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India has neither the capacity nor the ambitions to join Russia, China and the United States in the 

race for global leadership. However, it is crucial for New Delhi to understand the strategies the three 

countries are planning to reach such an ambitious goal. Deciphering Moscow, Washington and 

Beijing’s intentions is also important to decide how to move in a continuously evolving geopolitical 

playground. 

Regardless the unpredictability of Donald Trump presidency, the US continues to be considered a 

reliable ally for India. The unusual telephone contact of November 2016 between the American 

President and the Pakistani leader (during which Trump congratulated Muhammad Nawaz Sharif for 

the way he is handling his country as well as the enormous opportunities that this could offer to 

America) has made the Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi upset for two reasons. First, because 

Trump had previously ignored Modi’s attempts to get in touch with him, and secondly because of the 

fear that this call would create dangerous expectations in Pakistan about a possible US involvement 

in redefining the regional strategic balance. That being said, it is a matter of fact that the mutual 

understanding between the two governments is still there. 

A few months after this minor "diplomatic incident", Narendra Modi’s passive strategy seems to have 

already borne fruit: whatever might have been his concerns about Trump’s presidency, the Indian 

leader has decided not to show any scepticism and to avoid antagonising a country that continues 

to be his only possible ally. Speaking about the economy, the United States remains the main trade 

partner for India. The trade exchange volume with the U.S. is not even remotely comparable to those 

with Russia or China, and collaboration with Washington is essential for India for investments 

(particularly in civil nuclear energy), technology know-how transfers. Russia and China are still too 

far from the U.S. standards to be considered as realistic alternatives. 

India can then rely on a very strong diaspora in the United States, which is very well connected to 

both Indian political leaders and American multinational companies. Finally, Modi seems to be 

convinced that the impetuousness and unpredictability of Trump will not last forever: regardless of 

his new protectionist approach, Washington cannot grow in a hostile international environment.  

India, in Asia, is one of the most stable, reliable and useful allies for the United States, and it will not 

be easily dismissed. Following this logic, and after Modi eventually managed, in late January, to 

engage in a very serene and constructive conversation with the new American president, the Indian 

premier has further downgraded the importance and the impact of the phone conversation between 

Trump and Sharif. 

In order to better understand Modi’s perspective, we need to understand why any sort of alliance 

between Beijing and New Delhi is becoming less and less likely. While most international observers 

seem distracted by the changes in Southeast Asia and how the Chinese assertiveness over disputed 

islands in the South China Sea risk to dragging the entire region into a military confrontation, it should 

be also emphasised that the balance of power in South Asia is in danger. China is using "its" Asian 

Infrastructure and Investment Bank (AIIB) as a pretext to create new outposts throughout Continental 

Asia, with the alleged support of the member states in the ambitious creation of a new maritime and 

overland Silk Road. Yet, in South Asia, with the exception of Pakistan, many of the nations that 

previously expressed their readiness to cooperate with Beijing to the realisation of this huge 

infrastructure project seem to have changed their mind. Popular protests have erupted recently in 

Sri Lanka and Bangladesh to condemn the excessive Chinese assertiveness in the two countries. 

Despite being labelled as a "partner" in the official maps distributed by Beijing, India has never 

confirmed its involvement in the new Silk Road. Modi has not rejected the project of Xi Jinping 

because he is afraid to contribute to the strengthening of the P.R.C. in the Region, but because 
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China has imposed its strategy without consulting or even taking into account its major strategic 

interests in the South Asian region.  

The most striking example is Pakistan: China has offered Pakistan to create a "strategic corridor" 

that, on the basis of the original design, should also cross the India-administrated Kashmir. Under 

these conditions, it is obviously impossible for New Delhi to take part in the initiative, and scepticism 

about the real ambitions of China in South Asia is growing. For now, only Islamabad is, and for 

understandable reasons, immune to this trend, and this is perhaps explaining why Trump has been 

so friendly to Nawaz Sharif. Given the rising level of animosity between India and Pakistan, the only 

nation that can succeed in rescinding the Beijing-Islamabad strategic axis is America. Narendra Modi 

is aware of it and decided to step aside as long as the behaviour of Trump, while remaining 

controversial, has not compromised Indian key interests. 

Russia has not been included in this overview. According to New Delhi, Moscow does not have the 

strength to compete with China and the United States for world hegemony. Russia remains an 

important trading partner to India, but the strategic priorities of the two countries diverge so much 

that they cannot unfold either new alliances or divisions. 

 


