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From Estranged to Engaged to Restrained: The
New India-US Diplomatic Register

&' The Indian Express 30 May 2026

IE  The Indian Express 2 tags v

’ INTERVIEW ANGLE

"Indian Express argues India-US ties have entered a "restrained" transactional phase under
Trump 2.0. As a strategic analyst, what are the new red lines India must protect and what
concessions are negotiable?"

INDIAN EXPRESS | OPINION COLUMN | MAY 30, 2026

(1947-1991) — post-1991 engagement (Vajpayee-Clinton through Modi-Obama) — present restrained
transactional phase under Trump 2.0, where security cooperation continues but trade frictions, immigration

curbs, and US re-engagement with Pakistan create new ceilings.

THE ARGUMENT IN ONE LINE

The India-US relationship has moved past the strategic optimism of the Bush-Manmohan civil nuclear deal

(2008) and the Obama-Modi defence pillar — it is now a transactional partnership with restrained

ceilings, where each side extracts what it needs without expecting transformational alignment.
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THE THREE PHASES

PHASE PERIOD DEFINING MARKERS

Estranged 1947-1991 Indo-Soviet Treaty (1971); Cold War; Pressler Amendment (Pakistan tilt);
democracies India non-aligned

Engaged 1991-2024 LPG reforms; Talbott-Singh dialogue (post-Pokhran II 1998); civil nuclear
democracies deal (2005 Manmohan-Bush, ratified 2008); defence “major partner”

status (2016 LEMOA, COMCASA, BECA); iCET (2022)

Restrained 2024-present Tariff frictions (steel, pharma, aluminium); H-1B compression; US re-
democracies (Trump 2.0) engagement with Pakistan (Munir’s Washington visit, July 2025); Quad’s

transactional turn

WHAT TRIGGERED THE “RESTRAINED” PHASE

L) Trump’s transactional doctrine — every relationship gets a price tag; allies must “pay their

share.”

© US-Pakistan rebalance — Field Marshal Asim Munir’s July 2025 Washington visit; partial

restoration of military aid; impacts India’s expectations.

© Tariff cascade — US tariffs on Indian steel (50%), aluminium, pharma generics — pressuring

Indian exporters.

o Immigration / H-1B — Trump executive orders restricting H-1B specialty workers; impacts Indian

IT services.

5 Trade deal stalemate — IPEF Pillar I (Trade) impasse; India-US trade deal targeted “imminent”
but slipping.

RUBIO’S MAY 23-26 VISIT — WHAT WAS SALVAGED

US Secretary of State Marco Rubio’s India visit (May 23-26, 2026) was framed as a stabilising mission:

® Quad FM meeting at Hyderabad House (May 26)

e India-US Critical Minerals Framework signed

e “Mission 500” trade target reaffirmed (USD 500 bn bilateral trade by 2030)
e White House invitation to PM Modi

e Counter-terrorism, defence, technology cooperation reaffirmed

From Estranged to Engaged to Restrained: The New India-US Diplomatic Register 3/7


https://ujiyari.com/vocab/cascade/
https://ujiyari.com/vocab/impasse/
https://ujiyari.com/terms/critical-minerals/
https://ujiyari.com/vocab/bilateral/
https://ujiyari.com/

\\ \
& ujivari UPSC & STATE PGS CURRENT AFFAIRS

But the column’s central concern is the warming US-China relations post-Trump’s Beijing visit and the so-

called “strategic stability” framework — which could squeeze India’s strategic space within the Quad if

Washington decouples from de-risking China.

WHAT “RESTRAINED” MEANS IN PRACTICE

DOMAIN ENGAGED PHASE RESTRAINED PHASE
Defence Major Defense Partner status; tech transfer (GE Continuity but slower; new tech transfers
F414 jet engine deal, 2023) more conditional
Trade TPF dialogues; iCET-linked tech Tariff frictions; trade deal stalled; IPEF Trade
pillar limbo
Immigration H-1B was a quiet workhorse H-1B compression; STEM OPT cuts being
debated
China Both saw China as strategic challenge US oscillates; India still treats as adversarial
posture (LAC, FDI screening)
Pakistan US distanced post-9/11 — quiet F-16 Active re-engagement; Munir Washington
maintenance only visit; CT cooperation public

INDIA'S STRATEGIC CALCULUS

The column implies India should:

e Lower expectations without sacrificing engagement.

2 Insulate critical-tech dependencies — semiconductors, Al hardware, advanced defence — via

diversification (ISM 2.0, EU partnerships, Japan-South Korea defence pacts).

(3 Preserve Russia option — S-400/S-500 deliveries; oil imports; defence diversification.

o Activate Global South — BRICS chairmanship 2026, India-Africa engagement (postponed IAFS-

IV), Indo-Pacific partnerships beyond Quad.

o) Domestic economic resilience — reduce export dependence on US market (currently ~17% of

India’s exports); deepen RCEP-equivalent partnerships.
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UPSC HOOKS

PAPER ANGLE
GS2 India-US bilateral evolution; Quad; Indo-Pacific; strategic autonomy; multipolarity
Mains “Trace the evolution of India-US relations from estrangement to engagement to a ‘restrained’

partnership. What are the structural and contemporary drivers?”

Prelims India-US civil nuclear deal (2005 framework, 2008 NSG waiver); LEMOA (2016); COMCASA (2018);
BECA (2020); Major Defense Partner status (2016); iCET (2022); GE F414 deal (2023); “Mission 500"
(2026); Quad FM Delhi (May 26, 2026)

CROSS-LINKS

e Quad “Different Directions” editorial (companion piece)
e India-US Critical Minerals Framework (May 26, 2026)
e 35th India-China WMCC talks (Beijing, May 27, 2026)

e India’s strategic autonomy doctrine

Source: From Estranged to Engaged to Restrained: The New India-US Diplomatic Register — Ujiyari.com | Free
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