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Before and during World War 11, India was one of the many territorial
commandsof theBritishimperia defencesystem. When Indiabecameindependent,
the country wastotally reliant on Britain for itsarmamentsfor thethree services.
Therewas someleft over equipment of the US armed forcesfrom the World War
Il period—Dakotaaircraft, some Sherman tanks and transport vehicles. In 1948-
49, Indiaattempted to obtain some US equipment, during the Kashmir war, using
the personal friendship of Col B M Kaul (then posted as our defence attachéin
Washington, who subsequently became Lt General) with then US Defence
Secretary Louis Johnson. It did not succeed. However in 1950, Indiadid import
onedivision of Sherman tanks (of World War 11 vintage) fromthe US.

Intheearly 1950s, I ndiaobta ned Ouragan and Mysterefighter bomber aircraft
from France. M ost of the armaments of the 1950swere purchased from Britain,
including naval vessals, Centurion tanks, Canberra, Hunter, SeaHawk and Gnat
arcraft. AMX-13light tanks, Alizeaircraft, and Al ouette helicopterswere acquired
from France. Only 106 mm recoillessgunsand Fairchild Packet aircraft were
fromthe US. Most of the el ectronic equipment licensed to be manufactured in
Bharat Electronicswerefrom British and French firms. Almost all our training
programmesfor middleleve officerswerein Britishingtitutions

In 1954, the Soviet Union choseIndiaasthefirst country (ahead of Egypt) to
offer to sal military equipment. PrimeMinister Jawaharla Nehru turned downthe
offer onthe ground that any military relationship with the USSR at that stage
would complicatelndia srelationship with theWestern Countries. Inthelate 1950s,
Indiachoseto purchasethefirst Mi-4 helicoptersand AN-12 supply dropping
aircraft fromthe USSR, to be used mostly in the Northern front. Onewonders
whether thiswasintended asasignal to Chinathat the USSR wason the Indian
sideinthe Sino-Indian border dispute.

TheUSdecisionto arm six divisionsof the Pakistani Army, and to provide
Pakistan with the supersonic F-104 Star fighter, asa so the Korean War vintage
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F-86 aircraft led to India’s search for asupersonic aircraft. Earlier, President
Eisenhower’ soffer to provide Indiawith military equipment, anal ogousto those
supplied to Pakistan, wasturned down by Indiaasthat would haveviolated India's
non-aigned posture. Thesearch for supersonic aircraft wasfocused on four models
—the British Lightening, the French Mirage, the US Starfighter and the Soviet
MiG-21. TheBritish Lightening wasnot chosen by | AF; the French Miragewould
haveinvolved payment in hard currency, which Indiacould not afford; and the US
refused tolicence production of Starfighter in India. Only the USSR wasprepared
to licence production of theMiG-21inIndiaon afiveyear credit (initially, and
then extended to 10 years) to berepaid in non-convertiblerupees (earned through
Indian exportsto USSR).

Thedecisionwaslargely political and even though the | AF was not happy
with the choice, it turned out to be a correct one. Whilethe MiG-21s are till
flying, the British Lightening, the French Mirage 11l and the US F-104 (the
Widowmaker, asit cameto beknown) stopped flyinglong ago. Therearescholars
who are of theview that the Indo-Soviet MiG-21 agreement infuriated Beijing as
China had been refused the very planes by the Soviets. The arms deal aso
demonstrated wherethe Soviet Union stood in the Sino-Indian conflict. Following
the Chinese attack in October-November 1962, the Western countries and the
Commonwesalth promised military aid to India. The UK and the Commonweslth
delivered their promised supplies. The US had promised infantry egquipment for
sx mountaindivisions, Fairchild Packet aircraft, six old dismantled radarsto be
ingdled only ontheNorthernfrontier and not onthe\West, snow clearing equipmernt,
some obsolescent signa equi pment, adismantled small armsammunitionfactory;
engineering equipment and such like. Though an agreement wassigned betweenY
B Chavan and Robert McNamaraon June 6, 1964, promising India US$250
million credit and $250 million grant for fiveyears, it wasmade clear that the US
would not provide Indiawith combat equipment, given Washington'ssengtivity to
Pakistan’sconcerns. Thereisenough evidenceto reved that following the Indian
debacleat Sda-Bomdila, theAmericanshad devel oped alow opinion about India,
thinking that in any war between Indiaand Pakistan, thelatter would win. India
wasasoimporting PL 480 foodgrainsfromthe USto feed itspopul ation afflicted
by famine. Yet Indiawasjustifiably critical of USbombing of Vietnam thereby
annoying theUSleadership. Therefore, in USestimation Indiadid not figurevery

highly.
In 1971, with Pakistan’ sass stancethe US succeeded in weaning the Chinese
away fromthe Soviet Union and enlisting Beljing'ssupport for their strategy of
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containment of the USSR, to induceitsbreak-up aswasoriginally envisagedin
1946. Indiawas seen asthe Soviet Union’sally. Further, the 1974 Indian nuclear
test did not contribute to the promotion of friendly relations between Indiaand
US. Thiswasfollowed by theanti-Soviet campaigninAfghanistan, whichwitnessed
an activealliance between Pakistan and the USwith tacit support by the Chinese.
In return, the USlooked away from Chinese assistance to Pakistan in nuclear
wegpon devel opment and resumed massivemilitary aid to Pakistan, including the
F-16s. Therewasan attempt in 1980 for Indiato procure Tow missilesand 155-
mm medium guns. But that attempt proved futile.

After 1964, when Indiawasableto formaiseitsmilitary equipment relationship
with USSR, M oscow became almost the sole source of armsfor Indiafor all three
services. Exceptionswere Tom Cat missiles, Abbott self propelled guns, Harrier
arcraft, SeaKing hdicopters, thecarrier Viraat, HDW submarines, Boforsmedium
gunsand Jaguar aircraft. The Cold War cameto an end in 1990, and after the
dissolution of the Soviet Union, the concessional arms supply to Indiaonlong
term credit and for non-convertible rupeesa so cameto an end. For someyears
after thedissolution of the Soviet Uniontherewasa so asignificant breakdownin
the supply system of Russia, along with an escalationin prices. In spite of this,
sincemost of the equipment for thethree serviceswereof Soviet origin, therewas
anatura preferencefor Russian equipment. Further from the Russian perspective,
Indiaand China, to which Moscow had resumed arms salesin the mid-1990s,
had becamethelargest arms purchasers.

From the above history it is clear that armament transactions are largely
influenced by paliticsand do not occur infreemarket conditions. The USwithheld
armsfrom Indiawhen it valued Pakistan’salliance more than India’'sand had a
poor opinion about India smilitary capability. Itisbecauseof thisnegativeattitude
of theUSthat Indiahad to turn to the USSR for armsin the 1960s though there
was consderablereluctanceamong al three servicesto accept Soviet armaments.
Contrary to popular perception, there had been no major reneging by theUSon
armssalescontracted with India. The Star Sepphireradarsweregifts. Thoughthe
USstopped military suppliesunder credit and grantin 1965, the agreement between
BEL and aUSfirm on licensed manufacture of ANPRC-215 wireless setswas
unaffected. The USjust did not generally sell armamentsto Indiafor political
reasons. Inasense, thisUS policy turned out to beablessing indisguisefor India
TheSovietspricedtheir amsvery low, specidly for Indiaand sold them on extended
credit termsand non-convertiblerupees.

Thevauation of Indian armsimportsby western think-tanks(on corresponding

Arms and Politics 179



western prices) and actual coststo Indiawould reveal the extent of benefit India
derived.

Asthe Cold War cameto an end, in USvictory and Soviet collapse, theUS
started preparing to re-eval uate its strategic policy towards South Asia. There
were aseriesof reportson the USrelationship with Indiaand Pakistan, which
emphas sedthedesirability of the USimprovingitsrelationshipwith India. However,
till Indiaconducted its Shakti and Agni 111 tests, the US attempted to cap, reduce
and diminatendian nuclear capabilities. Indiaknew that the LCA programmewill
come under sanctionswhen it decided on Shakti tests. During thisperiod there
wasaddiberatelooking away from Pakistan’snuclear proliferation activitiesby
USintelligence agenciesfor political reasons. TheUS' trade and commercial
rel ationshipwith Chinawasd so expanding rapidly. However, after the 1999 Kargil
War, and realisation of the extent of Pakistani support to US-directed jihad, there
wasaddiberate attempt by the Clinton Administration to improverelationswith
India. Thevisit of President Clintonto Indiain March 2000 was asuccess and
PrimeMinister Atal Bihari Vajpayee hailed the USasanatura aly. Thevision
statement issued during the Clinton visit by thetwo leadersregistered amodest
improvement in Indo-US relations. Still, the Clinton Administration had its
reservationsregarding Indian nuclear capability, was soft on China sproliferation
to Pakistan and proved incompetent to deal with Pakistani proliferation aswell its
infrastructural support tojihadi terrorism, Al Qaidaand Taliban.

Even beforetaking office, theincoming Republican Administration had spelt
out itsplansfor reshaping Asiain favour of USnational interest. Dr Condoleezza
Ricewrotein an articlein Foreign Affairs, in January 2000: “But Indiaisan
element in China scalculation and it should bein Americalstoo—Indiaisnot a
great power yet but hasthe potential to emergeasone.”

Thenew Bush Administration did not bother Indiaonthe nuclear issueasthe
Clinton Administration had done. In 2002 the US National Security doctrine,
President Bush referred positively totheroleof Indiaininternational security. The
BushAdministration wastougher on Chinaabout proliferationissuesthan Clinton
had been. It invoked sanctions 60 times against Chinese entitiesin four years, as
againg eight timesby the ClintonAdminigtrationinitstwoterms.

The Bush Administration also came up with its Next Steps in Strategic
Partnership (NSSP) with India. Any country with amodicum of foreign policy and
strategic planning capabilitieswoul d have taken stepsto assesswhy the US policy
towardsit waschanging and what itsimplicationswerelikely to be. However, in
IndiaaNationa Security Council isestablished but it never meets. Moreover,
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neither our political leadersnor our top bureaucrats place high value on the need
for long rangeassessmentsof internationa devel opments. The USmadeyet ancther
study onthepossibilitiesof Indo-US military cooperation. The USArmed Forces
carried out joint exerciseswith al threeservicesof India, andthel AFwasinvited
to take part in Air exercisesin Alaska, which had hitherto been open only to
military dliesof theUS.

Ricemadendiathefirst country shevisitedin her capacity asthe Secretary of
State, having earlier accompanied the President to Europe. Sheinformed thelndian
PrimeMinister on March 15, 2005 of the proposed new US Strategy for South
Asia, according to which the USintended to hel p Indiato become amajor world
power inthe21% century. It should be obviousthat thisisatotaly new USdtrategy
towardslndia, different fromthat prevailing inthelast 58 yearsof bilatera history
sincelndia sindependence. Therefore, it would not be correct to make judgments
on USarmstransfer programmesto Indiaonthebasisof past history.

Itisawidely accepted axiom all over theworld that there are no permanent
friends nor permanent enemies, but only permanent interestsfor anation. This
formulation wasarticul ated by British Foreign Secretary Lord PAmerstoninthe
mid nineteenth century and isoften quoted by studentsof internationd relations.
Another 2000 years before Palmerston, as recounted in the Indian epic, the
Mahabharata, Bhishma, on hisdeath bed, told the Pandavasthat for aking no
onewashisfriend or enemy but only circumstances determined the status of an
interlocutor. Thereforeitisfutiletotalk about thereliability of the USintermsof
armssales. For thelast 58 yearsthe UShad never declared itsintention of helping
Indiabecomeamajor world power. Even Presdent John F. Kennedy, much adored
inIndia didnot doit.

Obviously Bush has not announced thisradical shiftin USpolicy toIndia
because he suddenly loves Indiaor has developed aliking for our culture, or
admirationfor our philosophy and civilisationa tradition. The US must havedone
soinitsown sdf interest and asthe sol e superpower interested in maintaining that
gatusinto theindefinitefuture. Recently, anumber of studieshave concluded that
thethreat to US pre-eminence would arise only from China, whichislikely to
overtake USinitsaggregate GDPinthe next two to three decadesand later in
R& D capahility. Thereisalso general agreement that warsamong major world
powersare unlikely to occur inthe 21% century. In the next three decades, the US,
Chinaand Indiawould be the top three marketsin the world. Thereafter, the
power of nationswill grow inaccordance or commensurate with the knowledge
pool they are ableto devel op. The USlooksat Chinaasthe possiblechallenger to
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itspre-eminence and hence, isinterested to ensurethat Chinaiskept inthe second
place.

If inIndiawe start making assessments about the long range evol ution of
international devel opments, it would be possibleto understand why the USis
developingitsnew Strategy and why Indiahasalargeroleinit. TheUSisaunique
multi-cultura country with alargeimmigrant population from different partsof the
world. TheUSisin aposition to import some of the best brainsfrom therest of
world by offering citizenship and using them to augment itsknowledge pool. India
happensto be an attractive source of knowledgefor the US, being an English-
speaking country, democratic and multi-cultural . Further, the Indian population
profilein the next three decades makesit younger than both Chinaand the US.
Indiaislikely to overtake Chinaintermsof total populationwith ayounger age
profilebecause of thelatter’sone-child policy andislikely to haveamuch larger
pool of talent. The contribution of the Indian community intheUStoitsGDPand
itsknowledge pool encouragesthe UStolook on Indian talent favourably. There
area so uncertaintiesabout the future stability of an un-democratic China. Some
American business leaders and economists have taken the view that
entrepreneurship and R& D flourish better in democratic Indiathan in Chinawith
itshighly centralised politica culture. For thesereasonsthe US| eadership appears
to have decided to help Indiain becoming aworld power and, in return, expects
to gain from Indian brainpower and through collaboration with Indiain science
and technology.

If thisisthe case, wheredo India'sinterestslie? What would Indiaprefer —a
world order in which the US continuesto be pre-eminent or oneinwhich China
overtakesthe US?Whilethereisno doubt that the US hasbeen hegemonicinits
external policies, itisinternally relatively more democratic than most other
democracies, ismulti-cultural and hasamillion and haf Indian community, which
isgrowing in strength steadily. Whilethe US, after 58 years, isprepared to help
Indiabecome aworld power of the 21 century, China, till recently, considered
Indiaaregiona power. For China, Pakistanisitsisragl. Whilelndiashould try to
improveitstradewith Chinaaswell asitspolitical and technological relations,
there can be no two opinionsthat the majority Indian preferencewill befor a
world order inwhich the USrather than Chinaisthe pre-eminent power. Evenin
that world, Indiacan play abalancing game between thetwo. Intermsof contacts
among popul ations, the magnitude of people-to-people contact betweenthe US
and Indiaissignificantly greater compared to those between Chinaand India.

Inaglobalised world, wherethe currency of power will beknowledgeinstead
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of military might, thegreat gameof nationswill beplayed differently fromtheone
we have been familiar with sincethe Napoleonic Wars.’ Soft power’ will play a
ggnificantroleininternationa politics.

Therefore, onehastolook at theradical changein Indo-USrelationsnot on
the basis of the experience of the past but on the basis of an assessment of the
future. Just as Bhishmaemphasi sed, the prevailing circumstances have changed.
TheUSwould still liketo bethe pre-eminent power of theworld, with the highest
per capitaincomefor itscitizens, and will useitstechnol ogy, economy and soft
power to exercisethisdominance. Theevolving circumstancesare such that the
USwill need Indiamoreto sustainits pre-eminencethan Indiawould need theUS
tokeepitsrankingininternationa hierarchy.

In history, most countries, which rose to be world powers, did so only by
dependinginitidly on another. The USitself becameagreat power onthewingsof
imperid Britain and the protection of the Roya Navy. Japan becameagreat power
by depending onthe USafter the M eiji restoration and becominganaly of theUS
after itsdefeat in World War I1. So did Germany. Communist Russiaconcluded
the Treaty of Rgpdloandinvited German R& D to hd pthemintheir indudtriaisation
and military development during theinitia fiveyear plans. China, under Mao Tse-
Tung, gained from Soviet hdpinther industriaisation and development of military
might up to thetime of the Sino-Soviet split. Thereafter, the US helped China
during the period of Deng Xiao Peng. Incidentally, whilethe Sovietswerevery
dependableintheir armssuppliesto India, they broke off with Chinain 1960-61,
highlighting that the armsrel ationship isnot independent of political relationships.
Within that context, Russiaand China have now resumed their armstransfer
relationship. Post-War Germany could not have become aworld power without
the Marshal Plan and US help. Therefore, there is no need for Indiato feel
patronised because of the US announcement of itsintention to hel p Indiabecome
aworld power.

Indiashould count onitsstrengthsin playing the 21 century gameof nations
inaglobalised world, whereknowledge will bethe currency of power. Already it
has been acknowledged that Indiawill havethelargest popul ation with ayounger
age profilethan Chinaand the White nations. That would mean that other nations
will soon reach asituationwhentheir ratiosof non-working popul ationtoworking
popul ationwould bemoreunfavourablethanin Indid scase. A Flanning Commission
study had concluded that in two to three decades, Indiawould be the largest
service provider to theworld. It islogical to expect that Indiacould aso bethe
largest knowledge provider to theworld aswell.
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In order to understand the globalised international system of the 21% century,
many shibboleths of the 19" and 20" century haveto be shed. Unfortunately, that
isnot happening fast enough in India. While Prime Minister Manmohan Singh
claimsthat the external environment had never been morefavourablefor India's
economic development and globd financid flowsarereadily avail ableto betapped
for India sdevelopment, critics mired in schools of conventional thinking wax
€l oquent against speeding up the devel opment processin thisfashion—thestrategy
adopted by China.

Various|eadershipsin theworld community have expressed their concern
about the hegemony of the sole superpower and have declared their preference
for amulti-polar world. Others have talked about a balance of power system
involving US, Japan, European Union, China, Russiaand India. The period between
the Congressof Viennaand World War |1 saw aunipolar world—Pax Britannica.
Thebipolar world was an aberration caused by thefact that both the USSR and
the US devel oped their nuclear-missile capabilities at the sametime and were
unableto goto war with one another. Oncethe US overtook the USSR interms
of dominanceinmilitary and civil technol ogies, andin economic power, theworld
became unipolar. Today the US has succeeded in devel oping better relationswith
each oneof the other five powersthan they have with each other. The USfacesno
military challenge from any of the other powersand hasreason to worry only
about thelong term challengefrom China, at atimewhen military might will no
longer bethe primary currency of power. But for the next two to three decades
theUSwill beinapositionto flaunt itsmilitary superiority and dominance over
outer spaceasacurrency of power and overwhelm military resistancefrom any
developing nation, though it would havealot of problemsin stabilisngan occupied
developing nation. Inthesecircumstances, theexerciseof unilatera power to shape
theinternationa system, especiadly inrespect of the developingworld, by theUS
cannot be prevented by other mg or powershowever shrill their rhetoric may be.

Giventhisredity, USunilateralism may bedisapproved of by Indiabut it need
not come in the way of the development of Indo-USrelations, solongasUS
actionsdo not hurt Indian national interests. Today US power operatesin the
vicinity of India. Unlikeitspredecessors, the BushAdministration ismore mindful
of Indian sensihilities. It collaborated with Indiaon thetsunami relief operationsin
Sri Lanka, made common causein respect of theroyal coupin Nepal, and has
expressed adesireto devel op congruent policies with respect to Bangladesh.
Whatever may beour differencesin respect of the policy towards Pakistan, itis
difficult to deny that General Musharraf’ srelatively morerestrained behaviour and
reductioninterrorismin Kashmir arepartly dueto US pressure on Pakistan.
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OncetheUSisreconciled to India’s nuclear and missile statusthere are no
direct conflictsof interestsbetween thetwo countries. Even during theyearswhen
we needed Soviet hel p, we disapproved of many Soviet actionssuch asthosein
Hungary, Czechod ovakiaand Afghanistan. However, wekept our criticismprivate
and muted. Thereforeit isnot beyond our capability to cultivate closerelations
with US, evenwhiledisagreeing with Washington on specificissues. India, for its
own national interest, dealt with Stalin and Mao Tse-Tung with their genocidal
records. Ideologica posturingwasnot Nehru'sstyleof foreign policy. That came
about | ater. Intermsof reapalitik there should be noinsurmountabledifficulty in
having postiveand mutudly beneficid relaionswiththeUSinspiteof itsunilaterdist
proclivities.

L et usnot maketoo much about thelack of UN approval for every security
related action. We continued and completed successfully the Bangladeshwar in
spiteof 110 nationsvoting against usinthe UN. The UN mgjority approved of
genocida Pol Pot when we decided not to. M oreover, we know to our own cost
(in Kashmir) that the UN cannot be expected to be obj ective and havetherefore
never gone back to the UN on any issuethat affects our interestsand security.

Astheinternational community becomesincreasngly globalised and economic
andtechnologica power replaces military might asthe primary currency of power,
unilateraismwill dowly becomedysfunctiond. Aninternational community with
five or six major economic and technol ogical power centres cannot be subjected
tounilaterdism.

Animportant aspect of the proposed US strategy towardsIndiaenvisagesthe
transfer of civil nuclear energy technology to India. No doubt, thistooisbeing
donein US owninterest. The demand for fossil fuelsin Indiaand Chinaare
growing. TheUS, unlikethe European countrieshasnot joined the Kyoto protocal .
Therearesignsthat USitself may go back to nuclear energy. Moreover to reduce
China sdemandfor fossil fudl, the USisto supply Chinawith $5 billion worth of
nuclear reactors. Pursuing the samelogic, the US proposesto consider transfer of
civil nuclear technology to India, andthedetall saretill to beworked out. However,
the proposed US policy ismoreinternally consistent than that of the European
powersand China. Thelatter till insist on Indiabeing penalised for conducting the
1998 nuclear testsand being subjected to Nuclear Suppliers Group sanctions. It
would beimprudent on our part if we do not explorethe US proposal and find
waysand meansof obtai ning civil nuclear technology from the USwithout inany
way undermining our statusasanuclear weapon state.
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It should be understood that the policies of the present Bush Administration
mark awatershed in USforeign policy towardsIndia. Until now, the UShasbeen
dominated by anideologica foreign policy which wasessentialy anti-Soviet, and
focused onabrutd strugglefor power. The US prejudicesagaingt Indiaarose out
of itswrong assessment about perceived Indian aignment. (TheUSisnot new to
faulty intelligence assessment, now highlighted by the 9/11 Report and the Irag
Report. Thereisalong history to such experience). The Clinton Administration
did not totally shed its Cold War baggagein its perception of India, though perhaps
Clinton himself may have developed abetter perspectiveinthelast 18 months of
hispresidency.

Thecurrent BushAdminidiration hasdeclared itsintention to pursueitsnationa
interest inthe non-ideol ogica world of today. Therefore, it would beamistaketo
judgeit by our experience of thelast 58 years. Inthe US eyes, | waslabelled as
anti-American and pro-Soviet whileinreality | wasand amfiercely pro-Indian.
Now | recognisethefundamental changesin US policy and their need for India.
Thereforel am advocating an Indian foreign policy that will continueto be pro-
Indian and takefull advantage of the changed circumstancesin theworld.

K Subrahmanyamisindia swell-known srategic affairsandyst and former
Director of IDSA.
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