
Two decades of sustained focus and growing ambition have powered historic 

gains in US-India relations and given rise to a strategic partnership that is 

strong, forward-looking, and ripe with potential. In this context discuss how the 

United States and India should go ahead as Major Defence Partners (MDP). 
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Answer: 

Growing strategic convergence between the United States and India has 

transformed bilateral defence relations over the past two decades. Today, 

Washington and New Delhi are no longer estranged democracies of the Cold 

War era, but strategic partners that share common values and an array of core 

interests. Both increasingly cooperate on a range of complex security challenges 

— from terrorism and counter proliferation to maritime security and disaster 

relief. 

 

Looking ahead, the United States and India have an opportunity to deepen 

bilateral defence relations under the Major Defence Partner framework, which 

places India on par, for the purposes of transferring advanced technology, with 

Washington’s closest allies and partners. The MDP designation is unique to 

India. No other country has been designated a Major Defence Partner of the 

United States. The designation was meant to simultaneously elevate and 

distinguish the US-India defence relationship, while also crafting an ambitious 

new model for positive engagement between two major powers of the 21st 

century. The MDP tag, while being unique, is also a template for engagement 

between two geopolitical partners whose cooperation will be critical to the 

security and management of the global commons. It offers both countries the 

ability to design a new framework, basis and ethic for an intimate and expansive 

relationship unencumbered by past formats and existing arrangements. 

 

However, after three years, Washington and New Delhi have yet to fully define 

and operationalise this concept, which engenders uncertainty and misaligns 

expectations. With political tensions on the rise in the Indo-Pacific, building a 

common understanding of MDP’s scope, aims, and focus is vital. 



As both countries seek to build, define and operationalise, each nation will have 

to advocate for and advance its own national interests, which for India includes 

the need for strategic autonomy consistent with its traditions and regional 

interests. This should not, however, create obstacles to an uninterrupted and 

serious dialogue on critical bilateral issues such as MDP. Beyond the strategic 

benefits, both countries and their citizens will want to see the economic benefits 

of more advanced defence partnerships, which would include new opportunities 

for industry, academia and start-ups that yield a vibrant US-India defence 

ecosystem. Continued complexity and further integration in joint training 

exercises will leave both sides better prepared to handle contingencies as they 

arise, focusing on those areas of key strategic relevance. Increased intelligence 

sharing will be a natural by-product of this deeper cooperation, which will 

further secure preparedness in both nations. In sum, MDP can and should be the 

model of cooperation that:  

a) elevates India on par with America’s closest allies, including NATO partners, 

in order to achieve strategic and operational parity across services and domains 

and;  

b) recognizes that the India and US partnership, one between the largest 

democratic economies in this century, will be unlike any other in which both 

partners will pursue their own geo-political objectives even as they deepen their 

bilateral engagement for the good of our people and to strengthen the global 

liberal order. 


