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Evolving India-U.S. Partnership in the Context of China's Rise 

 

The geopolitical landscape of the Indo-Pacific region is increasingly shaped by the 

evolving India-U.S. strategic partnership aimed at counterbalancing China’s growing 

influence. Washington views India as a key balancing force against Beijing, while New 

Delhi sees its multi-faceted cooperation with the U.S. as a means to mitigate China’s 

regional dominance. Both countries maintain a pragmatic yet cautious approach in 

their bilateral relations with China, engaging in strategic initiatives to limit Beijing’s 

political and economic reach.  

This strategic imperative to navigate great power dynamics is not new to India. India's 

foreign policy is historically rooted in balancing great powers, a strategy that dates 

back to the Cold War era when it navigated between the Soviet Union and the U.S. 

Today, New Delhi continues this approach amid intensifying U.S.-China competition, 

strengthening its strategic ties with the U.S. and European partners in defense, 

technology, and economic sectors while simultaneously maintaining diplomatic and 

economic relations with China and Russia. This dual engagement is evident in India's 

participation in QUAD, an alliance aimed at countering China’s activities, while also 

being involved in BRICS, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), and the Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), where China holds a leading role. 

Despite India's long-standing tradition of balancing, the current geopolitical climate 

presents unique challenges to this approach. The deterioration of U.S.-China 

relations and India's growing assertiveness against China are limiting New Delhi’s 

strategic flexibility. The upcoming QUAD summit, hosted by India for the first time, 

underlines its critical role in Washington’s Indo-Pacific strategy. Nevertheless, 

beyond balancing, India also uses strategic partnerships to assert its own influence 

across South Asia. The evolving India-U.S. alliance serves not only as a hedge against 

China but also as a platform for India to project strength, particularly vis-à-vis 

Pakistan. This proactive posture is increasingly visible in New Delhi’s assertive 

rhetoric and security maneuvers along its western borders. While Washington views 

India as a counterweight to China, India seeks to translate U.S. support into regional 

dominance and diplomatic leverage. 

This potential shift towards closer ties with the U.S. has been underscored by recent 

high-level engagements. The India-U.S. relationship has gained new momentum 

following Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s February 13 visit to Washington, 

marking the fourth foreign leader to meet with U.S. President Donald Trump since 

his administration began. The visit reaffirmed the long-term strategic nature of 

https://idsa.in/system/files/jds/9_br_nazir-a-mir.pdf
https://www.mea.gov.in/Portal/ForeignRelation/Unclassified_Quad_Brief_Feb_2025.pdf
https://brics2021.gov.in/13th-summit
https://www.eoibeijing.gov.in/eoibejing_pages/NDc,#:~:text=India%20has%20been%20actively%20participating,States%2C%20Observers%20and%20Dialogue%20Partners.
https://www.icwa.in/show_content.php?lang=1&level=3&ls_id=4791&lid=2210
https://thediplomat.com/2025/04/from-trade-war-to-cold-war-a-dangerous-shift-is-underway-in-china-us-relations/
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/world/us/quad-is-here-to-stay-says-pm-modi-as-india-prepares-to-host-2025-summit/articleshow/113559200.cms
https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2025/5/11/india-tried-to-project-strength-but-ended-up-showing-weakness
https://www.bbc.com/news/live/c5y25z4e4e1t
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/2025/02/united-states-india-joint-leaders-statement/


3 
 

bilateral ties, with agreements spanning military technology transfers, energy 

imports, intercontinental trade corridors, and nuclear energy cooperation. Economic 

ties are expanding, with both countries aiming to increase annual trade from $130 

billion to $500 billion by 2030, a move driven partly by the U.S. efforts to reduce its 

dependence on Chinese supply chains and boost India’s manufacturing sector 

through the "Make in India" initiative. 

Further reinforcing this trajectory, U.S. Vice President JD Vance embarked on a four-

day visit to India from April 21 to 24. Accompanied by Second Lady Usha Vance and 

their children, the visit blended diplomacy with cultural engagement, reflecting the 

deepening personal and strategic ties between the two nations. During his meetings 

with Prime Minister Modi, Vance emphasized the importance of a robust bilateral 

relationship, warning that failure to collaborate could lead to "a very dark time for all 

of humanity”. The discussions advanced negotiations on a bilateral trade agreement. 

Key areas of cooperation included defense, technology, and energy, with talks on 

expanding joint military exercises, co-developing new platforms, and increasing U.S. 

defense and energy exports to India. 

Beyond economic considerations, a significant driver of this deepening partnership is 

the growing convergence in their security interests. Military and defense cooperation 

between the U.S. and India has deepened in response to China's growing military 

footprint in the Indo-Pacific. India has become a key partner in Washington’s Indo-

Pacific strategy, benefiting from advanced defense technology transfers, intelligence 

sharing, and joint military exercises. Several recent agreements underscore this 

growing defense collaboration. The U.S. has approved the transfer of critical military 

technologies to India, including advanced surveillance systems, missile defense 

capabilities, and naval assets aimed at strengthening India’s maritime security. The 

growing partnership is also evident in joint military exercises such as the Malabar 

naval drills, where U.S., Indian, Japanese, and Australian forces conduct coordinated 

operations aimed at strengthening regional security. Washington’s willingness to 

expand defense cooperation with New Delhi aligns with its broader goal of what the 

U.S. perceives as containing China’s military expansion and securing critical trade 

routes in the Indo-Pacific.  

This strategic alignment was further reinforced during U.S. Vice President J.D. 

Vance’s official visit to India in April. In a speech delivered in Jaipur, Vance reiterated 

the U.S. offer to sell F-35 Lightning II stealth fighter jets to India, an offer initially 

made by President Donald Trump in February as part of a broader push to expand 

American military exports to key partners. Vance emphasized that the inclusion of 

the F-35 in India’s arsenal would significantly enhance the Indian Air Force’s ability to 

https://www.reuters.com/world/india/modi-says-us-india-target-500-billion-bilateral-trade-by-2030-2025-02-13/
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/contentious-us-china-trade-relationship
https://www.cnbc.com/2025/04/21/vance-arrives-in-india-to-hold-talks-with-modi-under-us-tariffs-shadow-.html
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2025-04-23/jd-vance-warns-dark-times-without-close-us-india-relations/105200682
https://www.npr.org/2025/04/21/g-s1-61541/vance-india-visit
https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/2024/may/ways-strengthen-us-indian-naval-partnership
https://www.defense.gov/News/News-Stories/Article/Article/3436525/defense-part-of-deepening-overall-us-india-relationship/
https://apnews.com/article/us-india-drones-china-52072fb2a06c730469b48c07c3bcf3c9
https://www.navy.mil/Press-Office/News-Stories/Article/3931242/india-hosts-australia-japan-and-us-forces-in-exercise-malabar-2024/
https://www.navy.mil/Press-Office/News-Stories/Article/3931242/india-hosts-australia-japan-and-us-forces-in-exercise-malabar-2024/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c5Eo-HUrgAo
https://www.whitehouse.gov/remarks/2025/04/remarks-by-vice-president-vance-on-the-u-s-and-indias-shared-economic-priorities/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/2/14/india-to-receive-billions-in-us-weapons-including-f-35-stealth-jets-trump
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defend national airspace and deter regional threats. Obviously, taking into account 

recent proactive diplomatic engagements, India’s approach is not passive at all. It 

seeks to extract concrete strategic gains from the U.S. relationship. This includes 

bolstering its defense modernization, deterring Pakistan, and positioning itself as the 

voice of the Global South in multipolar institutions. Particularly, New Delhi’s 

increased military activity near the Line of Control underscores its readiness to 

elevate tensions as part of a calibrated geopolitical message, often with implicit U.S. 

support. 

This increasing alignment in strategic and security objectives places India in a pivotal 

position within the evolving regional dynamics. As Washington intensifies its Indo-

Pacific strategy, India finds itself at the center of a complex geopolitical equation. The 

U.S. sees India as a critical partner in countering China, providing strategic military 

and technological support. Meanwhile, New Delhi aims to maintain its independent 

foreign policy while capitalizing on U.S. cooperation to bolster its military and 

economic capabilities. Plus, India’s domestic political context also plays a crucial role 

in shaping its foreign policy assertiveness. Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 

government, backed by a strong Hindu nationalist base, has used international 

partnerships to legitimize its political agenda at home. The alignment with the U.S. 

has been framed as a validation of India’s global rise, which the Modi administration 

leverages to consolidate domestic support and marginalize opposition. This fusion of 

nationalism with foreign policy ambitions could influence how India navigates future 

diplomatic frictions.  

However, the strengthening of the India-U.S. alliance is not without its inherent 

limitations and complexities stemming from India's own strategic priorities. India’s 

foreign policy is still driven by its strategic autonomy doctrine, which makes it 

reluctant to fully commit to Washington’s Indo-Pacific containment strategy against 

China. New Delhi continues to maintain its diplomatic and economic ties with Beijing 

while avoiding outright confrontation. Another key challenge is India’s balancing act 

between the West and Russia. While India has expanded security cooperation with 

the U.S., it remains one of Russia’s largest defense and energy partners. The ongoing 

Russia-Ukraine conflict has created friction in India’s relations with the U.S. and 

Europe, particularly regarding its continued energy imports from Moscow. This has 

led to Western criticism, though Washington remains pragmatic in its engagement 

with New Delhi, prioritizing long-term strategic interests over short-term 

disagreements. Moreover, domestic political issues in India, including concerns over 

democratic backsliding, media freedom, and human rights, have attracted criticism 

from Western governments and advocacy groups. While these concerns have not 

https://www.cfr.org/blog/china-and-india-compete-leadership-global-south
https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/conflict-between-india-and-pakistan
https://www.state.gov/u-s-security-cooperation-with-india
https://caravanmagazine.in/politics/tyranny-will-worsen
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/china-india-should-commit-mutual-understanding-chinese-foreign-minister-says-2025-01-27/
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2024/10/india-russia-relations
https://samvadaworld.com/analysis/india-russia-partnership-from-energy-deals-to-missile-defense-a-new-era-of-collaboration/
https://www.thinkchina.sg/politics/enduring-bonds-india-russia-ties-amid-western-pressure
https://time.com/6288505/indias-worsening-democracy-makes-it-an-unreliable-ally/
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significantly impacted the India-U.S. partnership, they could become potential 

friction points in the future, especially under a more scrutinizing U.S. administration. 

Meanwhile, China is not passively observing the deepening of the India-U.S. 

partnership. Beijing has ramped up its economic and security engagements in South 

Asia, strengthening ties with countries like Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and Bangladesh 

through infrastructure investments and defense cooperation. Initiatives such as the 

China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) and China’s military base in Djibouti reflect 

Beijing’s broader strategy to expand its influence in the Indian Ocean region. China’s 

strategic investments in key maritime chokepoints, such as Kyaukpyu Port in 

Myanmar and Hambantota Port in Sri Lanka, pose direct security concerns for India. 

These developments have led New Delhi to reconsider its approach toward regional 

security and maritime dominance. The U.S. is actively encouraging India to 

counterbalance China’s growing influence by increasing its own investments and 

security presence in the Indian Ocean. 

The India-U.S. strategic partnership is poised to play a decisive role in shaping the 

future of the Indo-Pacific region. While New Delhi continues to maintain its foreign 

policy autonomy, the evolving geopolitical landscape is drawing India closer to 

Washington, particularly in security and economic domains. The growing China-U.S. 

rivalry is accelerating India’s strategic importance, making it one of the key players in 

global geopolitics of the 21st century. The Trump administration views India as a key 

priority, especially as it seeks fresh alliances while distancing itself from traditional 

partners. In summary, India will have to navigate complex geopolitical challenges, 

balancing its engagements with the U.S., China, and Russia while preserving its 

national interests. The extent to which India can maintain this delicate equilibrium 

will significantly impact regional security, economic integration, and the broader 

international order. The United States, for its part, is likely to continue strengthening 

its strategic partnership with India, viewing it as a vital ally in countering China’s rise. 

Yet the long-term success of this partnership will depend on India’s ability to align its 

nationalist-driven diplomacy with the practical demands of multipolar statecraft. 

 

Author: Vusal Guliyev, Expert at the Center of Analysis of International Relations 
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