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Preface

Facing an assertive China in the Asia-Pacific, US
President Barack Obama announced in late 2011 his
strategy of pivoting toward the region. India has
emerged as an important constituent of this new policy 
framework, which is aimed at balancing China’s grow-
ing power. For India, too, China’s growing military and 
economic prowess poses a strategic challenge. Yet rather
than endorse the pivot, Indian foreign policy shows signs 
of pursuing a hedging strategy in three distinct realms. 
First, New Delhi is recalibrating its strategic ties with 
the US. Second, rather than balancing China through
external help, New Delhi has been trying to normalize 
its relationship with Beijing without much apparent
success. Third, India is encouraging a more localized
form of balancing by increasing its defense partnerships 
with other regional powers. This book examines India’s 
foreign policy response to the US pivot toward Asia and 
investigates New Delhi’s strategy for dealing with the
changing balance of power in the region.

This book came out of an Economic and Social Science 
Research Council grant that enabled us to pursue this
collaborative research project. Thanks to the Department
of Defence Studies at King’s College London and Jawaharlal
Nehru University for allowing us to take this project 
forward. Hannah Kaspar at Palgrave Macmillan remained 
patient even as we missed a few deadlines but her support
for us did not waiver. Special thanks to Kundan Singh who
provided critical last-minute assistance to us which was 
badly needed. We would like to express our gratitude to
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Preface

the numerous policymakers, thinkers and defense officials, both in India 
and the US, who took time off to talk to us and shared their valuable 
insights. Last, but not the least, both of us would like to thank our fami-
lies who have continued to support us through our academic journeys.

We dedicate this book to the hills and people of Kumaon, a region in 
India where both of us come from and which we treasure deeply. 
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1
Introduction

Abstract: TraTT nsition ofo powff er in intr ertt national politics ofteftft n 
leads to conflict and confrn ontatt tion between the existing 
hege egg mon and the rising challengergg . Forr r sr econdary powr ers, thisrr
period ofo tf ransition is markrr ed by stratett gie c flux. Unc certatt inty 
over thr e ultimatett results ofo suf ch transition motivatett s the
tett ndency to hc edgegg . Agagg inst the backdrop ofo thf e US “pivot” 
to Asia, Indian foff reign policy c also shows signs ofo a hedging 
stratett gye .

Pant, Harsh V. and Yogesh Joshi. The US Pivot and 
Indian Foreign Policy: Asic a’s Evolving Balance ofo  f
Power. Basingstoke: Palgravaa e Macmillan, 2016. 
doi: 10.1057/9781137557728.0003.
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Shaped by China’s miraculous rise and perceptions of relative decline 
in American prowess, contemporary Asia is witnessing a transition of 
power. Unlike the immediate aftermath of the Cold War when the US
power reigned supreme in the world, China’s ascendance in Asia is 
increasingly turning Asian geopolitics into a bipolar contest between
Beijing and Washington. On the one hand, China’s policies in the region 
have taken an increasingly assertive turn since 2008. On the other,
America has indicated its determination to maintain its primacy in the
region by tightening its erstwhile alliances, embracing new strategic 
partners and by realigning its strategic focus back to the Asia-Pacific. 
This has been underscored by a formal announcement of the strategy of 
pivot in 2011.

Power transition, strategic flux and hedging behavior

International politics is often characterized by hegemonic world orders.1

The hegemon’s overwhelming power helps not only in maintaining peace 
but also provides for norms and rules of global conduct and integration
of the international system. Concentration of power in the hegemon 
leads to stability and peace and is a prerequisite for maintenance of order. 
As William Wohlforth has argued, “unipolarity favours the absence of 
war among great powers and comparatively low levels of competition 
for prestige or security.”2After the end of the Cold War, the first two
decades of global politics were defined by absolute American hegemony.
With China’s ascendance, both economic and military, the US “unipolar 
moment is drawing to a close” and its primacy today stands increasingly 
contested.3 From extreme concentrations of power at the end of the 
Cold War, the world is now moving toward a parity of sorts between
Beijing and Washington.4 Such transitions in global structures of power, 
as “Power Transition” theorists would argue, often lead to instability in 
the global system, increases chances of conflict and confrontation, and
sometimes results in major wars between the declining hegemon and the 
rising challenger.5 Peaceful transitions of power are possible, as was the 
case with Britain handing over the baton to the US between the First 
and the Second World War. However, under conditions of parity, peace
can only be guaranteed when both parties are satisfied with the existing
system.6 Though in international politics it is always hard to read others 
intentions, China’s assertive behavior suggests that it is far from being a 
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satisfied power under the current world order.7 The “masked revisionism” 
which was underlined by the adage of China’s “peaceful rise” during the
first decade of the 21st century is now slowly and surely shifting toward
more assertive revisionism.8 Given its behavior since the 2008 financial 
crisis, a “gnawing distrust” prevails in Asia and around the world over
China’s ultimate intentions.9

Since 2009, Beijing has been aggressively pursuing its territorial inter-
ests in East China Sea, South China Sea and along the Himalayan border 
with India.10 Assertive territorial diplomacy is backed by the use or threat 
of use of force. Its massive military modernization is aimed at develop-
ing asymmetric offensive capabilities to counter US intervention in the 
region while simultaneously exerting control over its smaller neighbors. 
This has stoked an arms race across Asia.11 Even when China’s rise has
been possible under the US-led liberal international economic and secu-
rity order, it remains committed to an alternative system: from currency 
wars to the creation of new financial institutions, China’s contentment
with the existing international rules of the game remains highly doubt-
ful.12 China’s alternative political system only adds up to the ideological
conflict with the liberal and democratic world order.

Given increasing economic interdependence, China’s stakes in the 
system remain substantial. Economic interdependence also translates
into absolute gains for all states integrated in the international system 
and China remains critical to the overall health of the world economy. 
However, such economic interdependence is highly skewed in China’s 
favor; its exports remain exorbitantly high compared to its imports. 
This skewed economic interdependence has made China gain relatively 
more than other stakeholders in the system, in turn fueling its military 
power.13 China has shown no restraint in using economic interdepend-
ence to pursue its territorial interests and use economic coercion against 
states—such as Japan and Philippines—who have tried to resist China’s 
territorial assertiveness.14 As Ashley Tellis has argued, “its [economic 
interdependence]fecundity and depth imply that the US and its allies
today contribute towards enhancing the prosperity and the material
capability of countries that will one day become their rivals.”15 It is 
now readily accepted that the most powerful of these potential rivals is
China and if Beijing “continues to accumulate national power” through 
its integration with the international economy, USA’s decline, which 
may be a “statistical artefact” today, will become “politically fateful” 
tomorrow.16
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The process of transition often injects huge uncertainties in the system.
Whereas the perceptions of transition increase the risk of conflict, results
of such transition are often uncertain.17 The current transition in Asia 
presents a similar dilemma. Even when China is rapidly catching up with 
the US, it is still far from certain who will appear on the top of this geo-
political competition. Will Beijing replace Washington’s primacy in Asia?
Would US be able to successfully throttle Beijing’s hegemonic ambitions 
and maintain its preeminent position? Or would US and China form a
condominium of power, dividing Asia into spheres of influence? All these 
possibilities remain open ended.18 Such uncertainty is further aggravated 
by the fact that the rise of China and relative decline of the US is also
accompanied by what has been termed as the “rise of the rest”: many 
other states in Asia are growing simultaneously along with the transition
of power between China and the US.19 They are also called “swing states” 
because of the unknown nature of their ultimate intentions and also 
because their eventual choices could tilt the balance of power in one way 
or the other.20 Overall, the picture in Asia appears to be one of strategic
flux: transition of power inducing uncertainty in the system where clear
cut strategic choices are hard to make.

Economic theory suggests that uncertainty and volatility in the 
market drives hedging behavior which has been explained as “risk shift-
ing,” where actors invest in diverse policies to insure against unexpected 
failures.21As Van Jackson argues, hedging is a “strategy of pursuing oppos-
ing or contradictory actions as a means of minimizing or mitigating 
downside risks associated with one or the other action.”22 International 
relations scholars have suggested that hedging gains prominence among 
actors during periods of structural transformation. It has been suggested 
that “leaders ... operate under the constraints of the current structure, but 
act to hedge against the uncertainty that accompanies structural trans-
formation.”23 Some scholars have argued that hedging is not a strategy; 
rather, it is a default foreign policy option when clear-cut strategies are 
unavailable.24 Caught in the trap of uncertainty induced by the current 
transition of power in Asia, many states in the region are exhibiting a
tendency to hedge.25 India is no exception.26

India and the US pivot to Asia

The perception that America is in decline holds sway both among its
allies and adversaries.27 Overwhelmed by financial crisis, military 
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overstretch and also the rapid rise of China, two decades after the end
of the Cold War, the US primacy is under challenge. To counter an
increasingly assertive China and perceptions of American decline, US 
announced the strategy of pivot toward Asia in late 2011. Soon after, in 
January 2012, this strategy was rechristened as “strategic rebalancing” by 
the Pentagon. Pivot or “strategic rebalancing” indicates America’s desire 
to balance China’s growing economic and military influence in Asia. 
Pivot emphasizes upon strengthening America’s existing alliances as well
as on building partnerships with like-minded states in the region.

India has emerged as an important element in the US strategy of 
pivot. Aimed at balancing China’s growing power, New Delhi is a natural
strategic choice for Washington: the only state in Asia comparable to 
China in geography and demography, an economic growth story of the
21st century, and a state which believes in democratic and liberal values.28

From the very initiation of the rebalancing strategy in December 2011, 
the Obama administration has underscored India’s important role in the
new US framework for Asia. In fact, Leon E. Panetta, former Secretary of 
Defense, during his visit to New Delhi in June 2012, had called India–US 
defense partnership as a lynchpin of America’s rebalancing strategy and
requested New Delhi to play a bigger role in the security of Asia-Pacific
region.29 For Washington, India is an important strategic choice.

For India too, China’s growing military and economic prowess poses
a strategic challenge.30 Balancing China’s growing economic and military 
power has been a strategic priority given serious differences between 
New Delhi and Beijing. The Sino-Indian border dispute continues to 
fester. The China–Pakistan “axis” has only grown stronger in recent
years. India also remains wary of China’s intentions in the Indian Ocean 
Region (IOR) even as China’s presence in the region has increased 
dramatically over the last decade.

Yet, as this book argues, in the age of American strategic rebalancing to 
Asia, Indian foreign policy shows signs of a hedging strategy. Rather than
balancing China with help from the US pivot, India is simultaneously 
investing in three-pronged strategy to manage the current transition of 
power in Asia. First, New Delhi is developing a close strategic partnership
with the US. Second, it is trying to stabilize its relationship with Beijing. 
Third, it is opening up to a more localized form of balancing by increas-
ing defense partnerships with other regional powers. Such a strategy is 
puzzling, not the least because in the first decade the 21st century India 
appeared to be closely aligning with the US, a process which culminated 
in the path-breaking Indo-US nuclear deal. Hedging made inroads into
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India’s foreign policy mainly due to two reasons. First, during the first
few years of his presidency, Barack Obama made an attempt to seek a
grand accommodation with China in the form of G-2. Washington’s
failed attempt at a rapprochement with Beijing made India feel both
vulnerable and ignored after years of being wooed under the presidency 
of George W. Bush. Second, this feeling of vulnerability brought to the
fore India’s default foreign policy choice of “non-alignment.” Facing an
uncertain US foreign policy landscape, many in India started question-
ing New Delhi’s growing strategic partnership with the United States, 
thereby leading to a push for “strategic autonomy” in foreign policy.

However, such hedging behavior is also being shaped by India’s domes-
tic politics. If under the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) government 
headed by Manmohan Singh, hedging became a default foreign policy 
option because of lack of political will, organizational indecisiveness and 
the absence of strategic imagination, the Narendra Modi-led National 
Democratic Alliance (NDA) government has unveiled a more asser-
tive and proactive hedging strategy. The new government continues to
invest in normalizing relations with China but not at the expense of its
strategic partnership with the US and like-minded regional states, which
was the case with its predecessor. Under the UPA, in the post-2008
period, defense relationship with the US stagnated and India remained
reluctant to invest in strategic partnerships with key Asian states that
were perceived to be close to Washington—Japan and Australia. Singh’s 
defensive hedging strategy was partly motivated by the necessity to
signal Beijing that New Delhi was not a part of any American plan to 
contain China. It was also a result of the Congress Party’s residual 
foreign policy thinking from the Cold War, coveting “non-alignment” 
and strategic autonomy as fundamental to Indian foreign policy. Modi, 
on the other hand, appears to believe in a more assertive hedging strat-
egy where Chinese concerns and principles of “non-alignment” are far
less important compared to the necessity of balancing China’s growing
power. Building close strategic relations with the US and like-minded
Asian states has therefore been prioritized.

Structure of the book

This book examines Indian foreign policy as the current transition of 
power unfolds in Asia. Since the strategy of pivot is the defining symbol 
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of such a transition, India’s foreign policy response to US rebalancing 
in Asia provides a unique opportunity to study Indian foreign policy 
response to the changing geopolitics of the region. The first chapter 
sets up the conceptual premise for the book. It discusses the debate
surrounding America’s relative decline, China’s rise and the transition of 
power unfolding in Asia. It argues that such a transition is altering the
post–Cold War liberal security order promulgated by the US in unprec-
edented ways. Such alteration of the Asian order has huge consequences 
for India. It not only challenges the conceptual foundations of Indian
foreign policy but also impinges upon some of the most substantive
security issues concerning New Delhi. India’s foreign policy, therefore,
requires a renewed focus in this age of pivot.

The second chapter focuses on the evolving trajectory of India’s rela-
tions with the US against the backdrop of American pivot to the Asia-
Pacific. It discusses the expectations which Washington has from New 
Delhi as part of its new approach toward the region. However, Indian 
foreign policy debate remains divided among those who argue against
India’s active involvement in the pivot strategy and others who see pivot 
as a strategic opportunity for New Delhi to build a close strategic part-
nership with the US. If Indian foreign policy response to pivot under
the UPA government appeared to have veered toward “punctuated 
reluctance,” the Modi government seems to be a far more enthusiastic 
supporter of the US presence in the region.

Subsequently, India’s relations with China are discussed in the
Chapter 3. Though India–China relations have been characterized
as a “protracted contest,” China’s rise has only sharpened its intensity. 
From the Himalayan border to the Indian Ocean, China is increasingly 
encroaching upon India’s national interests. Balancing China therefore 
has become a strategic imperative for New Delhi. However, it is still far 
from clear whether India would opt for internal balancing or external
balancing. Given its limited national power, internal balancing may not 
suffice to deter China; pivot therefore provides India an external hedge
against its internal incapacity to balance Beijing on its own.

The last two chapters explicate India’s local balancing strategies. The 
Chapter 4 delineates the burgeoning strategic partnership between Asia’s 
two other resident powers: Japan and India. China’s rise and doubts 
about America’s commitment and staying power in the region has
made this relationship especially attractive for Tokyo and New Delhi.
The Chapter 5 focuses on India’s engagement with other major Asian
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countries as an attempt to build a web of balancing relationships against
future uncertainty in Chinese intentions. India’s burgeoning defense 
partnerships with Australia, Indonesia, Vietnam, Singapore and South 
Korea are discussed with a focus on their implications for the strategic 
realities in the region. Finally, a short concluding chapter summarizes
this book’s major findings and offers some policy recommendations for 
Indian foreign policy.
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