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Prospects in reciprocity for India and
Israel

Hriday Ch. Sarma

This article is written in connection to Indian Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s upcoming visit to Israel. Both India and Israel — modern
inheritors of two of the wotld’s oldest civilizations — are now
becoming strategic partners due to geo-political changes happening at
the international level. However, both countries pursue distinctly
different foreign and domestic policies to address their respective
problems. In this context, there is an opportunity for the two countries
to know each other better and learn practical, positive lessons from one

anothet.

India and Israel are among the rare ancient civilizations in the world
that not only have managed to survive until today, but also, moreover,
are still going strong. Present-day India is emerging as a ‘nation-state’ —
a political entity born as a Westphalian state which gradually
experienced a process of homogenization of its multiple and variegated
communities into a single nation. India, with a total area of 3,287,260
km?, 29 states and 7 union territories as well as 22 official languages,
1652 “mother tongues”, 6 main ethnic groups and 1.3 billion people
can be defined as a subcontinent in itself and does not fit the
conventional European model of a nation-state. In contrast, Israel, with
a total area of 22,145 km?, 6 administrative districts, 1 official language,
2 major ethnic groups (Jewish and non-Jewish, mostly Arab) and a total
population of 8.3 million, finely fits into the European model of a

nation-state.
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The two countries are definitely not comparable in any way if the above stated facts are taken into
consideration. Regardless, the two modern forms of such ancient civilizations still have much in
common, ranging from persecution from Islamic invaders during the Middle Ages to foreign colonial
rule during modern times, both also being currently surrounded by hostile neighbouring states and

possessing limited indigenous energy resources, and so on.

Today India is often viewed as a leading “soft-power” in the global scene. The country’s movie industry,
particularly Bollywood, and the traditional spicy cuisine stand top of the soft-power instrument list.
The globalisation of Indian popular cinema and cuisine, aided by a large diaspora, is increasingly
creating new possibilities for promoting India’s public diplomacy worldwide. India is widely acclaimed
for its secular democratic credentials; however it also holds the third largest military in the world and
has occasionally flexed its hard power muscles within South Asia and even beyond. Israel, on the other
hand, is understood as an aggressor with imperialist intentions and as a puppet of the United States —
which is untrue! Israel now has an opportunity to gain leverage by joining hands with a peace-loving
country such as India. The former needs to imbibe some pacifist characteristics that the latter is often

>

associated with, such as India’s “no first use nuclear policy”, responsible leadership in addressing

climate change, etc., and execute these values in its own particular manner.

Israel faces relatively tougher challenges to its survival than India. Many neighbouring Arab countries
have never recognized Israel’s very right to existence from the time of its creation, and are not likely to
do so in the foreseeable future. In order to stand tall in such a volatile situation, Israel is balancing its
display of military strength and deterrence capabilities with the ability to be compassionate and
magnanimous. Recently the country opened its borders with Syria in order to provide medical

treatment to Syrian war casualties, including civilians and fighters of the opposition camp such as

Nusra Front and others. However, Israel maintains a high vigilant deterrence position against all
warring parties in the Syrian war-theatre, including pro-Assad forces, so that there is no spill-over effect
of the war inside its national territory. India needs to take a cue from how Israel maintains stringent
external and internal security measures to guarantee safety for its citizens in Kashmir and regions

affected by insurgencies, including those inspired by Maoism.

India’s recent rise is associated with jugaad — a low-cost solution to any problem in an intelligent way.
The entire Indian establishment, ranging from scientific organisations to administrative bodies as well
as most common men apply this handy formula in their own way as a cost-cutting mechanism and as a
tool for an easy solution to complicated problems. It would be wrong to present jugaad as a model to be

followed by other nations, however the real value it has delivered to the overwhelmingly service sector-

based Indian economy cannot be disregarded. Right now, Israel is witnessing a rise in BDS movement,
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both in Europe and the US,; its traditional trade markets. Hence the country needs to look for new
markets and, most especially, the markets of poor countries around the world. Accordingly, it needs to
downgrade its advanced technologies and slash the selling prices of its products or services. Jugaad, to a

variable extent, can be applied in this regard.

Jews have been the most prolific scholars and traders since time immemorial. The Jewish community
has produced many world famous scientists and social scientists such as Chaim Weizmann, Milton
Friedman, Joseph Stiglitz and many others. Moreover, the ethnic community embodies a unique
entrepreneurial spirit which has enabled scores of its members to become major stakeholders in large
international companies. As a matter of fact, all Jews are reputed to have the zeal to excel in their
respective profession, and Israel provides a mizlien for all domiciling members of the community to rise
to their optimum potential. India, on the other hand, is struggling to ensure a balanced development
for all sections of its society. While there is a section of growing urban elites that is gobbling up
resources for meeting their luxurious needs, there are also very large semi-urban and rural sections that
are still unable to come out of poverty. The Indian government needs to study the Israeli model of a
balanced development for all sections of the society and promote a culture of individual pursuit for

excellence.

Modi’s upcoming visit to Israel will witness a host of bilateral official agreements being signed in
various areas, including arms purchase and sale. Here it should be kept in mind that the rise in trade
between any two countries without mutual embrace of each other’s values and ethos does not build a
truly sustainable relationship. Therefore, India and Israel should concertedly work towards

strengthening their relationship from ‘partners of convenience’ to ‘partners for reliability’.
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