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Abstract

This study examines the dynamic interplay between India’s foundational foreign policy doctrine of
Strategic Autonomy and its expanding defense convergence with the United States amidst shifting
geopolitical dynamics in the Indo-Pacific. Unlike traditional United States treaty allies that operate under
mutual security guarantees (e.g., NATO partners, Japan, South Korea), India adheres to a policy of multi-
alignment, seeking issue-based security partnerships while preserving complete sovereign independence
in foreign policy decision-making. Through a comparative analytical framework, this paper evaluates how
New Delhi integrates into US-led defense architectures—facilitated by foundational logistical agreements
(LEMOA, COMCASA, BECA), key institutional platforms such as the 2+2 Ministerial Dialogue, and
high-technology co-production frameworks (iCET and INDUS-X)—while simultaneously maintaining
legacy defense reliance on Russia and participating in non-Western multilateral institutions like BRICS
and the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO). The research critically assesses the systemic friction
between Washington’s traditional expectations of military alignment and India’s structural imperative for
sovereign policy manoeuvring. Ultimately, the paper argues that India-US defense ties represent a
paradigm shift in 21st-century international relations: a functional "strategic partnership without
alignment" that balances mutual security objectives against regional threats while maintaining India's
enduring multi-alignment strategy.
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INTRODUCTION

The contemporary structure of the international system is defined by deep systemic fluidity, marked by
heightened Sino-American strategic competition, the militarization of regional maritime domains, and the
erosion of post-Cold War multilateral institutions. Within the Indo-Pacific—the primary geographic
epicentre of 21st-century geopolitical friction—the security ecosystem is being actively reshaped by
institutional realignments. Central to this emerging strategic configuration is the defense partnership
between the Republic of India and the United States of America.

Over the past two decades, India-US defense relations have undergone a qualitative transformation.
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Historically characterized by Cold War divergence and post-1998 nuclear sanctions, the relationship has
evolved into a comprehensive global strategic partnership. Driven by shared concerns over Chinese
military assertiveness along the Line of Actual Control (LAC) and across the maritime expanse of the
Indian Ocean Region (IOR), Washington and New Delhi have institutionalized deep military-to-military
cooperation.

However, this bilateral relationship operates under a distinct structural anomaly when evaluated alongside
traditional American foreign policy frameworks. While the United States’ grand strategy has historically
relied on institutionalized, formal treaty alliances bound by collective defense provisions (e.g., Article 5
of the North Atlantic Treaty or bilateral mutual defense treaties), India steadfastly rejects formal military
alignment. Instead, New Delhi operates under the foundational principle of Strategic Autonomy—a
doctrine rooted in its non-aligned past but modernized into a pragmatic posture of "multi-alignment".
This paper provides a comparative study of India-US defense relations against the backdrop of the broader
US alliance architecture. It investigates how India successfully leverages defense cooperation with
Washington to enhance its national deterrence capabilities without becoming absorbed into the US alliance
network.

Strategic Autonomy vs. Alliance Commitments
Conceptualizing Strategic Autonomy and Multi-Alignment
Strategic Autonomy, in the context of Indian foreign policy, refers to the capacity of a state to make
independent foreign policy and security decisions based on national interest, free from external coercion
or binding institutional constraints. Following the end of the Cold War, India’s strategic posture evolved
from ideological non-alignment to a pragmatic Multi-Alignment.
Under multi-alignment, India seeks to build targeted, issue-based coalitions with major global powers to
maximize its developmental, technological, and security capabilities. Strategic Autonomy is not
isolationism; rather, it is a risk-mitigation strategy designed to avoid entrapment in great-power conflicts
while retaining sovereign decision-making power across diverse geopolitical theaters.

India's Foreign Policy Posture

1. Issue-Based | ° Quad | * Enhance maritime |* Quad (Maritime
Alignment (Western & | Framework domain awareness and | Security)
Indo-Pacific regional security
Cooperation)
* United States * iCET & INDUS-X
& Western | «  Access advanced | (High-Tech & Al)
Partners defense  technologies
and  industrial  co-
production * GE F414 Jet
* Technology & Engine Deal
Defense
Coalitions * Balance regional
power dynamics in the
Indo-Pacific
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. Foundational
Agreements

(LEMOA, BECA)
2. Strategic Autonomy | * FEurasian & | Preserve sovereign | ¢ Russia Ties
(Global South & Non- | Global  South | foreign policy and | (Defense hardware &

Western Ties) Coalitions independent decision- | crude oil trade)
making
. Historical * BRICS (Economic
Strategic * Maintain diversified | multipolarity)
Partners defense = procurement
and energy security
. Shanghai
Cooperation
* Prevent entrapment in | Organisation (SCO)

Western-led
international conflicts
As illustrated in the Foreign Policy Posture table, India's grand strategy relies on a dual-track approach:
leveraging Issue-Based Alignment with Western partners for defense technology and Indo-Pacific security,
while strictly preserving Strategic Autonomy through non-Western platforms (BRICS, SCO) and historical
ties with Russia. The synthesis of these two tracks yields Pragmatic Multi-Alignment—a flexible posture
that enables India to maximize its national security and economic growth without committing to a binding,
formal military alliance.

The Structural Logic of the US Alliance System

The traditional US security paradigm relies on formal treaty alliances structured around mutual defense
commitments (e.g., "an attack on one is an attack on all"). In exchange for American security guarantees
and nuclear umbrellas, traditional allies (such as Japan, South Korea, and NATO members) typically
integrate their command structures, host US military bases, and align their diplomatic postures with
Washington's global strategic objectives.

Legal Basis Binding Mutual Defense Treaties Non-binding Strategic
Frameworks / MoUs

Security Guarantee | Explicit US Security/Nuclear Umbrella | No Mutual Security Guarantee
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Command Integrated / Joint Command (e.g., NATO) | Independent Command
Structure Structures
Foreign Policy | Constrained by Coalition Obligations High (Maintains Multi-
Flexibility alignment)

Troop Stationing Permanent US Bases & Basing Rights No Permanent Foreign Bases
Permitted

Operational Pillars of India-US Defense Cooperation
The operationalization of India-US defense cooperation over the past decade relies on three main pillars:
foundational defense agreements, joint institutional frameworks, and high-technology co-production

platforms.

The Four Foundational Agreements
Between 2002 and 2020, India and the US finalized four foundational defense agreements that established
the legal and technological bedrock for military interoperability:

1.

GSOMIA (General Security of Military Information Agreement, 2002): Established standards for
protecting shared classified military information.

LEMOA (Logistics Exchange Memorandum of Agreement, 2016): Allows both militaries to access
each other's naval and air bases for refueling, replenishment, and maintenance on a operational basis.
COMCASA (Communications Compatibility and Security Agreement, 2018): Enables the
installation of encrypted, high-grade US communication equipment on Indian platforms (e.g., P-8I
Poseidon aircraft, C-130J Hercules).

BECA (Basic Exchange and Cooperation Agreement, 2020): Allows the sharing of high-precision
geospatial data and satellite imagery, enhancing missile targeting capabilities.

High-Tech Co-Production: iCET and INDUS-X
Recognizing that a traditional buyer-seller defense dynamic was insufficient for a major power like India,

both nations pivoted toward co-development and technology transfer.

iCET (Initiative on Critical and Emerging Technology): Launched to accelerate defense innovation
and technology cooperation across artificial intelligence, quantum computing, semiconductors, and
space exploration.

INDUS-X (India-U.S. Defense Acceleration Ecosystem): Launched under iCET, INDUS-X acts as
an innovation bridge connecting defense start-ups, venture capital, and research institutions in both
countries. Key initiatives such as joint technology challenges and engine co-production deals (e.g., GE
F414 jet engine manufacturing in India) represent a major shift in American defense export policy
toward a non-treaty partner.

India-US Defense Cooperation Framework
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* 2+2 Ministerial Dialogue | = ICET: Critical &
(Foreign & Defense | Emerging Technology
Ministers) Initiative

» Defense Policy Group |+ INDUS-X: Defense
(Policy & Strategic Planning) | Innovation &  Start-up

Network
« Malabar Naval Exercise | * GE F414 Deal: Jet Engine
(Multilateral Maritime | Joint Co-Production
Integration)
* Quad Framework (Indo- | Joint R&D:
Pacific Strategic | Collaborative Defense
Cooperation) Research Projects

Table , the India-US Defense Cooperation Framework operates across three distinct operational pillars:
foundational enabling agreements, strategic policy dialogues, and advanced technology co-production.
Together, these mechanisms enable real-time intelligence sharing, logistical interoperability, and industrial
defense integration. This tripartite structure allows India to rapidly modernize its military capabilities and
strengthen Indo-Pacific deterrence while preserving complete Strategic Autonomy without entering into a
binding treaty alliance.

Friction Points and Strategic Hedging
Despite deep convergence in the Indo-Pacific, India’s retention of Strategic Autonomy generates structural
friction points in the bilateral relationship.

The Russia Factor and Défense Hardware Diversification

India’s legacy defense reliance on Russia remains a major point of political and legislative tension with
Washington. Moscow historically supplied over 60—70% of India's military hardware (including the S-400
TRIUMF air defense system, nuclear-powered submarines, and Sukhoi Su-30MKI fighters).

While India has systematically reduced its reliance on Russian imports in recent years—shifting toward
domestic production (Make in India) and procuring platforms from France, Israel, and the US—it refuses
to cut diplomatic or economic ties with Moscow. New Delhi views Russia as a vital continental
counterweight and energy partner, resisting Western pressure to isolate Moscow during global conflicts.

Divergent Strategic Priorities

While the United States views its global alliance network as a mechanism to preserve a rules-based

international order globally, India’s strategic focus remains primary concentrated on its immediate

geography:

e Continental Threats: Addressing long-standing land border disputes with China and Pakistan.

e Maritime Domain: Securing the Indian Ocean Region rather than projecting military power into
distant theaters like Western Europe or the Western Pacific.
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Consequently, India resists participating in military operations that fall outside United Nations mandates

or lack direct relevance to its national security footprint.

Comparative Analysis: India vs. Traditional US Allies
To understand the unique nature of India's posture, it is useful to compare its relationship with Washington
against traditional treaty alliance structures like NATO and the US-Japan Security Treaty:

Comparative Matrix of US Alliance Commitments vs. India's Strategic Autonomy Model.

interoperable tactics.

Legal Basis & | Binding Security Treaties (e.g., | Non-binding Executive Frameworks,
Framework NATO Article 5, US-Japan Treaty | MoUs, and Joint Strategic Visions.
Article 5).
Mutual Defense | Explicit Security Umbrella: "An | No Mutual Defense Guarantee: Neither
Obligation attack on one is an attack on all." | nation is legally obligated to defend the
Includes extended US nuclear | other during military conflict.
deterrence.
Command Integrated Command: Joint | Independent ~Command:  Entirely
Architecture military command structures, | separate military commands; joint posture
operational integration, and | limited to interoperability exercises.

Military  Troop

Permanent US military bases and

No foreign military bases or permanent

Stationing forward-deployed US troops on allied | foreign troop deployments permitted on
sovereign territory. Indian soil.

Enabling Automated, deep intelligence sharing | Customized Foundational Agreements

Logistics & | (e.g., Five Eyes) and pre-arranged | (GSOMIA, LEMOA, COMCASA,

Intelligence base access agreements. BECA) for case-by-case tactical support.

Defense Buyer-seller ~ model or  co- | Focus on technology transfer, innovation

Industrial Model | development wunder tight US | ecosystem linkage, and co-production
regulatory control and ITAR | (iCET, INDUS-X, GE F414 Engines).
restrictions.

Foreign  Policy | High voting alignment at the UN; | Pragmatic = Multi-Alignment:  High

Flexibility expectation of unified stance on | autonomy; maintains ties with Russia,
global crises and sanctions. energy trade, and participation in BRICS

/ SCO.

Geopolitical Global alignment with Washington's | Issues-based, regional alignment centered

Orientation grand  strategy and  alliance | primarily on a Free and Open Indo-
commitments. Pacific and maritime security.

Table , the India-US relationship defines a contemporary paradigm of "Strategic Partnership Without
Alignment." While traditional US allies operate under binding treaty obligations, integrated military
commands, and shared defense postures, India leverages customized mechanisms (LEMOA, BECA,
1CET) to enhance operational capabilities and technology sharing. This pragmatic model allows New
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Delhi to align with Washington on core Indo-Pacific security interests while preserving complete Strategic

Autonomy, multi-alignment flexibility, and sovereign foreign policy decision-making.

1. Autonomy in Foreign Policy: Traditional allies generally align their foreign policies with Washington
on critical global security votes. In contrast, India routinely abstains on votes that conflict with its
multi-alignment principles, maintaining active membership in BRICS and the SCO alongside China
and Russia.

2. Absence of Military Entrapment: Under formal alliance treaties, an attack on one partner creates
legal obligations for others to respond. India's strategic partnership explicitly excludes automatic
military involvement, protecting New Delhi from entrapment in extra-regional conflicts.

3. Strategic Hedging: India practices dynamic hedging—using its partnership with the US to balance
China’s power while utilizing multilateral organizations to prevent global unipolarity.

Policy Recommendations for Sustainable Engagement

To sustain a long-term defense partnership while respecting India's strategic autonomy, both nations

should consider the following policy adjustments:

1. Institutionalize Institutional Flexibility: Washington must continue accepting India’s posture of
multi-alignment as a feature of regional stability rather than a structural flaw. Pressuring New Delhi
to abandon non-Western platforms risks driving unnecessary wedge issues.

2. Streamline Regulatory Frameworks (ITAR & Export Controls): To fulfill the potential of iCET
and INDUS-X, the US Congress should streamline International Traffic in Arms Regulations (ITAR)
requirements for critical technology transfers to Indian firms.

3. Focus on Co-Development Over Off-the-Shelf Sales: Joint R&D initiatives and co-production
models align directly with India’s Atmanirbhar Bharat (Self-Reliant India) policy, fostering long-term
industrial integration.

4. Enhance Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA): Both nations should prioritize joint maritime
surveillance and information sharing in the Indian Ocean Region to ensure supply chain security and
freedom of navigation.

Conclusion

The defense relationship between India and the United States has evolved into one of the most
consequential bilateral partnerships of the 21st century. However, it operates outside the traditional
blueprints of American alliance structures. Driven by its long-standing doctrine of Strategic Autonomy,
India has established a precedent for a major rising power: engaging in deep, high-technology defense
collaboration with the United States while retaining complete independence over its foreign policy
decisions. At the core of India’s foreign and defense policy is its long-standing doctrine of Strategic
Autonomy. Historically manifested as Non-Alignment, Strategic Autonomy in the modern era has
transformed into a pragmatic, proactive foreign policy designed to maximize national security, sovereign
decision-making, and strategic flexibility. India has established a clear precedent for rising global powers:
it demonstrates that a nation can engage in deep, high-technology defense collaboration, military
interoperability, and intelligence sharing with the United States while retaining complete, unyielding
independence over its foreign policy decisions and sovereign choices.

This comparative analysis demonstrates that Strategic Autonomy and robust defense cooperation are not
mutually exclusive. Instead, India's policy of multi-alignment provides a resilient framework for dynamic,
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issue-based balancing in a complex, multipolar global order. As both nations navigate ongoing power
shifts in the Indo-Pacific, the India-US strategic partnership will continue to serve as a key anchor of
regional stability.
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