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“Triangulation” dynamics: Jaishankar on India, China and the US

by David Scott

During the summer, Subrahmanyam Jaishankar delivered the 21st IISS Fullerton Lecture in Singapore, on the topic of India, the United States and China. Its focus was simple, “triangulation” dynamics in which “the inter-play of India with the US and China is among the key factors that will determine the strategic balance in Asia and beyond”. Jaishankar was well equipped to discuss this India-China-US triangle, having been appointed Ambassador to China in July 2009 and then Ambassador to the US in September 2013. These postings enabled him to give key speeches profiling India’s bilateral relations with each respective country such as India and China: Fifty Years After (2012) and India and the United: The Long View (2014);  speeches which outlined but also implicitly contrasted economic convergence with China and strategic convergence with the US. Since being appointed Foreign Secretary in January 2015, there have been little released speeches from Jaishankar, so this IISS Lecture was all the more significant.
In his IISS lecture, Jaishankar’s sense of India-US relations  was that they had “definitely acquired new energy in the last year”, with a “convergence of interests, in the case of India, that is quite significant”. This convergence was exemplified by Jaishankar through the Joint Strategic Vision for Asia-Pacific and Indian Ocean Region drawn up in May 2015 between India and the US. Jaishankar’s take on the Joint Strategic Vision was that
[a] “we affirmed our shared interest in safeguarding maritime security”;
[b] “ensuring freedom of navigation and over-flights throughout the region”; 
[c] “urged all parties to avoid the threat or use of force and pursue resolution of disputes through peaceful means, in accordance with international law”.
All three issues were China-related. [A] related to China’s naval appearance in the Indo-Pacific that concerned the US in the Western Pacific and India in the Indian Ocean. [B] related to China’s declaration of an Air Defence Zone in the East China Sea. [C] related to growing Chinese assertiveness and degree of coercive diplomacy in the South China Sea. Jaishankar pointed to a China-context in his wider sense that “the deepening and broadening of the Indo-US relationship has been among the key elements of a changing Asian calculus”, a calculus by China’s neighbours in the face of China’s growing power.
With regard to China, Jaishankar accompanied the Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi on his trip to China in May 2015. In his IISS lecture, Jaishankar came back to how “on that occasion, the terminology agreed upon by the two countries to describe themselves” in the Joint Statement was as “‘two major powers in the region and the world”.  Here Jaishankar was referring to the simultaneous rise by India and China in the international system and global economy, but yet a “parallel if differential rise”. Ultimately China and India present different models of democratic/non-democratic economic rise.  An asymmetric trade relationship of (China) surplus/deficit (India) was not ignored, it “continues to be a major challenge”, but was enfolded with talk by Jaishankar of potential future Chinese investments in the India, and of a special task force being set up to deal with this growing trade imbalance and to meet in the future. Whether either development takes place, and with what effect, remains indeterminate though. The immediate disputed Himalayan border issue was moderated by Jaishankar’s flagging up of “efforts to enhance communication between the militaries, promote leadership level contacts, establish more hot-lines, expand border commanders exchanges and create more meeting points”. However, this left obvious the lack of tangible movement on any actual negotiations let alone resolution of the disputed border – around which continuing arms build up continues. The ongoing  India-China trust deficit was pointed to in his euphemism of “we are also moving to address the familiarity gap in the relationship”.
A final nuance was Jaishankar’s assertion that “India’s maritime interests are significant … in recent months, considerable thought has been given to an integrated Indian Ocean strategy … defending our interests … and we think that those who are resident in this region have the primary responsibility for peace, stability and prosperity in the Indian Ocean”. This all pointed to Indian aspirations of leadership in the Indian Ocean (“India’s ocean”?). Though Jaishankar’s words could have been aimed against all external powers, in reality they were an implicit warning against a growing Chinese naval presence in the Indian Ocean; which has generated closer Indian naval cooperation in the Indian Ocean and Western Pacific bilaterally with the US, and trilaterally with the US and Japan.
Where did this leave the India-China-US triangle? In his analysis of the relationship “in Asia and beyond”, Jaishankar made a crucial point of levels that “India welcomes the growing reality of a multi-polar world, as it does, of a multi-polar Asia”. This points to a two-level dynamic in India-China relations. Whereas the global-level brings India together with China vis-à-vis the US, in international relations (IR) theory reflecting Kenneth Waltz’ “balance of power” logic; the regional-level brings India together with the US vis-à-vis China, in IR theory terms reflecting Stephen Walt’s “balance of threat” logic for India, especially with regard to Walt’s criteria of “geographic proximity” and “(perceived) offensive intentions” of China. The former level was illustrated clearly in separate and joint Indian and Chinese calls for global multipolarity, in the need for restructuring of global financial institutions, and in common stances on global environmental issues such as the “differentiated responsibilities” argument. The latter level was illustrated in the India-US Joint Strategic Vision for Asia-Pacific and Indian Ocean Region. Having emphasised India-US strategic partnership, Jaishankar’s sense that “Asia will no doubt go through some uncertainties before arriving at a new equilibrium” referred to power shift between a rising China and declining US. However, rather than Chinese sweeping away US power, Jaishankar invoked IR “realism” perspectives for a new balance, as alongside India and the US, “other factors and other nations will definitely have a say too, among them ASEAN members, Japan or Australia”.
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