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COMMENT

The final years of the Obama administration and the current election season have spawned debates
within the US and abroad regarding the evolving contours of US foreign policy. The US is undoubtedly
the preeminent power in the world but the emerging global order also portends downsizing of

America’s international engagement, with substantive implications for India’s own great power

calculus. As the U.S. looks to share some of its burdens of maintaining global order and India defines
itself as a ‘leading power’, the two sides have an opportunity and need to recalibrate their partnership.
On one hand, the unpopularity of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan has acutely affected the foreign

policy course in the United States, leading to calls for either frugality in foreign policy ventures, or

need for more emphasis on nation building at home.

On the other hand, India’s attempts to navigate between playing a leading role in the region and
simultaneously engaging great powers are a product of its global aspirations. Under the aegis of Indian
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Neighbourhood First policy, significant attention has been given to
the rebuilding process in Afghanistan. C. Raja Mohan notes that India’s growing role in the region is an
‘upward adjustment’ reclaiming India’s historic role in Subcontinent. At the intersection of
Washington’s downscaling its international engagements and New Delhi’s increasing its role,

Afghanistan is a fertile ground that warrants Indo-US cooperation.

The withdrawal of US forces from active combat in Afghanistan is a critical issue that has substantive

implications for India’s threat perceptions and India’s internal debates regarding the role that it is

willing to take up in the wake of reduced security cover by the Americans. In addition to more
consensually held views like civilian assistance, training Afghan forces in Indian institutions and
working with other like-minded countries towards the development of Afghanistan, divergent views are
to be found when it comes to the issue of putting Indian boots on the ground. While India’s former
diplomat Satish Chandra does not consider India’s interest in Afghanistan vital enough to put India’s a
military footprint, strategic analyst Gurmeet Kanwal contended that “India must not hesitate to provide
a post-2014 stabilisation force if requested by Karzai’s successor government.” India’s involvement in
Afghanistan has often been seen as constrained by America’s concerns of causing displeasure in

Pakistan.
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However, New Delhi’s bold moves of transferring military aid of four Mi-25 attack helicopters

indicates the importance India attaches to Afghanistan. In the coming months and years, as America
draws down from Afghanistan, New Delhi needs to prepare for a bigger role in Afghanistan beyond just
military aid and developmental assistance. India being the most influential player in the region need to
develop a holistic approach of its engagement in Afghanistan in order to both steer matters towards a

desirable end for Afghans and also reap strategic dividends for itself in the larger geopolitical context.

One of the first steps may include developing a cogent Afghan policy focused on infrastructure
development and capacity building on one hand and providing security training to Afghan National
Security Forces (ANSF) and humanitarian aid on the other. While India has assisted in development
and infrastructure and also in security training, efforts have been sporadic. A cogent and structured
policy involving government to government and people-to-people relations would tie neatly both what
India has been doing in an integrated manner and also augment the process. So far, some of India’s
contribution to Afghanistan has been aimed at creating a lasting ecosystem in Afghanistan — noteworthy
among them are India’s construction of the Afghan parliament building; training Afghan civil servants
in Indian academies; Confederation of Indian Industry (CII) training to Afghans in carpentry, plumbing,
and welding; and educating more than three thousand Afghan women in micro-enterprise. Of pivotal
importance for India is also to map the common grounds where both India and the US can make efforts
to strengthen the government in Kabul. While India can increase its developmental assistance role,
priority for New Delhi is to step up support across civilian security areas and shore up the Afghan

forces. Alyssa Ayres in a CFR Memorandum makes a powerful argument that proposals for Indian

collaboration in Afghanistan involving should not be subjected to a Pakistani veto. The US should
discuss with Pakistani officials about the benefits of a larger Indian role and make Islamabad see the
ready logic as to how greater stability in Afghanistan will benefit Pakistan. However Ayres’s argument
fails to highlight that without Indian troops on the ground New Delhi will be unsuccessful in delivering

favourable outcomes in Kabul being limited by geography.

At this juncture, Washington needs to be more transparent with New Delhi regarding streamlining
development cooperation with security cooperation in Afghanistan. Pakistani objection to augmenting

India’s role in Afghanistan needs to figure more prominently in Washington’s engagement with
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Islamabad. A reduced international presence along with the rising instances of militant violence, and
the presence of Daesh present a complex scenario for the near future in Afghanistan. Hence, a well
calibrated but a widened role for India in Afghanistan in conjunction with the Americans, towards a
more independent and secure Afghanistan should be in the interest of all. One of the foremost initial
steps towards achieving this would include changing a mindset in the US that India’s engagement with

Afghanistan is not a strategy to undermine Pakistan.

The constraint in terms of a Pakistan going out of its way to ensure strategic depth is palpable in New
Delhi as well as Kabul. While positive consequences of the nuclear deal with Iran could be seen in the

prospects of the use of Chabahar port for trade between India and Afghanistan bypassing the land route

through Pakistan, concerns have been expressed regarding a possible attack on the Zaranj-Delaram
highway through elements backed by Pakistan. An independent Task Force report on India-US relations
released by the Council on Foreign Relations in 2015 while emphasizing the significance of enhanced
cooperation in Afghanistan; contended that the United States ““...should demand that Pakistan meet its
obligations as a state to tackle terrorism emanating from its territory, in both India and Afghanistan. If
Pakistan is not willing to rein in terror, Washington should be prepared, at minimum, to end U.S.

taxpayer funding for defense equipment sales and reimbursement of coalition support funds.”

Afghanistan has been important in India’s security matrix also because it acts as a gateway to Central
Asia. The Central Asian Republics (CARs) are becoming China’s strategic backyard as Russia’s role is
increasingly relegated to a traditional influence due to historical ties. As an energy deficient country,
India wishes to scale its ties with the oil and energy rich CARs. However New Delhi’s reach to its
extended Central Asian neighbourhood is limited by geography. If Washington is serious about the

security situation in Afghanistan which is also destabilized due to threats like rising Islamic

fundamentalism, terrorism and nexus of drug cartels emanating from Central Asia, then it must start
thinking creatively what it can do along with India to leverage Afghan’s geostrategic location to expand

influence in the CARs.

The new strategic realignment emerging between India and the United States has immense potential but

also come with strategic ambiguities that the two countries need to clear. If as is often debated, the
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United States is interested in some sense of strategic devolution to regional partners and India is
interested in taking up more responsibilities, Afghanistan is a test case where both the countries can
work on burden-sharing. As America recalibrates its international positions, Delhi needs to generate
more clarity for itself on what it seeks from Washington and what it is prepared to offer. Amid
declining levels of Western military aid, India’s strategy of military assistance and in the training,
equipping and capacity-building programmes for the ANSF should not be tied to the prospect of peace
negotiations with Pakistan. While India is well aware of the significant role played by Pakistan in
security affairs in Afghanistan, India’s strategic partnership with Afghanistan need to be advanced on
its independent merit instead of being hostage to Pakistan’s insecurities. A clearer definition of India’s
regional and global interests, a more practical approach to resolving the many present differences with
the U.S., and building on the emerging convergences with Washington could lay the foundation for

very substantive advances with America under the next administration.
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