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ABSTRACT

Indo-US relations have transformed in the 21st century from Cold War-era estrangement to a robust
strategic partnership, driven by shared democratic values, economic interdependence, and geopolitical
alignment against China’s rise. This paper examines pivotal developments, including the Indo-US nuclear
deal, the diplomatic legacies of Presidents Bill Clinton, Barack Obama, and Donald Trump, and the impact
of tariffs on bilateral trade. It analyzes how Clinton’s engagement set the stage, the nuclear deal redefined
strategic ties, Obama’s Pivot to Asia elevated India’s role, and Trump’s transactional policies introduced
trade tensions. Despite challenges like tariff disputes and India’s strategic autonomy, the partnership has
deepened through defense cooperation, the Quad, and Indo-Pacific strategies. Drawing on historical,
economic, and geopolitical perspectives up to May 2025, the paper assesses the resilience of Indo-US ties
and outlines future prospects for collaboration in technology, security, and global governance.
KEYWORDS: Indo-US nuclear deal, Bill Clinton, Barack Obama, Donald Trump, tariffs, strategic
partnership, Indo-Pacific

1. INTRODUCTION

The relationship between India and the United States in the 21st century represents one of the most significant
geopolitical transformations, evolving from mutual suspicion during the Cold War to a multifaceted strategic
partnership. Historically, India’s non-aligned stance and the US’s alliance with Pakistan created friction,
exacerbated by India’s 1974 and 1998 nuclear tests, which led to US-led sanctions. However, the post-Cold War
era, marked by India’s economic liberalization in 1991 and shifting global dynamics, set the stage for
rapprochement. The 21st century has witnessed unprecedented cooperation, driven by shared interests in
countering China’s influence, promoting democratic values, and fostering economic ties. This paper focuses on
key milestones: the foundational diplomacy of President Bill Clinton, the game-changing Indo-US nuclear deal
under George W. Bush, the strategic deepening under Barack Obama, and the complex dynamics of Donald
Trump’s policies, including tariffs. It also examines economic and geopolitical dimensions, particularly trade
disputes and India’s role in the Indo-Pacific. The research addresses the following questions: How have
leadership transitions shaped Indo-US relations? What role have tariffs and the nuclear deal played? What are the
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future prospects amidst challenges like India’s strategic autonomy and trade tensions? The methodology
combines historical analysis, policy review, and economic data from government reports, academic papers, and
think tank analyses up to May 2025. The paper argues that Indo-US relations have grown resilient, balancing
opportunities in defense and technology with challenges in trade and differing global governance views.

2. HISTORICAL CONTEXT: LAYING THE FOUNDATION (PRE-2000)

Indo-US relations during the Cold War were characterized by mistrust. India’s non-aligned movement, launched
in 1961, clashed with the US’s anti-Soviet alliances, particularly its support for Pakistan. The 1971 Indo-Pak War,
where the US tilted toward Pakistan, and India’s 1974 nuclear test, which prompted US sanctions, deepened the
divide. India’s economic protectionism and the US’s focus on non-proliferation further strained ties. The post-
Cold War era marked a turning point. India’s 1991 economic reforms, liberalizing its markets, aligned with US
interests in global trade. The 1998 nuclear tests initially setback progress, triggering US sanctions. Yet, the
Clinton administration adopted a pragmatic approach, initiating high-level dialogues to rebuild trust. President
Bill Clinton’s March 2000 visit to India, the first by a US president since 1978, was a watershed moment. Clinton
emphasized shared democratic values, economic potential, and technology cooperation, establishing the Indo-US
Science & Technology Forum and fostering people-to-people ties. His address to the Indian Parliament
underscored mutual respect, stating, “India and America are natural partners... two nations conceived in liberty.”
Clinton’s diplomacy had lasting impacts. The Talbott-Singh talks (1998-2000) reduced nuclear-related tensions,
while economic engagements, such as increased US investments in India’s IT sector, grew bilateral trade from
$12 billion in 1995 to $20 billion by 2000. Clinton’s visit also signaled a shift in US perceptions, recognizing
India’s strategic weight beyond South Asia. Despite challenges like India’s non-alignment and the US’s continued
military aid to Pakistan, Clinton’s legacy provided a framework for dialogue and economic cooperation critical
for subsequent breakthroughs.

3. THE INDO-US NUCLEAR DEAL: A STRATEGIC MILESTONE (2000-2008)

The Indo-US Civil Nuclear Agreement, finalized in 2008, transformed India from a nuclear outcast to a
strategic partner. This section examines the deal’s origins, negotiations, and implications, highlighting its role in
reshaping bilateral relations.

Origins and Context

India’s 1998 nuclear tests reinforced its strategic autonomy but deepened its isolation, with sanctions
limiting access to civilian nuclear technology. By 2000, India faced an energy crunch, with nuclear power
contributing less than 3% of its electricity. The US, under President George W. Bush, saw India as a democratic
counterweight to China’s rise, prompting a rethink of non-proliferation policies. Building on Clinton’s
engagement, Bush sought to integrate India into the global nuclear order without requiring NPT compliance. In
July 2005, Prime Minister Manmohan Singh and Bush announced the nuclear deal framework, aiming to provide
India access to civilian nuclear technology in exchange for separating its civilian and military nuclear facilities
and accepting IAEA safeguards. The deal was a bold departure from US non-proliferation orthodoxy, reflecting
strategic pragmatism.
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Negotiations and Challenges

The negotiations (2005-2008) faced domestic and international hurdles. In the US, critics argued the deal
undermined the NPT, rewarding India’s nuclear program. The US Congress passed the Hyde Act in 2006,
amending laws to permit nuclear trade, followed by the 123 Agreement in 2008. The Nuclear Suppliers Group
(NSG) waiver, secured in September 2008 after US lobbying, was critical, with Clinton’s prior goodwill
facilitating India’s case. In India, the deal sparked political turmoil. The Left Front withdrew support from
Singh’s government, viewing the deal as a compromise of sovereignty. Nationalists raised concerns over potential
US oversight. Singh’s successful confidence vote in July 2008 and public support for energy security ensured
passage.

Impact on Bilateral Relations

The nuclear deal redefined Indo-US ties, fostering trust and enabling cooperation in defense, technology,
and energy. It led to India’s designation as a Major Defense Partner (MDP) in 2016, facilitating agreements like
COMCASA (2018) and the Industrial Security Annex (2019). Defense trade surged, with India procuring US
systems like C-130J aircraft ($1.1 billion) and Apache helicopters ($2.6 billion). The deal also opened India’s
nuclear energy market to US firms, though liability laws slowed progress. Strategically, the deal elevated India’s
global standing, granting de facto recognition as a nuclear power and bolstering its UN Security Council
ambitions. It also aligned India with US Indo-Pacific goals, laying the groundwork for the Quad’s revival.
Economically, it spurred high-tech cooperation, with US investments in India’s IT and acrospace sectors growing.

Regional and Global Implications

The deal had regional fallout. Pakistan, perceiving a pro-India tilt, deepened ties with China, which
supplied reactors. This exacerbated South Asian tensions, with Pakistan arguing the deal destabilized deterrence.
China, wary of India’s enhanced role, opposed India’s NSG membership, reflecting Sino-US rivalry. Globally,
the deal set a precedent for accommodating rising powers, influencing non-proliferation debates

4. Obama Administration: Deepening the Partnership (2009-2017)

President Barack Obama’s tenure (2009-2017) elevated Indo-US relations, emphasizing India’s role in the
US’s Pivot to Asia strategy. This section explores Obama’s policies, focusing on strategic, defense, and economic
cooperation.

Pivot to Asia and Strategic Alignment

Obama’s Pivot to Asia, announced in 2011, aimed to counter China’s influence through strengthened
alliances. India, as a democratic rising power, was central to this strategy. Obama described Indo-US ties as “one
of the defining partnerships of the 21st century” during his 2010 visit to India, emphasizing shared interests in
security, trade, and global governance. The revival of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad) in 2017, seeded
during Obama’s tenure, underscored India’s Indo-Pacific role. Joint naval exercises like Malabar expanded, with
Japan joining in 2015, signaling a response to China’s maritime assertiveness. The 2015 US-India Joint Strategic
Vision for the Asia-Pacific and Indian Ocean Region formalized this alignment.
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Defence and Security Cooperation

Obama’s administration deepened defense ties, designating India as a Major Defense Partner in 2016. This
facilitated technology transfers and co-production under the Defense Technology and Trade Initiative (DTTI).
Agreements like the Logistics Exchange Memorandum of Agreement (LEMOA) in 2016 enabled mutual access
to military facilities. Bilateral defense trade grew from $8 billion in 2008 to $18 billion by 2016, with India
acquiring P-81 Poseidon aircraft ($2.1 billion). Counterterrorism cooperation intensified post-26/11 Mumbai
attacks, with joint initiatives like the Homeland Security Dialogue addressing cyber threats and intelligence
sharing.

Economic and Trade Relations

Economic ties flourished, with bilateral trade rising from $60 billion in 2009 to $115 billion by 2016. The
US became India’s second-largest trading partner, driven by IT services, pharmaceuticals, and aerospace.
However, challenges persisted, including India’s high tariffs (averaging 13%) and US restrictions on high-tech
exports. Obama supported India’s APEC membership bid. Obama’s two visits to India—2010 and as chief guest
at the 2015 Republic Day parade—yielded agreements on clean energy, education, and space cooperation. His
2010 address to the Indian Parliament called for India’s permanent UN Security Council membership.

Challenges and Limitations

India’s strategic autonomy posed challenges. Its defense ties with Russia, including S-400 purchases, and
neutrality in US-China tensions frustrated Washington. Trade disputes, such as India’s generic drug policies and
US concerns over intellectual property, surfaced. Obama’s push for the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP),
excluding India, raised concerns in New Delhi.

5. TRUMP ERA: TRANSACTIONAL DIPLOMACY AND TARIFFS (2017-2021, 2025--)

Donald Trump’s presidency (2017-2021, 2025-) introduced a transactional approach to Indo-US
relations, marked by strengthened security ties but strained by tariffs and trade disputes. By May 2025, tensions
had escalated due to US tariff impositions and regional conflicts, yet strategic dialogues continued to underscore
resilience.

America First and Transactional Diplomacy

Trump’s America First policy prioritized US economic interests, reshaping Indo-US dynamics. While he
viewed India as a key partner against China, his approach emphasized reciprocity, pressuring India on trade
deficits. Trump’s rapport with Prime Minister Narendra Modi, evident during the 2019 “Howdy, Modi!” event
and 2020 India visit, fostered goodwill, but policy divergences created tensions. In early 2025, Modi’s February
meeting with Trump launched the U.S.-India COMPACT initiative, aiming to drive transformative change in
military partnership, commerce, and technology. This built on personal diplomacy, with Modi conveying
inauguration congratulations in January 2025.
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Tariffs and Trade Tensions

Tariffs were a flashpoint. In 2018, Trump imposed 25% tariffs on steel and 10% on aluminum, affecting
India’s $1.2 billion exports. India retaliated with tariffs on US goods like almonds and apples, impacting $240
million. Trump criticized India’s high tariffs (e.g., 20% on electronics) and removed India from the Generalized
System of Preferences (GSP) in 2019, affecting $5.6 billion in exports. Bilateral trade reached $146 billion in
2020 but faced friction. In Trump’s second term, tariff escalations intensified. By April 2025, a baseline 10%
universal tariff was announced under Executive Order 14257, with higher rates for countries like India based on
trade deficits. Negotiations targeted a deal by fall 2025 to double trade to $500 billion by 2030, but disagreements
over agriculture and dairy access stalled progress. By May 2025, tariffs on Indian goods reached 25%, threatening
pharmaceuticals and textiles, with India signaling diversification toward the EU and Russia. India’s chief
economic adviser noted potential reductions to 10-15% if concessions were made, but no resolution occurred by
May. India’s Russian oil purchases, supplying nearly half its imports, drew US ire and tariff threats, viewed as
fueling the Ukraine conflict.

Defence and Security Cooperation

Trump strengthened security ties, prioritizing the Indo-Pacific. The Quad gained prominence, with
ministerial meetings in January 2025 affirming a free and open Indo-Pacific and opposition to unilateral status
quo changes. The 2+2 Ministerial Dialogue yielded COMCASA (2018) and BECA (2020), enhancing
interoperability. Defense trade reached $22 billion by 2021, with India procuring MH-60R helicopters ($2.4
billion). Trump’s redesignation of the US Pacific Command as Indo-Pacific Command in 2018 signaled India’s
importance. Joint exercises like Tiger Triumph (2019) enhanced interoperability. In 2025, Trump’s focus on
countering China elevated India’s role, though India’s S-400 deal with Russia strained ties. Negotiations for a
new 10-year defense framework (2025-2035) advanced by May, emphasizing co-production in jet engines and
technology transfers. The May 2025 India-Pakistan four-day conflict, triggered by an April terrorist attack in
Kashmir blamed on Pakistan, tested ties. The US supported India’s sovereignty but tensions arose over Trump’s
claims of mediating the ceasefire, which India denied. This incident, the most extensive since 1971, highlighted
US-India alignment against terrorism but underscored mediation frictions.

Challenges and India’s Strategic Autonomy

Trump’s withdrawal from multilateral frameworks like the Paris Agreement and TPP contrasted with
India’s global governance ambitions. India’s neutrality in the Ukraine conflict and Russian oil imports frustrated
US policymakers. H-1B visa restrictions impacted India’s IT sector, employing 70% of US H-1B visa holders. By
May 2025, India rejected US mediation offers on China and Pakistan tensions, emphasizing autonomy. Fentanyl
precursor exports from Indian firms fueled US opioid concerns, leading to indictments

6. ECONOMIC AND GEOPOLITICAL DIMENSIONS

Bilateral trade grew from $20 billion in 2000 to $146 billion in 2024, driven by IT, pharmaceuticals, and defense.
The US is India’s largest export market ($83 billion in 2024), while India is the US’s ninth-largest trading partner.
Key sectors include India’s IT services ($50 billion annually) and US aerospace exports ($10 billion). Tariffs
remain contentious. India’s average tariff rate (14%) exceeds the US’s (3.5%), prompting US complaints.

North Asian International Research Journal Consortiums www.nairjc.com



North Asian International Research Journal of Social Science & Humanities ISSN: 2454-9827 Vol. 11, Issue 4, May 2025
<< >

Trump’s 2018-2019 tariffs and India’s retaliation highlighted vulnerabilities. By May 2025, escalated tariffs
threatened $48.2 billion in Indian exports, particularly textiles and pharmaceuticals, risking job losses and growth
slowdowns. Negotiations for a limited deal persisted, with India reducing GST on goods to counter impacts.
India’s digital economy offers opportunities in Al and cybersecurity, with FDI from the US reaching $70.65
billion by March 2025.

India’s Indo-Pacific role is central to Indo-US alignment. The Quad counters China’s Belt and Road
Initiative through infrastructure and maritime security. The January 2025 Quad meeting emphasized a “free and
open Indo-Pacific,” aligning with India’s Act East Policy. By May 2025, Quad initiatives like the Critical
Minerals Initiative advanced supply chain diversification. The May India-Pakistan conflict saw Quad
condemnation of the Pahalgam attack, reinforcing counterterrorism ties. Challenges include India’s strategic
autonomy, with $15 billion defense trade with Russia and neutrality in US-Russia tensions. The US’s $1 billion
annual aid to Pakistan frustrates India. Globally, the US supports India’s UN Security Council bid, but China’s
veto power remains a hurdle. Trump’s transactionalism risks pushing India toward BRICS, though COMPACT
and 2+2 dialogues signal continuity.

7. CONCLUSION

Indo-US relations in the 21st century have evolved into a strategic partnership, marked by resilience and
adaptability. Bill Clinton’s diplomacy laid the foundation, the Indo-US nuclear deal redefined strategic ties,
Barack Obama’s policies deepened engagement, and Donald Trump’s tenure, despite tariff tensions, strengthened
security cooperation. The partnership has navigated challenges like India’s strategic autonomy, trade disputes,
and differing global governance views, driven by shared interests in countering China and promoting stability.
Key achievements include the nuclear deal’s integration of India into the global nuclear order, defense trade
growth to $22 billion, and the Quad’s emergence as a cornerstone of Indo-Pacific strategy. Economic ties, with
$146 billion in trade, underscore mutual dependence; though tariffs and market access issues persist.
Geopolitically, India’s role as a democratic counterweight to China aligns with US interests, but Russia and
Pakistan dynamics require careful navigation. Up to May 2025, escalations like the India-Pakistan conflict and
tariff hikes tested ties, yet initiatives like COMPACT and Quad minerals cooperation demonstrate enduring
momentum. Future prospects hinge on addressing trade tensions, particularly Trump’s tariff policies, through
dialogue and a potential trade deal. Deepening defense cooperation, including co-production in Al and drones,
and aligning on climate and technology initiatives can sustain momentum. India’s UN Security Council
aspirations and the US’s support will shape global governance debates. Sustained high-level engagement,
building on the legacies of Clinton, Obama, and the nuclear deal, will ensure the partnership remains a defining
feature of the 21st century.
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