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spotlight on South Asia

New director of the
Institute of South
Asian Studies has

and South-east Asia.
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AsIndia expandsits engagement
with East Asia, the need for the
deeper study of the Indian
subcontinent has grown, says the
new director of the Institute of
South Asian Studies (ISAS) C. Raja
Mohan.

And he plans tomake ISAS one of
thekey centres in theworld for

whathasbecome one of the fastest
growing sub-regionsin the world.
One of India’s top geo-strategic
thinkers, Dr RajaMohan, who
assumed his post on May 21, has
impressive credentials to lead
Singapore’s sole think-tank
dedicated to the study of South Asia.
Heholdsa PhD in International
Relations from Jawaharlal Nehru
University, where he was later a
professor. He has held the Henry
Alfred Kissinger Chair in Foreign
and International Relations at the
United States’ Library of Congress.
Aregular visitor to Singapore for
more thana decade, he also served
as professor of South Asian Studies
attheS. Rajaratnam School of
International Studiesat Nanyang

: Technological University from

i 2007t02009. Mostrecently, he

: was founding director of the

: Carnegie India, a think-tank based
: inNew Delhi, funded by the
plans to bridge South

: International Peace.

Carnegie Endowment for

Dr RajaMohan believes that ISAS

i iswellplaced to take the study of

¢ theIndian subcontinentandits

i relationship totherestof Asiatoa
¢ higherlevel.

Firstofall, ithas had a head start.

i Itwasestablishedin 2004, when

there were not many centres
dedicated to the study of South Asia
- and particularly fewin Asia,

: outside India.

“Singapore was ahead of the

i timesin realising that South Asia

: was going to be important and

¢ decidingto establish aninstitution
: tostudy the region,” he said,inan

: interview with STlast week.

“This was an exception to the

research and debate on the futureof ;| THEECONOMIC STORY

“Uptothe1990s, Indiaand the

! regionwaslargely inward

i oriented,” said Dr Raja Mohan. “So,
¢ formuch of the second halfof the

¢ 20th century, South Asiadeclined
: asaforceininternational politics.

i What changed the story was India’s
: economic reforms. Singapore was
¢ oneofthefirsttosee the

¢ importance of these reforms in

: termsofIndiare-emerging and

¢ reconnecting with the world.”

India’s economicrise was

i contagiousin the subcontinent, he
: added. “Today, Bangladeshis

: growing fast. Sri Lankais a thriving
¢ economyand even Nepal, despite

: its difficulties, has shown good

¢ growth. Sobarring Pakistanand

¢ Afghanistanwhich have specific

: problems relating toradicalisation,
: therestof theregion is doing well.

: Butthereare signs that even

: Pakistan will catch up on growth.”

Economic growth has enhanced

: India’s weight in the international

: system.India is going to become

: thethird-largesteconomyin

i nominal terms in four to five years

: —it’salready the third-largest

: economy in purchasing power

: parity terms. So for Singaporeand

: therest of Asean, India has become
: animportant market.

STRATEGICISSUES
! India hasalso emerged as amajor

¢ military power. It has the world’s
: third-largestarmed forces andis

: CHANGING MENTAL MAPS
: trend where many schoolsof South :

i Asian studies were shutting down
¢ inthe restof the world. ISAS

: marked the beginning of a

¢ resurgence of interestin South

i Asia.”

: Ourmentalmapsare

: changing... We're nolonger
: seeing South Asiaand

: South-east Asiain

: separate compartments.
 The catalyst for theresurgencewas . Whatwe're beginningto
¢ India’s economic liberalisation,
: which started in1991.

: seeisthe eastern
: subcontinent being

ncreasingly linked to

Chinatothe northandto
: Myanmar, Thailand and
: Singapore to the east.
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: thesixth-largest spender on

: defence.“SoIndia's weight in the

¢ balance of power is also being seen
¢ asimportant today - which was not
i thecase 20 yearsago,” said Dr Raja

: Mohan.

Thus India has also become an

: important part of the security

i architecture in South-east Asia.

: “Given therise of China, the

: uncertainty about America’s future
: rolein theregion, the tensions

i between US and Russia, USand

: Chinaand Chinaand Japan, having
: anIndian connectionprovidesan

: opportunity for Asean to diversify

: itsstrategic partnerships, aswell as
: stabilise the balance of power in the :
¢ region. India in turn sees Asean as

. alsoplaying an important role in

¢ theregion’s security and therefore
i youhaveanatural connection

: between the two.”

India’sinterestin East Asiaand

: Pacificisgrowing, headded. “The
: South China Seaisanimportant

¢ tradingroute for India, since India’s :
: tradeisincreasingly with the east.
: SolIndia’s maritime and naval

: profilein the region will grow,

i althoughataslowerpace than

: China’s.

“As the maritime footprints of

i Indiaand China expand, thereis
i goingto be friction. But the wisdom :
: of statecraft lies in finding ways to
i reduce friction - how to come toa
: common understanding, what

: rules can be agreed on to prevent

: conflictand expand engagement.
i Therewill be areas of cooperation
: between Indiaand Chinaas well.”

So maritime issues are goingto be

i animportantareaofresearchand
¢ enquiry for ISAS, he said.

i SYNERGIES WITH SINGAPORE
i Anotherimportant area of focus for :
i ISAS, according to Dr Raja Mohan,
: willbe the economic cooperation
: between India and Singapore.

“Singaporeisa centre for

: innovation - itis trying to stay

: aheadof the curve in the fourth

¢ industrial revolution, whether it is
: inthearea ofartificial intelligence,
i orbig data, genetics, or materials

: science. Singapore is focusing on

: the technological future for the

: global city. India has become the

: hubfor many areas of technology.
: Bangalore for example, is ahub for
¢ bothinformation technology and

: biotechand like Singapore, it's

: globally connected.”

He pointed out thatunder Prime

i Minister Narendra Modi, Indiais

¢ puttinga lot of emphasis on digital.
: Forexample, its use of Aadhaar - a
: biometric ID system that covers

¢ more than one billion people - is

: creating huge digital platforms.

i These canserveasaninteresting

¢ interface for some of the

i innovation Singaporeis doing in

: fintechand otherareas. If

! innovation is the future, thereisa

¢ lot thatSingapore and India can do
: together.

“Then there are smart cities.

: Singapore is involved in the

¢ development of Amravati, the

i capital of Andhra Pradesh. It'sa

¢ huge undertaking. Success there

¢ would demonstrate how Singapore
¢ cancontribute to India’s

¢ developmentand how India can

benefit from collaboration with

: Singapore. Indiaunder Modi s
¢ open to expanding this
¢ collaboration.

“So, bringing ideas from

Singapore and India together is
: another huge opportunity for ISAS.”

But ISAS will also focus on the

¢ other countries of South Asia and

their relationship with the wider

¢ region,according to Dr Raja
i Mohan.

“Our mental maps are changing,”

¢ hesaid. “We’re nolonger seeing

¢ South Asiaand South-east Asia in
: separate compartments. What

: we're beginning to see is the

eastern subcontinent being

¢ increasingly linked to China to the
¢ northand to Myanmar, Thailand
: andSingapore to the east.

“Some of the smaller countries of

¢ South Asia have the potential to

i become ‘bridge states’. For

: example, Nepalis abridge state

: between Chinaand India,

¢ Bangladesh is becoming a bridge
: state between South and

: South-east Asiaand SriLankaisa
: bridgestate in the Indian ocean.”

SoISAS hasahuge canvas to cover,

hesaid. “The stars are aligned to
: exploreanewagendabetween
¢ Southand South-east Asia.”

vikram@sph.com.sg



