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Modi’s visit will set the tone for
India’s engagement with Trump

lts outcome will impact how New Delhi manages
its economic aspirations and security challenges

ponent, signalling theimportanceattachedto

rime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit

to United States from June 25-26 is

being watched with anticipation, col-

oured by growing concerns at the con-
tinued unpredictable pronouncements and
decisions of the Donald Trump administra-
tion, and theneed tounderstand thenew para-
digm for the bilateralrelationship, including
inthecontextofthe rapidly and significantly
changing global order.

This will be the prime minister’s fifth US
visitsince hiselectionin 2014. Each of the pre-
viousvisits had aunique character.

The first, in September 2014, marking his
initial high-level contact with the United
States leadership, began the turnaround in
the relationship which had seen a dip in the
immediately preceding period, and captured
the popularimagination with the innovative
and impactful nearly 20,000 strong diaspora
eventorganised at theiconic Madison Square
gardeninNew York.

The second, a year later, wasmarked by a
similar diaspora interaction on the West
Coastin San Jose, but defined by hismeetings
with chief executives of Apple, Microsoft,
Facebook, Google, Qualcomm, Cisco, Adobe,
Tesla, andrecognition of the deep interlinka-
ges between US digital technology sector and
Indian origin entrepreneurs and technology
workers. Earlier, inJanuary 2015, President
Barack Obamahad visited India aschief guest
onRepublicDay, thefirstfora US President.

Thethird, atthe end of March 2016, was for
the multilateral Nuclear Security Summit.
Thefourth and themostimpactful sofar was
afull bilateral one, which included a highly
acclaimed address to a joint meeting of US
Congress, and bipartisan welcome events
organised by the Senate and House foreign
relations committees and India Caucuses.
There were also meetings with US business
leadersateach ofthe visits with bilateral com-

thisdimension.

Thefrequency and nature of theseinterac-
tions clearlyreveal recognition by both coun-
tries of the importance of the relationship,
bipartisan support for consolidating it, and
already extensive interlinkages in several
high technology sectors with abearing on the
future.

The visit this time is taking place when
President Trump hasbeen trying tounravel
several of the Obama-era legacies. He has
renounced the Paris Agreement of December
20150nclimate change, and madeinaccurate
critical references to India in citing various
justifications. The overall political atmos-
pherein US on H1B visas remains negative,
fanned further by Trump’s own ‘Hire in
America’ pronouncements, althoughnospe-
cificadditional measures have been takenso
far beyond enhanced scrutiny. On Afghani-
stan, there is no policy framework, beyond
authorising the Pentagon to decide on
increased troop levels. Failed suggestions
have re-emerged for adopting a regional
approach tothe challenge, addressing Paki-
stan’s paranoia, and getting India- Pakistan
processestoresume. Thenew administration
hasalsonotspoken ofthe ‘rebalance’to Asia
which the Obamaadministrationhadarticu-
lated to seek cooperation in dealing with the
consequences of arapidlyrising China. West
Asia, of critical importance to India, with its
eight million diaspora, remittances and
energyimports, is furtherinflamed.

Thevisit, therefore, willinevitably havea
bilateral, regional and global focus.

Bilaterally, aside from issues of market
access, investment flows, technology and
innovation partnerships, counterterrorism
and cybersecurity cooperation, clearunder-
standings would be required on direction of
defence cooperation. The Obama Administra-
tion had declared India as a Major Defence
Partner,amove subsequently endorsed by US
Congress, and had made efforts to catalyse
technology collaborations, along with sales of
defence equipment. The extent to which this
isfacilitated by the new administration will
determine the depth of the partnership.

On Afghanistan, India’s interest clearly
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lies in the US stepping up its effort to push
back onrecent gains by the Taliban, and sig-
nalling a determination to sustain Afghan
security and governance institutions. A
strong section within the White House has
reportedly been questioningthe value of this
longest running US involvement in active
conflict,and arguingagainst nation building
efforts.

Failure to decisively end Taliban attacks
and gains has revived talk of a regional
approach, and addressing Pakistan’s per-
ceived security concerns. A solutionignoring
India’s concerns would not be acceptable to
us. What is needed is a clearer message and
follow-up action from US to Pakistan on its
providingsafehaventoTaliban and other ter-
roristgroups.

Despite the challenge that China poses to
theexistinginternational order, the preferred
option in the US and the West is to continue
workingforintegration of Chinain theinter-
nationalmainstream, and hoping thatpoliti-
caland policy changes accompany economic

growth and China works more according to
norms of amarket economy.

China is encouraged to contribute more
actively to stability in Afghanistan, in the
global effort against terrorism, and there is
concernlessat the geopolitical aspects of Belt
and Road than atissues of transparency and
economicopportunity forall. We willneed to
get a sense of how the US intends to manage
the various dimensions of its relationship
with Chinain the comingcritical years, since
significant shifts in relative weights in the
international system have happened overthe
past 10 years, especially since the financial
crisis of 2008.

The outcome of this visit, and the toneit sets
for India’s engagement with the Trump
Administration, will have consequences for
how India will manage its economic aspira-
tions and security challenges.
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