introduced a related policy giving preference to arms 
suppliers who would manufacture items in India under the “Make 
in India” policy), while the United States leaves this to be negotiated 
by individual vendors. Both countries also have differing positions 
on technology transfers (India seeks these while the United States 
restricts them). Further, India would not accept US end-use monitor-
ing policies. Therefore, it was only in the late 2000s—after Washing-
ton and New Delhi better understood each other’s defense transfer 
policies and removed some barriers to defense trade by signing an 
end-use agreement in July 2009—that India’s arms procurements 
from the United States increased.
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Despite purchasing increasing quantities of American arms, India 
rejected the US F-16s and F-18s because of another domestic politi-
cal factor—the politicization of arms deals. India’s defense purchases 
attract considerable media and political attention, special parlia-
mentary committees have often investigated allegations of defense 
corruption, and, for these reasons, Indian governments—at least 
publicly—have often insisted on following standard procurement 
practices (Mukherjee and Thyagraj 2012). Consequently, New Delhi 
followed its standard two-stage practice in selecting the medium 
combat aircraft and it eliminated US aircraft based on technical crite-
ria such as their lower engine and aerodynamic performance and their 
older vintage (Tellis 2011).19

One additional domestic factor—economic constraints—also 
influenced India’s arms procurements. Illustrating this, India’s econ-
omy grew at just 4.7 percent in 2013, and this, along with a currency 
depreciation, reduced the funding available for defense moderniza-
tion. Accordingly, only US$477 million of India’s US$1.2 billion 
military procurement budget was available for new purchases in 
2013 (Albright Stonebridge Group 2014). India therefore delayed its 
2011–13 orders for howitzers, Apache and Chinook helicopters, and 
P-8 aircraft, and these only advanced in 2015.20

To summarize, India’s policies on arms imports aligned with 
US preferences to a moderate-to-high extent, but only after gradual 
adjustments. Better accommodation of bureaucratic procedures on 
both sides accounted for the slow but increasing convergence between 
Indian policies and US interests on arms sales.

Bilateral Defense and Security Cooperation
While the US-India relationship in the area of arms deals improved 
significantly over time, the countries’ bilateral defense and security 
cooperation has varied across issues. Since the 2000s, Washington 
and New Delhi discussed defense and security cooperation on four 
main issues—military exercises, counterterrorism, cybersecurity, and 
defense coproduction. New Delhi’s policies on these issues converged, 
on average, to a low-to-moderate extent with US preferences: conver-
gence was moderate on military exercises and low on counterterror-
ism, cybersecurity, and defense coproduction (though it was trending 
upward on some of these issues by 2015).
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While US arms sales to India 

increased significantly over time, 

the countries’ bilateral defense 

and security cooperation on other 

issues has varied considerably

The United States and India held a large number of military exer-
cises—approximately 70—from the early 2000s to 2012 (Kronstadt 
and Pinto 2013). Their navies have conducted up to four exercises 
each year—three small exer-
cises (Habu Nag, focusing on 
amphibious operations; Spit-
ting Cobra, focusing on explo-
sive ordnance destruction; and 
Salvex, covering diving and 
salvage) and the larger Malabar 
exercises that include a vari-
ety of naval operations. Their 
armies have conducted the 
Yudh Abhyas exercise annually since 2004. These simulated opera-
tions such as UN peacekeeping, counterinsurgency, and counterter-
rorism.

Still, while both sides declare that India holds more exercises with 
the United States than with any other country, the depth of inter-
action and number of troops involved in these exercises—typically 
several tens in the smaller exercises and hundreds in the larger ones—
were significantly less than the number (typically tens of thousands) 
involved in major US military exercises with its North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) and Asian allies. 

In the arena of counterterrorism, Washington and New Delhi set 
up a joint working group that has been meeting since 2000 (Olapally 
2005). It discussed topics such as tackling terrorist financing, home-
land security policy, border management policy, aviation security, and 
disaster management during a terrorist incident involving weapons of 
mass destruction. However, a trust deficit affected the US-India dia-
logue because New Delhi believed that Washington was not strongly 
condemning Islamabad for Pakistan-based terrorist activities against 
India (Curtis 2011). This somewhat eased after the 2008 Mumbai 
attacks, when Washington and New Delhi better coordinated their 
separate investigations into the attack.21 Later, in 2010, both sides 
agreed on a counterterrorism cooperation initiative; in May 2011, 
they began a homeland security dialogue; and, subsequently, they 
discussed additional items such as US assistance to India in transpor-
tation security, urban policing, and law enforcement collaboration  
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(Fitch et al. 2013). Overall, given that the US-India dialogue expanded 
to cover a range of items; that US police and security agencies learned 
some valuable counterterrorism lessons from their investigations into 
and analysis of the 2008 Mumbai attacks; and that Indian authori-
ties learned similar lessons from US best practices in the field, New 
Delhi’s alignment with US preferences on counterterrorism is catego-
rized as low but not negligible. It could only be classified as moderate 
or high if there was more substantive counterterrorism cooperation 
between the two sides, such as deeper intelligence sharing and joint 
operations against specific terrorist groups.

Similar problems undermined cooperation in the area of cyberse-
curity. Washington and New Delhi discussed the issue since the mid-
2000s. However, a 2006 spying allegation at a cybersecurity forum, 
and revelations from the Edward Snowden files that the National 
Security Agency had tracked India, heightened Indian suspicions of 
US intentions (Observer Research Foundation 2014b). As a result, 
while both sides continued their cybersecurity dialogue in the 2010s, 
the depth of cooperation in this dialogue was limited.

New Delhi’s policies on defense coproduction initially did not 
converge with US preferences either. In 2012, under a Defense Tech-
nology and Trade Initiative, Washington offered New Delhi copro-
duction possibilities for the Sikorsky Seahawk naval helicopter, the 
Javelin anti-tank missile, a 127 mm naval gun, and a delivery system 
for scatterable mines. US companies would provide the technology 
to build these weapons in India and would sell them overseas. India’s 
government did not take up these coproduction offers and it rejected 
the Javelin in favor of an Israeli anti-tank missile. In mid-2015, how-
ever, under their renewed ten-year defense cooperation agreement, 
the two sides announced that they would discuss the coproduction 
of four additional systems. These were the Raven mini-unmanned 
aerial vehicle (which the Indian army rejected in late 2015), a surveil-
lance module for the C-130J Hercules aircraft that support Indian 
Special Forces, mobile hybrid-electric power sources, and uniforms 
integrated with chemical and biological protection measures. Subse-
quently, they also explored technology transfers of an electromagnetic 
launch system for India’s aircraft carrier and of GE-F414 engines 
for India’s light combat aircraft. Thus, by 2015, New Delhi’s policy 
convergence with US preferences on defense coproduction increased 
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from negligible to low, and it could further increase to moderate or 
high levels should the above projects move ahead.

Strategic considerations explain why New Delhi chose to engage 
with Washington on the above issues—interaction with the United 
States had the potential of significantly enhancing India’s military 
and security capabilities. Yet bureaucratic factors stalled the US-India 
dialogue. India’s foreign affairs bureaucracy remained suspicious of 
US ties with Pakistan, leading to a trust deficit in counterterrorism. 
Concerning defense coproduction, Indian officials held the view that 
US firms wanted to capture the Indian market for the coproduced 
weapons rather than have them compete under India’s standard 
defense procurement process; this influenced New Delhi’s decision 
to not approve US coproduction overtures in the early 2010s (Busi-
ness Standard 2013). This Indian thinking eased somewhat by 2015, 
leading to the announcement of the abovementioned four coproduc-
tion initiatives. Still, India’s bureaucracy held back on signing three 
foundational agreements (on sharing classified information, logistics 
support, and geospatial cooperation) and Washington therefore hesi-
tated to undertake more substantial defense cooperation with New 
Delhi. During the Indian defense minister’s 2015 visit to the United 
States (the first by an Indian defense minister since 2008), New Delhi 
agreed to take a fresh look at the logistics agreement, and in early 
2016 it tentatively accepted this agreement.

Nuclear Reactor Contracts
In the mid and late 2000s, when the United States and India negoti-
ated their civilian nuclear agreement, US officials and business lead-
ers assumed that India would award reactor contracts to US firms. 
They also urged New Delhi to adopt liability legislation consistent 
with international practices. In a September 2008 letter-of-intent, 
just ahead of US congressional approval for the nuclear deal, India’s 
government committed to awarding US firms contracts for reactors 
generating ten thousand megawatts (MW) of electricity (worth an 
estimated US$50 billion). The letter also affirmed that India would 
adopt “an adequate nuclear liability regime.” But while India’s gov-
ernment began drafting liability legislation in 2008, it then held back 
on the issue while it negotiated a reprocessing pact with the United 
States. It eventually introduced a liability bill in parliament in March 
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2010, ahead of Prime Minister Singh’s April visit to the United States. 
This bill drew upon legislation in other countries and conformed to 
the international Convention on Supplementary Compensation for 

Nuclear Damage (CSC). 
It held the operators of 
nuclear plants, rather 
than the suppliers of 
nuclear reactors, liable for 
any accidents. Yet the bill 
did not advance through 
the parliament. In August 
2010, India adopted 

a different bill that held nuclear suppliers liable for damages; this 
appeared contrary to international norms and made it financially too 
risky for US firms to invest in India’s nuclear sector.

Domestic politics explain why New Delhi adopted such a liabil-
ity law, resulting in a major policy divergence with the United States. 
In early 2010, India’s government, led by the Congress Party, had 
reached out to the left and the right to secure their support for its ini-
tial liability bill, but they opposed it. The government therefore could 
not advance the bill in March 2010. The Congress Party–led coali-
tion had 260 seats in a 540-seat parliament but a coalition partner 
with 19 seats had opposed nuclear reactors in its home state and was 
undecided on the liability bill. Further, because of poor floor manage-
ment, another 30 coalition members of parliament were absent when 
the government introduced the bill. This reduced the ruling coali-
tion’s votes to around 210 and gave the opposition a chance to defeat 
the bill. India’s government then withdrew the bill.

In May 2010, India’s government resubmitted the bill to parlia-
ment. From June to August, the parliamentary standing committee 
on science and technology held several hearings on the bill. It heard 
testimony from government ministries, civil society experts, nuclear 
experts, and industrial groups. (At this time, the liability and safety 
issue gained more salience because of an unrelated development—a 
June 2010 Indian court ruling on the Bhopal disaster that reactivated 
domestic sentiments about holding foreign suppliers accountable for 
industrial accidents.) As a result of these deliberations, and after addi-
tional meetings with the BJP in August, the government accepted 

India’s liability laws held nuclear 

suppliers liable for damages; this 

made it financially too risky for US 

firms to invest in India’s nuclear sector
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opposition concerns that the liability cap be raised from Rs. 500  
crore (US$80 million) to Rs. 1,500 crore (US$240 million), and 
that nuclear suppliers be liable for accidents. It included these in its 
August 2010 liability legislation.

Simply put, New Delhi’s August 2010 liability law was dia-
metrically opposed to US interests. However, New Delhi did not 
dismiss US concerns outright—it sought to accommodate US firms 
through alternative mechanisms. In 2010–11, it suggested that their 
concerns could be resolved in individual contracts with India’s gov-
ernment and by India’s signing the CSC (which it did in October 
2010, though it held back on ratifying the convention for the next 
five years). New Delhi then issued rules stating that suppliers would 
only be liable during the first five years of a reactor’s operation and 
only up to a limit of Rs. 1,500 crore (US$240 million). While US 
firms did not accept this proposed solution, they did continue talks 
with India’s government. Throughout the early 2010s the liability 
issue was discussed in US-India strategic talks (illustrating that both 
sides recognized its importance for their strategic relations); op-eds 
in the Indian press sometimes called for changing India’s liability 
laws to better accommodate US and Indian business; and US firms 
took preparatory steps for nuclear investments in India by signing 
early works agreements.

Eventually, at their September 2014 meeting, Prime Minister 
Modi and President Obama committed to resolving the liability issue 
ahead of their next meeting. A US-India contact group then held 
three rounds of talks in New Delhi (December 16-17, 2014), Vienna 
(January 6-7, 2015), and London (January 21-22, 2015). In these, 
the Indian side suggested proposals for an enhanced insurance pool 
worth US$200 million and for a clarification of the liability law. The 
two sides announced a compromise on these items during President 
Obama’s January 2015 visit to India (Bagchi 2015; The Hindu 2015; 
Ministry of External Affairs 2015). India’s government then set up 
a Rs. 1,500 crore (US$240 million) insurance pool from which any 
supplier liability would be paid. It also adopted a “memorandum of 
law” stating that suppliers would not be liable in any nuclear accident 
claims and that suppliers could not be sued by Indian nuclear opera-
tors unless this was explicitly stated in their contract. And, in late 
2015, the contact group discussed pricing issues for any US-supplied 
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reactors as well as India’s ratification of the CSC, which occurred in 
January 2016.

In sum, for six years (2008-14), New Delhi’s policies did not 
converge with US preferences on nuclear liability and this was largely 
because of domestic politics. The two sides then made progress in 
2015 so that India’s policies converged better with US preferences, 
though still to a low extent. India’s policy convergence with US 
preferences would increase to moderate if it were to finalize reactor 
contracts and US firms actually began reactor construction; it would 
increase to high if the reactors were to become operational.

The discussion above has analyzed six issues in US-India rela-
tions in some depth and assessed the extent to which India’s policies 
converged with US interests on these issues. In the following pages, 
six additional cases are examined more briefly: UN peacekeeping, 
Indian Ocean security, Afghanistan, Pakistan, nuclear arms control, 
and Iraq.

UN Peacekeeping
The United States has traditionally held expectations that other 
nations, especially those friendly with it, should significantly contrib-

ute to UN peacekeeping 
operations, partly in order 
to reduce the financial 
and logistical burden of 
the US military presence 
around the world. India 
has found it easy to meet 
these expectations, align-
ing its own interests with 
those of the United States. 

New Delhi has been a major contributor to UN peacekeeping since 
the 1950s and it maintained these large peacekeeping contributions 
in the 2000s and 2010s.

Indeed, during Prime Minister Vajpayee’s visit to the United 
States in 2000, the two sides expressed their desire to work together 
to strengthen the peacekeeping component of the international secu-
rity system (Embassy of India 2000). Subsequently, a joint US-India 
working group on peacekeeping held ten meetings between 2000 and 

New Delhi has been a major 

contributor to UN peacekeeping since 

the 1950s and it maintained these 

large peacekeeping contributions in 

the 2000s and 2010s
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2013. During these years, India was one of the top three contributors 
to UN peacekeeping operations, deploying 8,000–10,000 peacekeep-
ers annually (roughly similar to the contributions by the two other 
largest contributors, Pakistan and Bangladesh). In 2014, it contrib-
uted 8,000 personnel (7,000 troops and 900 police) to UN peace-
keeping, a significant fraction of the 100,000 security personnel and 
17,000 civilian police involved in 15 UN peacekeeping operations 
globally. In 2015, building upon a theme discussed at their 2013 
joint working group meeting, the United States and India commit-
ted to enhance “peacekeeping capacity building in third countries” 
through “a focus on training aspects for UN peacekeepers” (The 
White House 2015b).

New Delhi’s high UN peacekeeping contributions can be 
explained by domestic factors and international incentives. To begin 
with, because of its strong historical affinity for UN peacekeeping and 
for multilateral approaches to international security, domestic support 
for peacekeeping was firmly entrenched in New Delhi’s foreign policy 
culture and there was, therefore, little bureaucratic or political resis-
tance to continuing this tradition (Daniel, Taft, and Wiharta 2008; 
Bannerjee 2013). Moreover, two international incentives influenced 
New Delhi’s peacekeeping policies. First, the UN’s economic incen-
tive of reimbursing peacekeeping costs made peacekeeping financially 
viable. Second, the implicit, but not formal, political incentive of 
future permanent membership on the UN Security Council sustained 
New Delhi’s commitment to peacekeeping. The subtle influence of 
this incentive is reflected in a statement by an Indian commander of 
UN peacekeeping forces: “As a great country we have certain com-
mitments; if we aspire to be permanent members of the UN Security 
Council it cannot come on a platter—we must develop a stake in 
strengthening the Security Council set-up and such [peacekeeping] 
missions help do just that” (Sorenson and Wood 2005, 202–3). Thus, 
key incentives influenced New Delhi to maintain its high contribu-
tions to UN peacekeeping and, by implication, align to a high extent 
with US objectives on this issue.

Indian Ocean Security
US officials have frequently noted that they desire India to “be a part-
ner and net provider of security in the Indian Ocean” (Gates 2009). 
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New Delhi’s policies have converged moderately with these US inter-
ests in three ways. First, and most generally, the Indian navy and coast 
guard have provided some security for (but not routine monitoring 
of ) eight major international shipping lanes off India’s coasts. 

Second, since the mid-2000s, India has increased its security 
interactions with nearby Indian Ocean states, enabling it to play a 
greater security role in the region. In particular, it developed a mari-
time initiative with four states—Seychelles, the Maldives, Mauritius, 
and Sri Lanka—that included setting up radar stations, secur-
ing berthing rights for its vessels, and holding joint naval exercises 
(Ranasinghe 2014; The Hindu 2014). For example, India supplied 
a patrol boat and a Dornier patrol aircraft to Seychelles; installed 
coastal radar in, and leased or supplied patrol boats to, Mauritius and 
the Maldives; and held exercises with the Sri Lankan navy and trained 
Sri Lanka navy personnel. It also undertook naval exercises with, and 
secured berthing rights for Indian naval vessels in, Oman (Observer 
Research Foundation 2014a).

Third, the Indian navy undertook some significant operations in 
the Indian Ocean region. Two were small-scale, involving only one 
or two vessels. In the first, from April to September 2002, an Indian 
patrol vessel escorted a total of 24 US ships transiting the Straits of 
Malacca for the war in Afghanistan. In the second, from October 2008 
onward, the Indian navy sent one to two ships to assist international 
antipiracy efforts in the Gulf of Aden; it extended these operations 
to the East Arabian Sea in 2011. By 2015, it had reportedly escorted 
some 3,000 ships and foiled about 40 piracy attempts in these areas. 
Two other operations were somewhat larger. In December 2004 and 
January 2005, the Indian navy quickly deployed a dozen vessels and 
over a thousand personnel toward tsunami relief operations in Sri 
Lanka, the Maldives, and Indonesia (Shukla 2005; Lancaster 2005). 
And, in early 2015, India evacuated 4,700 Indian nationals and 1,000 
nationals of other countries from the war in Yemen. In conducting 
the evacuation, it drew upon three naval vessels, two civilian ships, 
a handful of passenger jets, and US-supplied Indian air force C-17s 
(three C-17 flights carried some 600 persons).

Strategic, bureaucratic, and economic factors shaped New Del-
hi’s abovementioned policies on Indian Ocean security. Strategically, 
New Delhi sought to better protect sea-lanes through which its trade 
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transited and this converged with US interests that India be a security 
provider in the region. Still, bureaucratic factors limited the extent to 
which India partnered with the United States—India’s bureaucracy 
viewed the Indian Ocean as its sphere of influence, sought to limit 
the role of external powers in this region, and therefore held back 
from extensive partnering with the United States (Samaranayake et al. 
2013; Brewster 2015). Illustrating this, India operated its abovemen-
tioned antipiracy missions independent of the US-organized Com-
bined Maritime Forces command. Similarly, it did not formally join 
a US-organized Indian Ocean naval task force on terrorism. Further, 
economic constraints—both in terms of building up a large navy and 
sustaining its logistics—limited India’s capacity to undertake large-
scale operations over a prolonged time period in the Indian Ocean 
region.

Afghanistan
New Delhi’s policies on the war in Afghanistan converged mod-
erately with US state-building objectives for the country but with 
some nuances. India disbursed about US$800 million in economic 
and humanitarian assistance to Afghanistan by 2015 (typically in 
annual installments of US$50–100 million), out of a total aid pledge 
of US$2 billion. This was moderate in magnitude compared to the 
higher commitments of US$3–5 billion made by six larger donors—
the United Kingdom (UK), Japan, the European Union (EU), the 
World Bank, the Asian Development Bank, and Germany. New Del-
hi’s assistance funded social and human development projects, such 
as food assistance to school children and the building of schools; con-
struction of the Afghan parliament building (completed in 2015); 
infrastructure projects such as the Salma hydroelectric dam (to be 
completed in 2016); and a 200 kilometer (km) road from the Kanda-
har-Herat highway to the Iranian border that goes on to the Iranian 
port of Chabahar, and enables India to transport heavy supplies to 
Afghanistan (Price 2013; Mullen 2016).

New Delhi’s economic assistance furthered US and international 
state-building objectives in Afghanistan but had a mixed overall 
impact because of Pakistan’s reaction. Islamabad’s security agencies 
believed that Pakistan was being flanked by a hostile India and an 
India-leaning Afghanistan. They had links with the Taliban-affiliated 
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Haqqani network, and the Taliban insurgency undermined state-
building in Afghanistan (Reidel 2013; Darymple 2013).22 Washing-
ton and New Delhi only better recognized this dynamic (that is, a 
correlation between Indian engagement in Afghanistan and Pakistani 
support for the Taliban) in the late 2000s, after which New Delhi 
did not expand its security presence in Afghanistan.23 Accordingly, 
while Indian paramilitary units guarded Indian diplomatic posts and 
some infrastructure projects, New Delhi did not deploy regular mili-
tary forces to Afghanistan. Also, in 2014, it held back on an Afghan 
government request for Indian weapons (in late 2015, however, it 
transferred four of its aging Russian-made Mi-25 attack helicopters 
to Afghanistan). Overall, strategic interests influenced New Delhi to 
develop a strategic partnership with Afghanistan that included assist-
ing state-building in Afghanistan, but Pakistan’s reaction to these 
efforts negatively impacted the overall war in Afghanistan.

Pakistan
New Delhi’s policies on Pakistan aligned with US objectives in a 
fluctuating manner: alignment was low in the early 2000s, moder-
ate from 2004 to 2007, low-to-moderate from 2008 to mid-2015, 
and trending toward moderate by early 2016. This fluctuation, of 
course, reflected the ups and downs in the India-Pakistan relationship 
itself. From a US perspective, the ideal Indian policy toward Pakistan 
would be to advance the India-Pakistan peace process, reduce Paki-
stan’s security concerns about India, and thereby further US interests 
in Afghanistan and Pakistan. According to this logic, India-Pakistan 
normalization could make Pakistan less likely to support the Taliban 
in Afghanistan; could reduce the risks of a political and military crisis 
escalating into a war involving the possible use of nuclear weapons; 
could enable Pakistan to adopt safer nuclear security practices dur-
ing peacetime; and could help Islamabad focus more on develop-
ment, which would reduce the risks of state-failure in Pakistan and of 
extremists taking control of Pakistan’s tribal areas (US Department of 
State 2013; Markey 2013).

In the early 2000s, New Delhi’s policies did not converge with 
these US objectives because India and Pakistan were close to war. From 
December 2001 to mid-2002, New Delhi mobilized several hundred 
thousand troops for a possible military attack against Pakistan in 
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response to years of Pakistan-linked militant attacks in Kashmir and 
an especially provocative December 2001 attack on India’s parliament. 
From 2004 to 2007, however, New Delhi’s policies converged mod-
erately with US objectives, as Pakistan and India began back-channel 
peace talks and a formal “composite dialogue.” They undertook lim-
ited confidence-building measures and enhanced people-to-people 
contacts through bus and 
train services. India-Pak-
istan trade also increased 
from US$344 million 
in 2003–2004 to nearly 
US$2 billion in 2007–
08, though it remained 
at US$2–2.5 billion per 
year until the early 2010s, 
which was less than 1 per-
cent of India’s overall trade 
(Kugelman and Hathaway 2013). The dialogue then slowed due to a 
political transition in Pakistan and halted after the November 2008 
Mumbai terrorist attacks (Cohen, Chari, and Cheema 2007; Coll 
2009; International Crisis Group 2012).

Subsequently, in the absence of a sustained peace process, New 
Delhi’s policies on Pakistan converged with US objectives only to a 
low-to-moderate extent. In 2009, statements by Indian defense offi-
cials about the feasibility of military strikes against Pakistan exac-
erbated India-Pakistan tensions. New Delhi and Islamabad resumed 
their composite dialogue in July 2011 but the dialogue halted again 
in early 2013 after cross-border skirmishes killed Indian soldiers. 
Thereafter, while Indian and Pakistani diplomats met occasionally, 
India suspended high-level talks in August 2014 and firings across the 
line of control escalated—occurring during 21 percent of the days in 
2013, 20 percent of the days in 2014, and 23 percent of the days in 
early 2015 (compared to 7 percent of the days in 2011 and 10 percent 
in 2012; Thompson 2015). In late 2015, New Delhi and Islamabad 
sought to resume the peace process and New Delhi’s policy alignment 
with US objectives then trended upward toward moderate levels.24

Strategic considerations, external spoilers, and domestic fac-
tors have influenced New Delhi’s policies on Pakistan. On strategic  
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grounds, New Delhi felt it could not advance the peace process until 
it was reasonably assured that Pakistan’s security establishment ended 
its support for militants targeting India.25 It also sought concrete 
measures from Pakistan in prosecuting the perpetrators of the Mum-
bai terrorist attacks (in the early 2010s, Pakistan’s government had 
commenced but not completed trial proceedings against seven per-
sons accused in the attacks). Pakistan’s security agencies, and their 
support for militants, thus became prominent spoilers of the India-
Pakistan peace process. In the arena of domestic politics, media and 
political pressure to take a hard line on Pakistan, especially after mili-
tant attacks and provocative incidents, made it difficult for India’s 
government to advance peace talks. For example, in the early 2010s, 
the Indian media excessively covered incidents such as the “behead-
ing” of an Indian soldier by Pakistani troops and the killing of an 
Indian prisoner in Pakistan, creating significant obstacles to recon-
ciliation (Times of India 2013a; Times of India 2013b). India’s right-
wing opposition parties took a similar line and often called for India’s 
government to suspend peace talks with Pakistan (Indian Express 
2013). When the right-wing came to power in mid-2014, however, 
it adopted a more nuanced position—while it held back on the peace 
process until mid-2015, it sought to resume the dialogue with Paki-
stan in late 2015.

Nuclear Arms Control
In its 1998–99 nuclear talks with India, the Clinton administration 
sought Indian restraints on nuclear testing, fissile material produc-
tion, and missile expansion (Talbott 2004). Over the next decade, 
New Delhi’s policies converged with these US objectives only to a 
low extent.

While New Delhi maintained a nuclear testing moratorium after 
its 1998 nuclear tests, it did not legally codify this and did not sign 
the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty. Moreover, it did not 
halt fissile material production, though its main military-related reac-
tor only produced plutonium sufficient for five weapons per year. 
Finally, India advanced its missile program—in the 2000s and early 
2010s, it typically tested one new missile every three years. Thus, New 
Delhi’s nuclear weapons policies aligned with US objectives to a mod-
erate level on nuclear test restraints, to a low level on fissile material  
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restraints, and to a negligible level on missile restraints; on the aver-
age, therefore, they converged with US preferences to a low level.

Strategic considerations and domestic factors prevented India 
from undertaking significant nuclear weapon restraints. Strategically, 
New Delhi sought to build up its nuclear capabilities versus China and 
Pakistan. Domestically, the Department of Atomic Energy and the 
Defense Research and Development Organization each had dedicated 
programs to develop an array of warheads and missiles and this pro-
vided the bureaucratic push for these programs. Politically, Indian gov-
ernments found it prudent to support these—popular—programs. As 
a result, while maintaining nuclear test restraints, New Delhi did not 
curb its missile program and fissile material production.

Iraq
On the war in Iraq, the policy alignment between India and the 
United States was negligible, though India did not take an anti-US 
position on the issue. In 2003, after initial major combat operations 
concluded with the ouster of Saddam Hussein’s regime, the Bush 
administration requested India to send a battalion of 17,000 troops 
for noncombat stabilization operations in the Kurdish regions of Iraq. 
President Bush raised the issue with Deputy Prime Minister L. K. 
Advani during his June 2003 visit to Washington; senior US officials 
and the Pentagon held detailed discussions with Indian officials on 
the politics and logistics of the issue; India’s government sent emis-
saries to Iraq and neighboring countries to assess the situation; and 
the Indian military started planning for possible deployments. India’s 
government thus actively considered the US request but ultimately 
declined it in July 2003 (R. Chaudhuri 2014). Its official reason was 
the absence of a UN mandate: “were there to be an explicit UN man-
date for the purpose, the Government of India could consider the 
deployment of our troops in Iraq” (Economic Times 2013). However, 
New Delhi did not take an anti-US position. Instead, India’s national 
security advisor called his US counterpart to explain India’s decision 
before publicly announcing it. In the same vein, India’s government 
only mildly condemned the US intervention in Iraq (though Indian 
civil society and Indian opposition parties were more critical).

New Delhi then made small-scale efforts to assist Iraq’s recon-
struction. Thus, in 2003–2004, it committed US$10 million to the 
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International Reconstruction Fund Facility for Iraq (this was just a 
small fraction of the US$1.8 billion total international contributions 
to the fund at the time) and another US$20 million in bilateral aid 
to Iraq.

New Delhi’s decision to not send troops to Iraq was largely due 
to domestic considerations. Some analysts and BJP leaders favored 
Indian troop deployments in Iraq, making the case that this would 
strengthen India’s ties with the United States, and that India could 
avail itself of US incentives, though these were somewhat unclear.26 
Yet the domestic resistance was much greater—not only in the media 
and from opposition parties but also from some of the BJP’s coalition 
partners. The opposing arguments are best reflected in a statement 
by two former prime ministers, V. P. Singh and Inder Gujral. They 
wrote: “We believe irreparable damage will be done to India’s reputa-
tion and good name, if Indian troops were sent to prop up the occu-
pation of Iraq,” and that, “[A]bove all, it will be unwise and unfair 

to our army to send 
them on a mission to 
risk their lives where 
no national interest is 
at stake” (Kifner 2003). 
Against this backdrop 
of domestic opposition, 
and the absence of a 
UN mandate through 
which Indian govern-

ments had historically sent troops to overseas conflicts, Prime Minister 
Vajpayee decided against sending Indian troops to Iraq. At a meeting 
of the Cabinet Committee on Security, after a debate between oppo-
nents and proponents of sending troops to Iraq, a proponent noted 
that it was decided that India would join the US coalition; Vajpayee 
responded, “Who has decided?” and this ended the committee discus-
sion (Panagariya 2012).

It should be noted that, while New Delhi’s policy alignment with 
US preferences on the war in Iraq was marginal, it was still greater 
than the “negative alignment” position of some West European US 
allies. These countries “soft balanced” against the Bush administra-
tion’s position and sought to rally international diplomatic support to 
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efforts but abstained from military  
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prevent the war. Later, in the mid and late 2000s, New Delhi main-
tained its risk-averse policy—it made small contributions toward 
democratization and stabilization efforts but abstained from military 
contributions in Iraq. It similarly refrained from military participa-
tion in the US-led coalition against the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria 
(ISIS) in the mid-2010s.

Analyzing the Cases

Overall Trends: Moderate, Uneven, and Slow Policy Convergence
When analyzing the alignment between New Delhi’s policies and 
US strategic interests, five trends emerge. First, across the twelve 
cases, New Delhi’s policies aligned with US objectives to a moder-
ate extent, on the average: they aligned to a high extent in two cases; 
to a moderate-to-high extent in one case; to a low-to-moderate or 
moderate extent in six cases; and to a low or negligible extent in three 
cases. Thus, New Delhi’s policy alignment with US objectives was, in 
quantitative terms, halfway between the optimist expectation and the 
skeptical perspective.27

Second, in many cases, greater convergence between New Delhi’s 
policies and US objectives occurred slowly, over a period of years 
rather than months. For instance, it took five years for convergence to 
reach high levels on nonproliferation export controls; almost a decade 
to reach moderate-to-high levels on arms sales; and six years to move 
from negligible to low levels on nuclear deals for US firms. To be sure, 
this observation does not apply to all cases. In some time-sensitive 
cases such as disaster relief, India 
acted quickly—it undertook rescue 
operations within hours or days in 
response to the Asian tsunami, the 
Nepal earthquake, and the war in 
Yemen—but, in many other cases, 
its policies were slow to converge 
with US objectives.

Third, in no case did New 
Delhi actively oppose and seek to 
undermine US policies. This stands 
in contrast to instances where some 
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US partners and allies directly opposed and worked against US objec-
tives—for example, by diplomatically opposing and seeking to avert 
the 2003 Iraq war (France and Germany); politically opposing and 
lobbying Congress against a nuclear agreement with Iran (Israel); 
financing the propagation of extremist Wahabi ideology in some 
countries (Saudi Arabia); or supporting the Taliban who fought US 
and NATO troops in Afghanistan (Pakistan).

Fourth, contrary to the skepticism of the early 2010s, New Del-
hi’s policy convergence with US objectives did not decrease under the 
Obama administration when compared to the Bush administration. 
Instead, in almost all cases, New Delhi’s policies converged with US 
objectives just as well or even to a greater extent (especially in the 
cases of arms sales and export controls) under the Obama administra-
tion when compared to the Bush administration. Also, New Delhi’s 
policy convergence with US objectives did slightly increase under the 
BJP government since mid-2014. To be sure, this was not because of 
the ideological differences between the BJP and the Congress Party 
but, rather, because policy paralysis had affected the last two years of 
the Congress-led government’s term.28

Fifth, the type of issue—bilateral, regional, or international secu-
rity—did not influence how well New Delhi’s policies aligned with 
US objectives. On the five international security cases, New Delhi’s 
alignment with US objectives varied considerably, and was, on the 
average, moderate: it was high on two cases (UN peacekeeping and 
export controls), moderate on Iran, low on nuclear arms control, and 
negligible on Iraq. On the three bilateral cases, New Delhi’s align-
ment with US objectives was again, on the average, moderate: it was 
moderate-to-high on arms sales; low-to-moderate on bilateral defense 
cooperation; and low but trending upward on nuclear rewards for US 
firms. And on the four regional cases, New Delhi’s alignment with 
US objectives reached low-to-moderate or moderate levels but with 
considerable fluctuations at different points in time.

The Principal Factors
A mix of strategic considerations, domestic factors, incentives and 
disincentives, and case-specific factors explain the extent to which 
India’s policies aligned with US objectives. Three observations in this 
regard are particularly important. First, in cases where US objectives  
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advanced India’s strategic interests, New Delhi’s policies should have 
converged to a high extent with the US objective—however the 
actual convergence was only moderate or low-to-moderate in most 
cases, generally because of domestic obstacles. Second, in cases where 
US objectives did not advance India’s strategic interests, New Delhi’s 
policies should have converged to a low or negligible extent with the 
US objective—however they still converged to a moderate or high 
extent in three of five relevant cases, because of incentives and disin-
centives. Third, other factors, such as external spoilers and UN reso-
lutions, also influenced New Delhi’s policies in some cases. These 
observations can be clarified by testing two hypotheses.

Strategic Interests and Domestic Constraints
Purely strategic power-based and interest-based explanations would 
predict that India’s policies would converge well with US objectives 
when the US objective advanced India’s strategic interests (as defined 
previously in this study). Accordingly, Hypothesis 1 (H1) can be for-
mulated as follows:

H1: India’s policies converge at least moderately with US objec-
tives when the US objective advances India’s strategic interests.

Hypothesis 1 can be tested on seven cases—those of nuclear reac-
tor contracts, arms sales, defense and security cooperation, Indian 
Ocean security, China, Afghanistan, and Pakistan. In each of these 
cases, the US objective would advance India’s strategic interests. 
Thus, US nuclear reactor sales to India would boost India’s energy 
sector and increase its economic strength; US arms transfers would 
strengthen India’s military capabilities; US defense and security coop-
eration would enhance India’s capabilities in areas ranging from joint 
military operations to arms production to counterterrorism; US 
preferences that India be an Indian Ocean security provider would 
advance India’s interests in protecting its maritime trade routes; US 
preferences that India balance China would advance India’s strategic 
interests in building up its military capabilities and external partner-
ships to hedge against any deterioration in Sino-Indian ties; US objec-
tives for state-building in Afghanistan would advance India’s interests 
in a stable Afghanistan; and US preferences for India-Pakistan peace 
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would dovetail with India’s strategic interests in reducing the security 
threat from Pakistan through the normalization of ties.

Ultimately, six of the seven cases—all except the case of nuclear 
reactor contracts—do support H1. At the same time, India’s policies 
in these cases converged with US objectives to a moderate extent, 
rather than to the high extent that the maximum realization of 

the hypothesis would entail. 
Domestic factors account for 
the discrepancy between the 
observed results and ideal-type 
outcomes of maximum conver-
gence in many of these cases. 
(The manner in which these 
factors impacted India’s align-
ment behavior are not unique 
to the US-India relationship—
domestic politics often impede 
international balancing and 
policy convergence between 
allies; see Schweller 2004, von 
Hlatsky 2013).

In particular, domestic economic constraints prevented India from 
purchasing greater quantities of US arms, from more substantially 
modernizing its military forces to balance China, and from acquir-
ing greater naval capabilities to play a larger role in Indian Ocean 
security. Domestic political and bureaucratic factors also influenced 
these and additional cases. As noted in this study, leftist opposition 
in the mid-2000s prevented India from generating greater defense 
cooperation with the United States while bureaucratic barriers in 
India’s arms procurement process affected some US arms deals with 
India. Likewise, the Indian bureaucracy’s preference for maintaining 
“strategic autonomy” held back New Delhi from strongly aligning 
with Washington in balancing China, from formally joining US-led 
Indian Ocean antipiracy initiatives, and from deeper bilateral defense 
and security cooperation. Domestic political obstacles were also a fac-
tor holding back the India-Pakistan peace process in the early 2010s.

The seventh case—that of nuclear reactor contracts—does not 
support the hypothesis, and the explanation lies entirely in domestic  
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politics. While aligning with US preferences and importing US 
nuclear reactors would have boosted India’s energy capacity and 
advanced its economic interests, legislative politics prevented India 
from adopting liability laws friendly to US nuclear investors.

The Influence of Incentives and Disincentives
The converse of H1, Hypothesis 2 (H2), may be stated as follows: 

India’s policies do not converge at least moderately with US 
objectives when the US objective does not advance India’s stra-
tegic interests.

Hypothesis 2 predicts that India’s policies converge only mar-
ginally with US objectives when the US objective does not directly 
advance India’s strategic interests. This can be tested on five cases—
nuclear arms control, Iran, Iraq, export controls, and UN peacekeep-
ing. India’s strategic interests would be set back if it weakened ties 
with Iran and if it accepted nuclear arms control restraints (especially 
when China and Pakistan were enlarging their nuclear forces). Also, 
while India’s sending troops to Iraq, adopting stronger export con-
trols, and contributing to UN peacekeeping did not hurt its strategic 
interests, they did not directly advance them either.

Ultimately, only two cases (nuclear arms control and Iraq) sup-
port Hypothesis 2, while the other three cases (Iran, export controls, 
and UN peacekeeping) do not. A variety of incentives and disincen-
tives explain this difference between the hypothesized and observed 
outcomes in these three cases. In all these cases, New Delhi faced a 
significant disincentive if it did not adopt policies converging with 
US objectives. Thus, on two cases, export controls and Iran, New 
Delhi faced the disincentive of reduced US congressional support for 
the nuclear deal if it did not align with US objectives by strengthening 
export controls, voting against Iran at the IAEA, and curbing defense 
talks with Iran. Conversely, it had a major incentive—securing the 
civilian nuclear agreement—to adopt preferred US policies. In the 
third case, UN peacekeeping, India faced the implied (though not 
explicit) disincentive of reduced international support for its mem-
bership on the UN Security Council if it scaled back its UN peace-
keeping efforts. Conversely, it had a strong implied incentive—better 
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international support for its Security Council bid—to maintain its 
high peacekeeping contributions.

Disincentives also partly influenced the fourth case, nuclear arms 
control. Here, India faced a significant disincentive—of US sanctions 
and the rupture of the civilian nuclear agreement—if it conducted 
nuclear tests; this contributed to its nuclear test moratorium and 
its resulting convergence with this US preference on nuclear arms 
control. Significantly, it faced no disincentive if it expanded its fis-
sile material production and missile program. In the fifth case, Iraq, 
an incentive was presented (the United States offered to financially 
compensate India’s government for troop deployments and to help 
it secure reconstruction contracts in Iraq) and this could have poten-
tially—under different circumstances—induced New Delhi to send 
troops to Iraq. Ultimately, this incentive was not sufficiently influ-
ential because it was outweighed by three other factors: the absence 
of Indian strategic interests, the domestic unpopularity of the war in 
Iraq, and the absence of a UN resolution.

A sixth example involving incentives, though outside this sample 
for H2, had a similar result. In 2010, the Obama administration’s 
incentive of supporting New Delhi for a permanent seat on the UN 
Security Council did not persuade New Delhi to award a medium 
combat aircraft deal to US firms. This incentive was outweighed by 
domestic political factors that prevented India’s government from giv-
ing US firms any special preference in the combat aircraft deal. Over-
all, then, incentives and disincentives influenced New Delhi’s policies 
in three cases (two of these were directly or implicitly linked to the 
nuclear deal); disincentives partly influenced New Delhi’s policy in a 
fourth case; and incentives did not influence New Delhi’s policy in a 
fifth and sixth case.

Other Factors: External Spoilers, UN Resolutions
Two other factors influenced some of the cases: external spoilers, who 
reduced New Delhi’s policy convergence with US objectives, and UN 
resolutions, which facilitated slightly greater Indian policy conver-
gence with US objectives. Pakistan-based militants and Pakistan’s 
security establishment played a prominent spoiler role in two cases, 
namely those of Pakistan and Afghanistan. First, militant attacks 
against India significantly disrupted the India-Pakistan peace process. 
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The absence of a UN 

resolution has, in some cases, 

made it harder for Indian 

governments to align their 

policies with US positions

Second, Islamabad’s support for the Afghan Taliban negated the 
potentially greater impact that Indian (and broader international) 
economic assistance could have had on state-building in Afghanistan.

UN resolutions also influenced some of the cases. In three cases, 
New Delhi better supported (or indicated that it would better sup-
port) the US preference when there was a UN resolution or UN 
backing on the issue. First, on export controls, UN Security Coun-
cil Resolution 1540 enabled India’s government to convince leftist 
parties to accept India adhering to the MTCR and NSG as part of 
the civilian nuclear agreement. Second, on Iran, India accepted US 
legislation on the civilian nuclear agreement when the language in 
such legislation was changed to seek Indian action as per UN resolu-
tions—rather than as per US policy—on Iran. Third, UN resolutions 
on various peacekeeping missions facilitated Indian troop contribu-
tions to these missions.

Further, in two instances, the absence of a UN resolution hurt 
New Delhi’s support for US policies. In the nonproliferation control 
issue of PSI, the absence of a UN resolution gave leftist parties stron-
ger grounds to oppose India’s formal participation in PSI. And, on 
the war in Iraq, India’s government cited the absence of a UN resolu-
tion as a major reason for not sending troops to Iraq.

Finally, one example where a UN resolution did not increase 
India’s convergence with a preferred US policy position should be 
noted: the case of piracy in the Indian Ocean. In this case, a 2008 
UN Security Council resolution 
established a counterpiracy task force 
but, because of the US sponsorship of 
the task force and Pakistan’s participa-
tion in it, India did not formally join 
the task force. As a compromise, it still 
sent one or two naval vessels for anti-
piracy patrols (Brewster 2014, 175). 
Thus, UN resolutions have generally, 
but not always, helped New Delhi bet-
ter align its policies with US preferences and the absence of a UN 
resolution has, in some cases, made it harder for Indian governments 
to align their policies with US positions.
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Additional Cases and Factors
This study has noted that New Delhi’s policies on twelve bilateral, 
regional, and international security issues aligned, on the average, 
moderately with US objectives. A mix of strategic considerations, 
domestic variables, incentives and disincentives, and case-specific fac-
tors explain the uneven pattern of alignment across the cases. Further 
research would be necessary to test how well these findings apply to 
additional cases. But a few preliminary observations are possible here.

In some additional cases, unique case-specific factors may be 
influential. For example, in the Middle East, one relevant factor is 
India’s population security concerns (Jaishankar 2014). These con-
cerns, related to the safety of Indian nationals working in the region, 
held back Indian governments from aligning with the United States 
in military campaigns in the region.

Furthermore, New Delhi’s voting behavior in the United Nations 
suggests a lower level of convergence with US preferences than in 
some of the issues examined in this study. For example, from 2009 
to 2014, during annual UN General Assembly votes on about 80 
issues (these exclude issues voted upon by consensus), New Delhi 
voted with the United States on just 25–35 percent of the issues, 
while America’s Asian and European allies voted with it on over 70 
percent of the issues.29 Similarly, on issues such as the responsibility 
to protect and international intervention, New Delhi’s approach con-
verges more with that of the nonaligned countries and with that of 
Brazil, Russia, China, and South Africa (the nations other than India 
included as “BRICS”) than with that of the United States (Sidhu, 
Mehta, and Jones 2013). On some of these issues, however, New 
Delhi’s policies are similar to that of a key US ally, Germany. Germa-
ny’s reluctant acquiescence to US-led sanctions on Russia was simi-
lar to India’s reluctant acceptance of US-led sanctions on Iran; also, 
Germany, like India, Brazil, China, and Russia, abstained from the 
US-led 2011 UN Security Council resolution on Libya (Kundnani 
2015). A detailed examination of these and additional cases would 
offer a firmer basis for more widely generalizing the findings from 
this study.
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Looking Ahead

The Bush administration had high expectations for strategic relations 
with India during its term in office; it expected strong policy conver-
gence with India and tried to work toward it. Eventually, however, 
over the course of the Bush and Obama administrations, New Delhi’s 
policies converged, on the average, only moderately with US objec-
tives. Hence, the US-India partnership did not live up to its initially 
high expectations in terms of building strong policy alignment and 
advancing US interests across a range of issues. At the same time, 
however, some cases do support optimistic views about US strategic 
relations with India. For example, India’s arms imports from the US 
increased considerably by the 2010s. Also, in a case where the United 
States and India had diverging strategic interests—Iran—New Delhi’s 
policies still converged moderately with Washington’s preferences.

Looking ahead, with Prime Minister Modi having assumed office 
in 2014 and a new president arriving in the White House in 2017, 
the United States and India are moving toward a new phase in their 
relations. Will India’s foreign policy alignment with the United States 
substantially improve in this new phase? And, even if it improves, 
would it backslide subsequently if a different government assumes 
office after India’s 2019 elections? Here, the indications are mixed.

On the one hand, two factors that previously prevented greater 
US-India policy convergence have changed, allowing for better con-
vergence in the future. First, because the BJP attained a parliamentary 
majority in the 2014 elections, domestic legislative obstacles would 
not excessively constrain it from pursuing pro-US policies. Second, 
India’s bureaucracy may be less tethered to nonalignment. On this 
point, some analysts note that Indian political culture still tilts toward, 
and its foreign policy elites prefer, some form of nonalignment (Pant 
and Super 2015). Others, however, note that India has started mov-
ing away from nonalignment and, although “India’s shift away from 
nonalignment remains incomplete,” they expect that “continued geo-
political changes around the world, the importance of economics, 
and China’s rise” could facilitate a structural realignment between the 
United States and India (Council on Foreign Relations 2015b, 4).

Partly influenced by the above changes, New Delhi’s policies on 
some issues have aligned better with US objectives since the mid-2010s.  
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For instance, while leftist resistance in the mid-2000s had prevented 
Japan’s routine inclusion in US-India naval exercises, Japan began 
regularly participating in these exercises since 2014. In another exam-
ple, Indian diplomatic statements on the South China Sea have been 
closer to the US and Southeast Asian position, rather than the Chi-
nese position, and affirmed the freedom of navigation and respect for 
territorial integrity in the region.

On the other hand, the above points should not imply that the 
BJP government’s foreign policy will converge strongly with US 
objectives—four examples illustrate this.

First, despite its parliamentary majority, the BJP government did 
not amend India’s nuclear liability laws as per US preferences; instead, 
it opted for non-legislative solutions to the liability issue.

Second, in 2014–15, Indian bureaucratic resistance to signing 
three foundational agreements—on sharing classified information, 
logistics, and geospatial cooperation—held back deeper bilateral 
defense cooperation with the United States.

Third, India and the United States may still have somewhat 
diverging positions on Iran and on the Middle East.

Fourth, even as it consolidates ties with the United States, New 
Delhi may well pursue “multi-alignment” and maintain strong ties 
with Russia. Reflecting this, New Delhi and Moscow held annual 
high-level summits in the 2000s and 2010s. Also, India sought and 
gained admission into the Shanghai Cooperation Organization that 
includes Russia, the former Soviet Central Asian republics, and China. 
Further, India partnered with Russia, rather than with the United 
States or West European countries, in seeking to develop a fifth gen-
eration combat aircraft (however, this project had not advanced by 
2015 because of unresolved design and cost issues with the aircraft). 
And, during Prime Minister Modi’s December 2015 visit to Russia, 
the two sides agreed to major projects involving the construction of 
Russian reactors and the manufacture of Russian Kamov-226 heli-
copters in India.

The above examples suggest that, barring a significant strategic 
shock that strongly aligns the United States and India against a major 
external threat, the overall conclusions of this study are likely to hold 
for the foreseeable future. Sometimes differing strategic interests, 
along with domestic political and economic obstacles, still prevent 
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New Delhi from firmly aligning its foreign policy with US objectives. 
US policymakers could thus moderate their expectations about stra-
tegic relations with India. They could certainly consider India to be 
a friendly democracy and an important strategic partner but should 
not expect it to become a military ally or a tightly aligned strategic 
partner. They should anticipate that New Delhi’s policies on key stra-
tegic issues are unlikely, in the majority of cases, to converge with US 
objectives at the high level typical of strongest partners. Instead, they 
are likely to converge at moderate levels typical of normal strategic 
partners.





1. For early optimist views, see Blackwill 2005, Rice 2006, and Burns 2007. For 
more diverse perspectives in the 2010s, see Perkovich 2010, Smith 2014, Goel 
2014, Twinning 2014, Lavoy and White 2015, and Boggs and Burns 2015.

2. This study discusses India’s “alignment” with the United States on strategic 
issues, which is distinct from a formal “alliance”; on this distinction, see Wilkins 
2012. Some authors note that the US-India strategic partnership is closer to an 
“entente,” which falls between an ad hoc coalition and a formal alliance; see 
Hagerty 2006.

3. As Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice subsequently wrote, the Bush 
administration engaged India to “unlock a wide range of possible areas of 
cooperation with a country that was an emerging power”; that strategic 
“cooperation with another emerging power in Asia, especially a democratic one, 
was a welcome development”; and that defense trade with India “was an exciting 
prospect for the [US] defense industry.” Rice 2011, 437.

4. In 2009–10, the Obama administration had rhetorically noted that the “G-2,”  
comprising the United States and China, would be crucial in shaping international 
affairs. India’s foreign policy community misperceived these remarks to imply that 
the administration was relegating India to a lower status than China. Relatedly, 
the Obama administration mentioned that China would play a key role in 
“South Asia”—this referred to Afghanistan, but India’s political establishment 
misinterpreted this term to refer to India and Pakistan and it strongly opposed 
the suggestion of a Chinese role in the subcontinent. For a related discussion, see 
Shukla 2014.

5. Analysts and retired government officials also favored new versions of nonalignment, 
such as “Nonalignment 2.0”—see Center for Policy Research 2012.

6. Sibal, a former foreign secretary, noted that “India remains partially tethered to 
the underlying strategic logic of non-alignment”; in this context, “the ‘strategic 
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partnership’ meme in Indian foreign relations is [useful in] that it allows a nation 
that has not entirely shed its non-aligned roots to experiment with comprehensive 
diplomatic engagement” with another state without entering into a formal alliance.

7. Although India had a sizeable surface fleet, its force of 12 conventional submarines 
was declining at that time. While it ordered 6 new French Scorpene submarines to 
be delivered around 2018–20, these would be insufficient to fully replace the 12 
Kilo and Type-109 submarines that are scheduled for retirement by the late 2010s.

8. The prior year, in their joint prime ministerial statement, reflecting a position 
similar to the US stance on maritime security, the two sides had “affirmed their 
shared commitment to maritime security, freedom of navigation and overflight, 
civil aviation safety, unimpeded lawful commerce, and peaceful settlement of 
disputes in accordance with international law” (Ministry of External Affairs 
2014).

9. New Delhi affirmed its commitment to these issues at the 2013 and 2014 East 
Asia Summits, at the 2014 ASEAN Regional Forum meeting, and in India-US 
statements in September 2014 and January 2015.

10. In 2014, India’s trade with China was US$70 billion, comprising US$55 billion in 
imports and US$15 billion in exports. In percentage terms, India’s largest trading 
partners in the early and mid-2010s were oil-exporting countries (approximately 
30 percent), the European Union (around 12 percent), China (9–10 percent, or 
11–12 percent including Hong Kong), and the United States (7–8 percent).

11. The heads-of-government visits were undertaken by Prime Minister Vajpayee 
(2003), Premier Wen Jiabao (2005 and 2010), President Hu Jintao (2006), Prime 
Minister Manmohan Singh (2008 and 2013), Premier Li Keqiang (2013), and 
Prime Minister Modi (2015). The China-India Strategic Dialogues began in the 
late 2000s, with the sixth dialogue held in 2014, while the China-India Strategic 
Economic Dialogues took place in 2011, 2012, and 2014.

12. The United States removed from its “Entity List” three organizations under India’s 
Defense Research and Development Organization, four subordinates of the 
Indian Space and Research Organization, and Bharat Dynamics Limited (which 
makes ballistic missiles). The “Entity List” is a list of entities, organizations, and 
individuals who are generally denied the transfer of industrial technologies which 
may be used in nuclear and missile programs.

13. In 2012, New Delhi held outreach meetings with the MTCR on January 30, the 
NSG on March 1, the Wassenaar Arrangement on March 21, and the Australia 
Group in May. In March 2013, it added MTCR-relevant items to its export 
control list. Eventually, however, while some of the regimes—particularly the 
MTCR and Australia Group—were willing to consider India’s membership, NSG 
members were unwilling until they themselves defined the terms for admitting new 
members. As a result, in 2013–15, even though the United States acknowledged 
that India had met the requirements for joining the NSG, New Delhi had not 
been admitted to this group nor to the other export control regimes.
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14. In September 2006, India’s foreign secretary informed US officials that India 
would not be able to endorse PSI until the civilian nuclear agreement was 
complete. In an April 2007 meeting, US Assistant Secretary Boucher urged New 
Delhi to endorse the PSI statement of principles, adding that the information 
Washington had provided New Delhi the previous year should satisfy its concerns. 
US Embassy 2007.

15. Reflecting the state of India-Iran diplomacy in the early 2010s, Indian foreign 
secretaries visited Iran in February 2010 and July 2011, the speaker of India’s 
parliament visited Iran in November 2011, and Iran’s foreign minister visited 
India in May 2012. Also, India’s external affairs minister visited Tehran for the 
May 2010 G-15 summit while Prime Minister Singh attended the August 2012 
nonaligned summit in Tehran. At these multilateral meetings, New Delhi did not 
support Tehran’s anti-US position; for example, at the 2012 nonaligned meeting, 
it did not back excessively anti-US proposals sponsored by Iran and instead sought 
to moderate these.

16. From 2001 to 2015, US arms export orders to its Asia-Pacific allies (Australia, 
Japan, and South Korea) and to major Middle East clients (Israel, Qatar, and 
the UAE) were valued at US$20 billion to US$30 billion each, while those with 
Saudi Arabia were over US$50 billion. Also, in this period, the United States 
ranked as India’s second-largest arms supplier. India’s arms orders from the United 
States were somewhat below its arms orders from Russia (US$25–30 billion when 
including a US$12 billion deal for 270 Su-30 aircraft); they were comparable 
to those from France (about US$15 billion when including 36 Rafale aircraft 
[whose price had risen to US$8 billion by 2015], 6 Scorpene submarines [US$4 
billion], Mirage-2000 aircraft upgrades [US$2 billion], and Mirage-2000 air-to-
air missiles [US$1.2 billion]); and greater than those from Israel (approximately 
US$10 billion).

17. Arms orders are indicated in the year that India selected US suppliers for the order; 
the actual order was sometimes finalized one to three years later and payments and 
deliveries occurred over a period of years after the order was finalized.

18. New Delhi also considered buying three additional C-17s in 2015 but the status 
of this purchase remains unclear since Boeing had ended production of the aircraft 
by then and did not have fresh inventories to sell to India.

19. Other reasons may also have influenced the decision. As previously noted, India’s 
foreign policy establishment was suspicious of the Obama administration’s 
engagement with China: “The MMRCA [medium multi role combat aircraft] 
bidding took place when the so-called G-2 policy was in full swing between the 
Obama administration and Beijing.” This, along with technical criteria for a two-
engine aircraft, “ensured that there was no political interference from the pro-U.S. 
prime minister Manmohan Singh in favor of the U.S. bids.” P. Chaudhuri 2014.

20. The howitzer contract advanced in 2015 after the supplier, a US subsidiary of 
British Aerospace, committed to investing US$200 million for an assembly 
integration and test facility in partnership with an Indian company. Also, the 
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Apache and Chinook helicopter deal was finally approved by India’s Defence 
Acquisition Council in August 2014, by the finance wing of the Ministry of 
Defence in April 2015, and by the Cabinet Committee on Security in September 
2015, ahead of Prime Minister Modi’s visit to the United States. And the order 
for four P-8 aircraft was approved by the Defence Acquisition Council in July 
2015. In another case, the 2011 contract for 10 C-17s gave India the option to 
purchase six additional C-17s but lack of funding kept India from exercising this 
clause; in 2015, after the C-17 demonstrated its utility in Yemen and Nepal, the 
Indian Air Force asked the government to approve the purchase of an additional 
three C-17s.

21. In investigating the Mumbai attacks, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) 
had greater access to intelligence from India, as well as the opportunity to 
interview 70 individuals including the sole surviving attacker, while US technical 
assistance helped India develop leads in its investigation and understand the 
command and control of the operation. Subsequently, in October 2009, US 
authorities arrested the Pakistan-born US citizen David Headley for conspiring 
in the Mumbai attacks and prosecuted him in a US court. New Delhi was still 
concerned that Indian authorities were not given direct access to Headley for 
nine months after his arrest and that Washington did not seek the prosecution 
of Pakistani intelligence officers named by Headley for their involvement in the 
Mumbai attacks. See Curtis 2011.

22. It should be clarified that rivalry with India was a major, but not the only, reason 
behind Islamabad’s support for the Taliban; it is analytically difficult to ascertain 
whether Islamabad would not have supported the Taliban if India had not been 
involved in Afghanistan. On this point, see Nadir 2014.

23. Reflecting this point, analysts noted that “India’s [security] role in Afghanistan 
to date has been limited, and intentionally so, because Washington and Delhi 
and Kabul and other key capitals have recognized the potential for any larger 
Indian role to have undesirable effects.” See O’Hanlon 2013. See also Hanauer 
and Chalk 2012.

24. The Indian and Pakistani prime ministers met at the July 2015 Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization summit in Russia, their national security advisors held 
further talks, India’s foreign minister visited Pakistan in early December 2015, 
and Prime Minister Modi visited Pakistan in late December 2015. In January 
2016, while Pakistan-based militants attacked an Indian air force base, this did 
not disrupt the India-Pakistan dialogue because Pakistan declared that it would act 
against the group that was reportedly behind the attack, the Jaish-e-Mohammad.

25. In practice, militant attacks in Kashmir reduced considerably by the end of the 
first decade of the 2000s, partly due to Islamabad’s reduced support for militants 
and partly because of India’s improved counterterrorism and security measures. 
The number of Indian security personnel killed in these attacks was 800–1,000 
each year in 1999–2002, and then 650 (2003), 530 (2004), 520 (2005), 350 
(2006), 160 (2007), 70 (2008), 55 (2009), 36 (2010), 34 (2011), 16 (2012), 20 
(2013), and 32 (2014). At the same time, attacks elsewhere in India by Islamist 
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extremists, some of whom had links with Pakistan, continued: fatalities (largely 
civilian) in such attacks were 73 (2005), 230 (2006, including 180 in train blasts 
in Mumbai on July 11), 60 (2007), 370 (2008, which included 160 fatalities in 
the November 26 Mumbai attacks), 5 (2009), 20 (2010), 42 (2011), 1 (2012), 
and 25 (2013). Source: South Asia Terrorism Portal.

  Overall, analysts note that while Pakistani authorities cracked down on 
anti-Pakistan terror groups, Pakistani “schools, clerics, and some media outlets 
continue to churn out hardline narratives” about threats from India; that “the 
Pakistani state—and particularly the security establishment—often parrots” these 
narratives; and that “the [Pakistani] state has not severed its ties with terror groups 
such as the Haqqani network, Jaish-e-Mohammad, and Lashkar-e-Taiba that 
target Afghanistan and India” (Kugelman 2015). And the US State Department 
country reports on terrorism noted, in its 2014 report, that “LeT [Lashkar-e-
Taiba] and its alias organizations continued to operate freely in Pakistan, and 
there were no indications that Pakistan took significant enforcement actions 
against the group.”

26. The Bush administration had offered to finance the Indian troop deployments 
that were expected to cost US$300 million, to help India recover its investments 
in Iraq made under Saddam Hussein’s regime, and to offer Indian firms a share of 
Iraqi economic reconstruction.

27. If New Delhi and Washington were the closest partners, as the optimists desired, 
then India’s policies should have aligned to a high level with US preferences in 
a majority of cases—at least six of the twelve cases in this study. Conversely, if 
the US-India relationship was flagging, as skeptics suggested, then India’s policies 
should have converged to a low or negligible extent with US preferences in a 
majority of the cases.

28. Thus, Indian officials noted that in the early 2010s, their government was 
faltering “both in terms of political administration and in terms of policy” and 
that governmental “decision-making came to a standstill.” See Council on Foreign 
Relations 2015a.

29. Further, on about twelve select issues—related to human rights, nuclear arms 
control, Israeli-Palestine issues, and development—New Delhi regularly voted on 
the same side as the United States on just two of these issues, those related to 
development and to the right to life. See US Department of State 2014.
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About this issue 
In the early and mid-2000s, US policymakers 
anticipated India becoming one of America’s 
top global partners. Have New Delhi’s policies 
on key strategic issues actually aligned strongly 
with US objectives, as would be typical of close 
partners? An analysis of twelve prominent issues 
in US-India relations indicates that New Delhi’s 
policies mostly converged moderately, rather than 
to a high extent, with US objectives.  Specifi cally, 
the alignment between New Delhi’s policies and 
US objectives was high or moderate-to-high on 
three issues—UN peacekeeping, nonproliferation 
export controls, and arms sales. It was moderate 
or low-to-moderate on six issues—China, Iran, 
Afghanistan, Indian Ocean security, Pakistan, 
and bilateral defense cooperation. And it was low 
or negligible on three issues—nuclear reactor 
contracts for US fi rms, nuclear arms control, 
and the war in Iraq. To be sure, despite the low 
or negligible convergence, New Delhi did not 
take an anti-US position on these issues. 

Four factors explain why New Delhi’s policies 
aligned unevenly with US objectives across the 
issues: India’s strategic interests (that diverged 
from US interests on some issues); domestic 
political and economic barriers (that prevented 
greater convergence between India’s policies 
and US objectives); incentives and disincentives 
(that induced New Delhi to better align with US 
objectives); and certain case-specifi c factors. 

This analysis suggests that, rather than expecting 
India to become a close ally, US policymakers 
should consider it a friendly strategic partner 
whose policies would align, on the average, 
moderately with US strategic interests.
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