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Modi’s world:
Changing

the terms of
India’s global
engagement

China, self-reliance and embrace of the US
will be key determinants of Delhi’s policies

C.RajaMohan

For The Straits Times

As the first year of Prime Minister

NarendraModi’s second term
draws toa close this week, his

determination to change the terms

of India’s engagement with the
worldis quite apparent.

Whetheritis in redefining India’s
approach to economicglobalisation

ordiscarding India’s political
defensiveness on the Kashmir

dispute that involves Pakistanand
China, or shedding Delhi’s historical
inhibitions on strategic cooperation

with Washington, Mr Modiis

steering Indiaontoa bolder path.
Many of these inclinations have
only gained greater traction in the
wake of the Covid-19 crisis. And it is
by nomeans clear if the economic
and social disruption triggered by
the pandemic will force Mr Modito
reinin the ambitious new agenda
he had set for himself in his second

term. We do know from his first

term thathe is not afraid of taking

risks. And ifheis convinced ofa
course of action, heis quite

prepared to invest all of his political

capitalinto the undertaking.

the Indian currencyin 2016 and

implement the goods and services
taxin2017 despite huge disruptions

tothe Indian economy. We have

seen thatagainin the second term

with the decision togo fora
comprehensivelockdown of the

Indian economy at the end of March.
Mr Modi’s risk-taking is based on
the confidence that he has builtup

huge reserves of political trust

among his countrymen. Despite

recent criticism from the

opposition that thelockdown has

been costly yetunsuccessful,

opinion polls this month have
: shownMrModi’s netapproval
: ratingsoaring to 80 per cent.

i CHINAAND SELF-RELIANCE

i Lookingahead, how MrModi

i directs India’s engagement with

: the world will be guided by at least
¢ twokey determinants - his view of
: Chinaand the new emphasison

i nationalself-reliance.

Consider, for example, his

: decisionlastyear to keep Indiaout
¢ ofthe Regional Comprehensive

i Economic Partnership (RCEP) H
: agreement. Heinvoked the fatherof :
: thenation,Mahatma Gandhi, to §
¢ affirm that “neither Gandhiji’'s

i policyofself-reliance nor my own

: conscience allows me to join RCEP”.
i MrModi'sargument that the RCEP
: doesnotserve India’sinterests was
: expandedonbyhis trusted aide,

: Home Affairs Minister Amit Shah.

Hepointed tothe staggering

: trade deficit with China, which has
¢ risen manifold fromabout

: US$1.9billionin 2005 to about

1 US$57 billion (S$81billion) last

: year. This fits in with the growing

i sentimentin India that the massive
: trade deficit with China - nearly 40
: per centofIndia’s total - has

: hollowed out the country’s

i manufacturing sector. A large

: section of the Indian business

: community fears joininga

: China-dominated regional forum

¢ wouldsimply make matters worse.

Animportant componentof the

: rulingBharatiya Janata Party (BJP)
: hasalwaysbeen suspicious of trade

These characteristicswereevident :
inMrModi's decision to demonetise

liberalisation and, more broadly,

: globalisation. These anxieties go
: beyond Chinatoincludeothermajor :
: trading partners. But China lies at

: theheartof the concernabout

: deficitsand de-industrialisation. As
: MrShahputit: “Byrejecting RCEP,
: Indiahas firmly protectedits

: industriesfromanyadverse effects
¢ that Chineseinterests could have

i caused. For us, Indiaremains first,

: and foremost.”

Thebrief reference to

: “self-reliance” in Mr Modi’s

i remarkson the RCEP has found

: fuller expression in the wake of the
i Covid-19 crisis. Inaddressing the

i nation earlier this monthon India’s

: post-Covid future, he went the full

: distance to make “self-reliance” the
: central theme of his government’s

: economicstrategy. MrModiused

: “self-reliance” and “self-reliant

: India” nearly 20 times in his speech.

Hisadvisers and ruling party
ideologues insist that the new focus

: onself-reliance is notablinkered

: return to the “self-sufficiency” of

: thedecades under prime ministers
: Jawaharlal Nehruand Indira

Gandhi. It'saresponse, they say, to

i thechangingglobal dynamicas

¢ well. They point to the deepening

: US-China trade war and the growing
i sentiment in Washington -across

: thepolitical divide - that the eraof

: hyper-globalisation is not

: sustainable. India, inotherwords, is
i notaloneinits belief that China has

. gamed the global trading system to

: thedisadvantageofothers.

| THENEWMANTRA
: EvenasMrModi talks of

self-reliance, his government is

: the RCEP, the Modigovernment

: hasalso begun to putrestrictions
: on Chinese investmentsinto India.

Sixyearsago, MrModiwasan

: enthusiastabout China

i engagement. Travels to Beijing

: whenhe was chief minister of

i Gujaratpersuaded Mr Modi that
: economic pragmatism will pay

¢ solidpolitical and strategic

: dividends for India.

Now;, as prime minister of India,

: whathe seesare diminishing

i economicreturns and mounting

¢ political problems. As Delhi

i absorbed thestrategic

: consequences of China’s deepening
¢ economicpenetration of India’s

: neighbourhood, it has become one

: ofthe strongestcritics of President
i XiJinping's Beltand Road Initiative.

: BORDER CONFRONTATIONS

i Thefirst military crisis that Mr

: Modifaced as prime minister was

: the2014 stand-offbetween Indian
: and Chinesearmed forcesin the

: Ladakhregionof Kashmir. It

: convinced him that economic

: engagement will not necessarily

: improve political and strategic

i relations with Beijing. Whenhe was :
: confronted with a second military

¢ crisisin2017,at the Doklam plateau
: near the trijunction of India’s

: frontiers with Bhutan and China,

: MrModiordered his army to stand

: toe-to-toe with China’s People’s

: Liberation Army for 73long days

i before the crisis was defused.

MrModiis now intoa third major

: military stand-off with Chinaas

: tensions have escalated between

i thetwoarmed forcesin eastern

: Ladakh during the past few weeks.
i While China may have becomealot
: stronger than India in recent

¢ decades, Delhiappears to have

: enoughresources and political will
: tostand up to China. While he

: avoids provoking China, Mr Modi

: refuses tomake deference to

¢ Beijing’s sensitivitiesas Delhi’s

: defaultpolicy.

The latest military confrontation

¢ with China draws attention to

: another importantset of initiatives
i duringthe firstyear of Mr Modi’s

: second term - the reorganisation of :
: Jammuand Kashmir and changing
: thenature ofits relationship with

: therestof the nation. An

: amendment to the Constitution

: brokeup the province into two

: union territories. And a

: constitutional order extended all

: national lawsinto these territories.

Contrary tothe popular

¢ perception that Kashmir is a purely

: bilateral problem between India

making a bigpitchto attract
ndustries that are finding
Iternative locations for
nvestment. Critics point to the :
ontradiction between the visionof :
elf-reliance and a policy of
ntegration with global supply
hains. Contradictions might be
partoflife, but there is no denying
Delhi’s special effort in promoting
domestic manufacturing and
ntegrating it with therearranged
upply chains that are emerging.
Equally important have been the
roposed reformsonliberalising
he agriculture sector, easing ¢
abour laws, opening the coalsector :
oprivateplayersand defence E
roduction for higher levels of
oreign investment. F

Inanutshell, limiting globalisation :
while promoting domestic
conomic liberalisation appears to
be the new mantra. But there is an
xception to this - China.

Beyond the concernsabout trade
deficits thatled to its walkingoutof
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: and Pakistan, China has always

: beenpartof the dispute and

: controls significant portions of the
: Ladakhregion.And Pakistan

controls alarge part of the western

: regionsof the disputed territories.

While the constitutional moves

¢ reaffirmedIndia’s claims to the

: territories controlled by Chinaand
: Pakistan, they alsoaim to end the

: impressionin the state and beyond
: thatKashmirisentitled tosome

: kind of permanent systemof “one

i country, twosystems”. Removing

: theperception that Kashmir was

¢ not fully partof Indiahaslong been

apolitical objective of the BJP.
While the move does not impact

¢ the currentterritorial disposition
: between India, Pakistan and China,

itchanges the termsof India’s

i negotiating framework on the

. Kashmir question by eliminating
: thebasis for any external political
: rolein howIndiadeals with the

territories under its control.
To besure, the contestation with

¢ both Pakistan and China will

: continue in the reorganised

: territories of Jammu, Kashmir and
: Ladakh. ButIndiawill deal with

: themonadifferent domestic

i politicalandlegal basis.

Unsurprisingly, both Pakistanand

i Chinaobjected vigorously toIndia’s
: constitutionalamendment. China
i soughtrepeatedly toget theissue

: discussedat the United Nations

: Security Council, but Delhi fended
: offthese moves with support from
i France, the United States and

¢ Russia. Indian diplomacyon

: Kashmirhasalso helped shift

: Westernattitudes, which

¢ traditionally tilted in favour of

: Pakistan.

Thanks to the growing warmth in

: US-Indiastrategicrelations,

: Washingtonis more neutral about
: the Kashmir dispute itself,

: endorses India’s concerns about

: cross-border terrorism from

: Pakistan, and prevents China from
: internationalising the issue. Many
: Western capitals are beginningto

: adopta similar approach to India,

: eachwithitsown variation.

{ EMBRACING UNCLE SAM

i Thatbrings us to what promises to
: beadecisive Indian shift towardsa
: closerrelationship with the US.

: MrMaodi’s expansive public display
: of bonhomie with US President

: Donald Trump at two large rallies —
: one inHouston in Septemberlast

i yearand theotherin Ahmedabadin
: February thisyear - hasbeen

: unprecedentedin the traditionally
: conservative Indian diplomatic

i tradition.

ThatMr Trump flewall the way to

i India fora36-hour visit, despite the
. factthat Delhiwas notready tosign
: atradeagreement, reveals the kind
: of stakes the American leadership

: has developed in the relationship

: withIndia. MrModi’s public

: flaunting of special warmth towards
: the USPresident was asignal that

: unlikehisrecentpredecessors, he

: will nolongerhold backon the

i engagement with the Americans.

The significant expansion of

i strategic cooperationin MrModi’s

second termincludes widening

: military intelligence sharing, the

: conductof the first ever tri-service
: military exercise, the elevation of

: Quad group (India, Australia, Japan
: and the US) engagement to

: ministerial leveland the

i development of the “Quad-plus”

: group, including South Korea,

: Vietnamand New Zealand, to

: discuss post-Covid coordination

i and collaboration.

Have the deepening conflicts

: between the USand China on the

: onehand and between Delhiand

: Beijingon theother set the stage for
: analliance-like relationship

: between Indiaand the US?

India is unlikely to ever becomea

¢ treatyally of the US,but Mr Modi’s
: Indiais nolonger willing to forgo

: thebenefitsof adeeperstrategic

: partnership with Washington in

: the name of some higher principle
: ofpolitical correctness.

Inother words, the economic

i direction that Indiaadopted at the

turn of the1990s, the character of
itsapproach to the territorial

i disputes with Pakistan and China,
: and the nature of India’s

: relationshipwith the US and the

: West are allnowup for historic

i revisionin Mr Modi’s second term.
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