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Indo-Iranian Relations
What Prospects for Transformation?!

C. CHRISTINE FAIR

ince 1993, India and Iran have sought to transform their bilateral
Srelations with limited success. India’s efforts to develop closer tes
with Iran have always been controversial because Iran’s critics believed
India’s engagement wich Iran undermined international efforts to isolate it.
However, in recent years, Indo-Iranian relations have drawn considerably
more high-level attention because the stakes are higher. Since 2000i the
United States (US) and India have embarked upon a serious effort to forge
a strategic relationship (see S. Paul Kapur’s chapter in this volume). In
2005, the US promised to help India become a global power inclusive of
military and nuclear assistance.? US nuclear assistance to ~India required the
US Congress to reverse course on decades of non-proliferation legislation,
much of which was precipitated by India’s 1974 nuclear test, and hoist up
an India-specific policy that recognizes India’s status as a nuclear power
ousside of the Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty (NPT). At the time of
the negotiations, some American law-makers were nonplussed by India’s
relations with Iran, and the US Ambassador to India, David Mulford, even
linked the prospects of the deal to Indian cooperation on Iran.> One US
State Department official pointedly said that Delhi’s ties with Tehran are
‘the biggest single obstacle to the future of US-India relations and the one
issue that could torpedo our strategic partnership’.*

Iran’s brinkmanship over its nuclear programme has galvanized
transatlantic agreement about Iranian intent to weaponize and a consensus
on the need to prevent lran from doing so, requiring India to delicately
balance its relations with the US. Due to Iran’s refusal to halt uranium
enrichment, the United Natons Security Council (UNSC) sanctioned

Iran thrice in 2006, 2007, and 2008. The UNSC sanctions required the
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supportof Russia and China, which have championed Iran’s right to civilian
nuclear technology and have even provided assistance to its programme.’
US efforts to limit Iran’s power remain focused and have intensified due o
[ran’s backing of Hezbollah in Lebanon and its interference in Afghanistan
and in US-occupied Iraq. Some US policymakers expect India, as its new
security partner, to help isolate Iran—not provide it with an economic,
political, and diplomatic lifeline. The US Congress even tried to condition
the US-India nuclear deal upon India’s active support for US and
international efforts to contain Iran’s nuclear programme. In 2007, the
George W. Bush administration balked and the final legislation softened
this focus but still requires the administration to report to Congress yearly
on India’s cooperation on Iran, among other items.°

Indian leadership’s interests in securing this civilian nuclear deal
imposed challenges for India’s sustained ties with Tehran. Despite
controversial statements that India would not betray Iran, India voted
‘against Iran’ mwice at the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA).
First, it voted for the resolutions finding Iran to be in non-compliance in
September 2005, and later it voted to refer Iran to the UNSC in February
2006.” Those votes did much to chill the Indo-lranian rapprochement,
which irked Indian critics of tight ties with Washington. They opine that
New Delhi has relinquished its sovereignty to placate Washington and have
called for re-energizing Indo-Iran ties.® The debate notwithstanding, India
does have several enduring interests in Iran. That country provides India
access to Afghanistan and Central Asia. Iran and the Central Asian republics
also offer India access to future and current energy markets, as well as
prospects for various non-hydrocarbon commercial activities. Ties with Iran
and its neighbours also permit India to exert pressure upon Pakistan. Given
these important Indian equities in Iran and the constraints of working with
Washingron, to what extent will India be able to meaningfully rransform its
ties with Tehran? This is the subject of this chaprer.

After providing a brief overview of the present-day Indo-Iranian
relationship, this chapter explains the ongoing bilateral efforts to forge
significant Indo-Iranian relations using three levels of analyses. First it
examines structural factors, especially shifts within the international system.
A second level considers domestic developments in Iran and India. Ar a
third level, this chapter considers the role of individual leaders. As will be
apparent, Indo-Iran relations appear to be over-determined by structural
and domestic factors. However, specific leaders have been important as
well. This chapter concludes with a discussion of the future prospects for
Indo-Iranian relations.
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CONTEMPORARY INDO-IRANIAN RELATIONS ‘
For the first 40 years of independent India’s history, its ability to «:uitxfate
formal political ties with Iran was constrained by the aiignixlexats of the %o;d
War.? While Iran was the first nation to recognize Pakistan a‘nd eslftbimh.ed
formal diplomatic relations in May 194$, [ran and India if).rmahzed ties
on 15 March 1950 when they signed a friendship weaty Whld‘] C;jlﬂtfd fc?r
‘perpetual peace and friendship’ berween the TWO States. in prmgplc ‘ti.us
document committed the two to amicable relations; however,‘ in reality
both states were soon to be ensnared in opposing Cold War alliances that
precluded development of robust bilateral tifi‘f.m . o
In 1955, Mohammad Reza Shah (or The Shah) joined the L‘beﬂm‘ua{eﬁ
Baghdad Pact fearing that communism would undermine his rggxfx?c.
Im;lia’s Prime Minister Nehru denounced the Baghdad Pact (as well as the
Southeast Asia Treaty Organization [SEAT O]) as a ‘wrong approac.h, a
dangerous approach, and a harmful approach’™? w0 international rclgt@ng
While lran pursued the option of alignment, India emtf'ged asa 1f:afhng
state in the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) although it certainly tilted
towards Moscow. With the first Indo-Pakistan War of 1,“’)47/8‘(&:1({ th.e
emergence of an enduring Indo-Pakistan dispute over 'Ixash:mg Inéxa
and Pakistan became locked in intense enmity. As Pakiscag was‘als? a
member of the Baghdad pact (later renamed Central Treaty Organxzatxf)n,
CENTO), lran and Pakistan became closer, ostensibly under the security
umbrella of the US."? During the 1965 and 1971 wars with India, Iran
provided Pakistan with military assistance. ? 3 . B
Although India largely welcomed Iran’s 1979 revolution as a;i
expression of national self-assertion and although the p(‘;stirevo‘imfczmq
[ranian leadership was generally well disposed tuwmards %nci‘ia, ‘sagmlhcami
differences persisted. Iran was much more critica'l of the b()vmr.. invasion of
Afghanistan than was India, which avoided pubh'c co‘ndemn:auan. During
the Iran—lraq war, India remained ambivalent as it tried to fxniuitftnécusiy
protect its oil interests in both states. Under Ayarollah I&hcm@nh %ran
remained isolationist and focused both upon consolidating the gains of \Fhe
revolution and the strains of the Iran—lraq war. While the 1970s and 1980s
witnessed tensions between the two, there were episodic but notable periods
of positive engagement, and the two suf&;t;aim:d econpmic e.ngageme:m
during this period, particularly on energy issucs. .hl 1983, India and Irlan‘
forged their first significant institutional mechanism, the 1.ndo—1ran ]cfxm
Commission. Lt convened foreign ministerial level meetings to review
progress made chiefly on economi; issues. ‘ N
Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, India and Iran pursued, with various
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levels of effort, economic and trade dialogues. However, there were
surprisingly few high-level activities, such as the 1993 state visit by India’s
PM Narasimha Rao to Iran and a 1995 reciprocal visit by Iran’s President
Rafsanjani. Neither visit produced any accord per se, but they were
foundational exchanges which laid the groundwork for more substantive
future developments. The second major bilateral initiative, the Tehran
Declaration, did not occur until 2001. It was signed by Iran’s President
Khatami and India’s PM Atal Bihari Vajpayee during the latter’s April 2001
visit to Tehran, it focused upon energy and commercial concerns, and it
reatfirmed their commitment to a North-South Corridor and its maximal
utilization. (This North-South Corridor will permit facile movement of
goods from India by sea, through Iran and into Central Asia and Russia.'?)
Iran and India also agreed to promote scientific and technical cooperation. 15
The so-called India—Iran Strategic Dialogue came out of that agreement
and has since mert four times. Reflecting the bilateral stall precipitared
perhaps in part due to India's votes at the UNSC, it last met in May 2005
and concentrated upon gas pipelines and a bilateral agreement for liquehied
natural gas (LNG), which Iran cannot produce.'® So far, neither side has
announced a date to reconvene the Strategic Dialogue.

The most recent and most substantial framework shaping Indo-
Iranian relations was the January 2003 New Delhi Declaration, signed
when President Khatami visited New Delhi. It included seven additional
Memoranda of Understanding and dilated upon international terrorism,
shared concerns about the looming US invasion of Iraq, and the mutual
need for enhanced cooperation in science and technology. !” Some reports
suggested that space advancements (for example, satellite launch) were
discussed, although there is no such mention in the accord.'® Hydrocarbon
and water issues figured prominently, as did close cooperation in efforts
to reconstruct and rehabilitate Afghanistan.’? One of the additional
documents signed during Khatami's 2003 visic was the "Road Map to
Strategic Cooperation’, which mapped out concrete steps on oil and gas
issues (such as the ever-challenging pipeline project), the commirment to
expand non-hydrocarbon bilateral trade, and other forms of significant
economic cooperation. lralso featured India’s commitment to help develop
the Chahbahar port complex, the Chahbahar—Fahranj-Bam railway
link, and a Marine Oil Tanking Terminal at the port. Controversially, it
committed the two states to pursue more robust defence cooperation.*”

Progress in this relationship has been slow.*! The energy relationship
has been stymied by Iranian infrastructure. Iran lacks the capability to
produce LNG and India’s commitment to help construct an LNG plant



136 India's Foreign Policy

in Iran likely falls afoul of the Iran—Libya Sanctions Acc“(iLSA;), 'Whit?h
requires sanctions on yearly investments in excess of $20 million in
Iran’s energy sector.? They have continued to make progress on their
commitment to build a North-South Corridor with Russia. Russia, Iran,
and India signed this agreement (called the Inter-Governmental Agreement
on laternational North-South Transport Corridor) in September 2000
in St Petersburg. This corridor is a part of an Indo-Iranian initiative to
facilitate the movement of goods from Indian ports to Chahbahar, across
Iran by rail, and onward into Central Asia and Russia.*’ As a part of this
agreement, India agreed to help expand the Iranian port of Chahl.)aha{
and lay railway tracks that would connect Chahbahar to the Afghan city of
Zaranj. India has also committed to upgrading the 215-km road that links
Zaranj and Delaran as part of the Ring Road, a circular road network that
connects Herat and Kabul via Mazar-e-Sharif in the north and Kandahar
in the south. This would permit Indian goods ro move into Afg}{anistzm
via Delaran and beyond. This access is critical for the movement of Ifldiai}
products into Afghanistan as Pakistan denies India over-land access.*
While these infrastructure and access projects have continued, the two
states” efforts to forge strategic relations have yielded few concrete ras%xlzs
apart from important joint working groups (for example, counter-terrorism
and counter-narcotics) and expanded Indian access to Iran through its long-
standing embassy in Tehran and consulate in Zahedan, and most recendy
its consulate in Bandar Abbas. The Bandar Abbas consulate was built in
2001 and permits India to monitor ship movements in the Persian Gul
and the Strait of Hormuz.”> The long-established consulate in Zahedan,
near the Pakistan border is also, likely, an important listening post.?® The
aforementioned strategic dialogue has met four times between October
2001 and May 2005 buc it has not convened since.?” Despite claims that
the forum would permit opportunities for cooperation in defence in agreed
areas, lictle has materialized.”®
Similarly, the hopes that India would provide expertise in electronics and
telecommunications, as well as upgrades for many of Iran’s legacy Russian
weapons systems have not fructified.”” There has been some activity in the
naval sphere; the two navies carried out their first joint naval manoeuvres
in the Arabian Sea in March 2003 during the US build-up to invade Iraq.”
India and Iran conducted their second naval exercise during 3-8 March
2006, overlapping with US President Bush’s trip to Afghanistan, India
and Pakistan.’! While the exercises themselves, in all likelihood, had little -
technical significance, their timing had enormous symbolism_. The ﬁm
naval engagement was coincident with the US military build-up in the Gul
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to invade Iraq in 2003, and the 2006 visit naval exercise overlapped with
US Congress’ review of the Indo-US nuclear deal and President George
Bush’s visit to India and Pakistan.

Bilateral technical cooperation has also been stymied. India had
cooperated with Iran on civilian nuclear programmes in the past when the
former sought to sell Iran a 10-megawart rescarch reactor to be installed
at Moallem Kalyach in 1991, and may have also considered selling Iran a
220-megawatt nuclear power reactor. While both were to be placed under
the IAEA safeguards, the US pressured India not to go through with the
sales, fearing that Iran would use these facilities to make weapons-grade
fissile materials.** The issue of nuclear cooperation again emerged in
October 2004 during a discussion between then Iranian President Khatami
and India’s then national security advisor, J.N. Dixit, in Tehran.3} Reports
of Indo-Iranian space cooperation also galvanized small pockets of
opposition to the ‘other Indo-US deal’ on space cooperation, presumably
out of concern that US technologies could find their way into the hands of
Iranian scientiss.

Since 20006, progress in Indo-Iranian relations has stalled in the wake
of India’s votes ‘against’ Iran at the IAEA. In an expression of vexation,
[ran changed the terms of an important agreement on LNG. In June 2005,
India’s Petroleum Minister Mani Shankar Aiyar inked a 25-year agreement
with Iran, according to which Iran would provide 5 million tons of LNG
per year from 2009. While the deal was worth around $22 billion, in actual
practice it was dubious. As noted, Iran lacks the capacity to manufacture
LNG and is unlikely to develop the capacity to do so as, to date, no LNG
facility has ever been made without US patented processes or parts. Despite
the largely symbolic nature of the deal, the Supreme Economic Council of
Iran, which is the ultimate arbiter of economic agreements, reneged on the
agreed-upon price point and demanded renegotiation. Iranians contend
that the decision was driven by the skyrocketing price of oil, which also
puts upward price pressure on natural gas. However, an equally—if not
more—important factor was India’s votes against Iran at the IAEA.3 In
addition, Indian officials reported that major infrastructure projects in Iran
(for example, the Chahbahar port) had sralled.3®

"The chill was short-lived. India, motivated by energy concerns and access
to Afghanistan and Central Asia, has been adamant that ics long-standing
ties with Iran would not be hostage to its other bilateral relations. Iran, for
its part, was keen to resume engagement with India not only because India
is an emerging economic power but also because India is an important
ally while other countries are seeking 1o isolate Iran. In April 2008, Tran’s
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controversial president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, made a high-profile
tour of South Asia, including visits to Pakistan and Sri Lanka. He also
visited India although it appears to have been an imprompru visit. Pﬂress
reports claim that when he made a routine request to refuel his aircraft in
India, Indian officials ‘pounced on the opportunity to host the Iranian
President” in an effort to revive Hagging relations. The stop-over became a
state visit.’” Rendering the proposed six-hour stop-over into an extended
official visit also afforded the government an opportunity to appease leftist
coalition partners who were piqued by New Delhi’s alignment wich the US,
civilian nuclear deal with Washington, and vores against Iran at the IAEA,
India also saw an opportunity to revisit the $7 billion Iran—Pakistan—India
gas pipeline which has been stalled for numerous reasons, including US
opposition, distrust of Pakistan, and commercial non-viability.

qualitative and quantitative expansion in US-Indian military ties, declared
the importance that New Delhi attaches to its relationship with Iran. The
New Delhi Declaration was also important in its substance. Expanding the
Tehran Declaration, this accord further committed the two states to deeper
levels of engagement, including military cooperation.

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the conclusion of the Cold
War presented both India and Iran wich 4 number of challenges and
opportunities. India faced uncertainty as to what would be the face of its
robust and long-standing arms supply relationship with the former Soviet
Union. Iran shared this concern because the Soviet Union also supplied
Iran with a steady source of arms and technology. In the wake of the end
of the Cold War, the US emerged as she global hegemon, which unsetded
both Iran and India (as well as numerous other states).

As the Soviet Union crumbled, both lran and India shared security
concerns about developments in Central Asia, which comprises Iran’s
important northern border and India’s extended strategic neighbourhood. ™!
The new Central Asia states were politically unstable and ill at ease with their
neighbours. Both Iran and India wanted to develop commercial access to and
political influence in the newly emergent republics. Given hostilitics with
Pakistan, Iran became the only viable corridor through which India could
access the natural resources and economic opportunities of Cenrral Asia and
Afghanistan. Central Asia emerged as an open field in which both India and
Pakistan sought to secure their political, economic, and diplomatic interess,
and jockeyed for influence in the arca, Russia, India, and Iran engaged in a
number of joint vencures to build infrascructure in Iran, Afghanistan, and
elsewhere in support of moving goods between India and Russia, via Iran
and/or Afghanistan. India sought to establish robust relationships with the
states of Central Asia and Iran ar least in part to strategically ourmanoeuvre
Pakistan, which also had aspirations in that area,

Both Iran and India were discomfited by the upsurge in milicant (Suani)
Islamist movements that fanned throughout South Asia and Central Asia
in the early and mid-1990s. The consolidation of power by the Pakistan-
backed Taliban was a major source of murual anxiety as both states
feared the consequences of unchecked proliferation of the militant Sunni
Deobandi/Wahabbist movement throughout their shared neighbourhood.
Tehran and New Delhi, working wich Russia and Tajikistan among others,
helped train and equip Ahmad Shah Massood’s Northern Alliance, which
was the only meaningful opposition to the Taliban.*? They also worked
to check cross-border terrorism as well as the spread of narcotics from
Afghanistan.

REVIVIFYING INDO-IRANIAN TIES

Structural Factors38
A number of changes in the international system have expanded and
constricted the opportunity space for India and Iran ac different points
in time despite the long history of shared culture and history. Arguably,
their progress in tansforming their ties was limiced by the political
arrangements of the Cold War. The demise of the Sovier Union was an
important structural factor that permitted more substantive development.
Soon thereafter in 1993, Indian PM Narasimha Rao made a state visit
to Iran. He was the first Indian PM to visir post-revolutionary Iran, and
Iran’s President Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani called it a ‘turning point’ in
bilateral relations. In 1995, Rafsanjani made a reciprocal visit to India.
High-level visits continued since 1995, even though the next state visic
did not occur until 2001 when PM Acal Bihari Vajpayee visited Tehran in
2001, culminating in the “Tehran Declaration’. Signed by PM Vajpayee
and lran’s President Mohammad Khatami, this declaration laid the
foundation for Indian and Iranian cooperation on a wide array of strategic
issues, including defence cooperation.®

Two years later, in January 2003, President Khatami travelled to Delhi
where he was welcomed as the chief guest at India’s 2003 Republic Day
celebrations—an honour generally reserved for the most important of
personages. Both leaders signed the New Delhi Agreement, which was
important both in its timing and substance. India’s feting of Khatami,
contemporancously with both the US military build-up in the Persian Gulf
in preparation for the second US war in Iraq and with an unprecedenred
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Apart from these regional interests, the relationship conferred other
benehits in the international arena. Cultivating Iran as a partner could help
deflect Pakistan’s rhetoric in international forums while India offered Iran
a potential means to break out of its isolation. India’s value in this regard
has only expanded in recent years as it has forged key relations with the
US, Israel, the European Union, and the states of Southeast and Northeast
Asia. India’s growing energy demands also presented attractive markets
for hydrocarbons. This general rapprochement of the 1990s resulted inan
important, if subtle, shift in Iran’s position on Kashmir: in 1991, Tehran
first acknowledged Kashmir to be an integral part of India. This was
subsequently reiterated when J.N. Dixit, the then Indian Foreign Secretary,
visited Iran in 1993, and again with PM Rao’s 1993 visit to Tehran.%3

A second major structural shift in the international arena created

further opportunities for Iran and India: the fall of the Taliban regime in

Afghanistan (c. 1994-2001). While Iran may have been concerned thar it

was the US that toppled the Taliban and that the US would have a military

presence in yet another neighbouring state, Iran was an important partner

at the December 2001 Bonn Conference. Iran encouraged the Bonn
Conference to ensure that the final document called for democracy in
Afghanistan and acknowledged the war on terrorism. Iran also convinced
the Northern Alliance to drop its demands for additional ministries when
talks threatened to break down.#* Only a few weeks later, US President
Bush included Iran in his infamous ‘Axis of Evil’ speech during his 2002
State of the Union address. With the Taliban routed, India worked quickly
to become Afghanistan’s most important regional partner and ro establish
an expanded presence that was denied during the Taliban period. India
established consulates in Jalalabad, Kandahar, Herat, and Mazar-e-Sharif in
addition to its embassy in Kabul. India has recently pledged $450 million
in addition to the $750 million already committed. However, it has only
disbursed a fraction of this amount according to figures from the Afgh;;g
government, cited by the Agency Coordinating Body For Afghan Relief

Iran too has contributed significant aid (disbursed nearly $251 million} ,

to Afghanistan, more than Australia or even Russia. It has disbursed nearly

$251 million.* Iran has not only concentrated its aid in the west (near the

Iran border) but also in Kabul. It has set up border posts against the heroin
trade, built reads and construction projects, established madrassas, provided
technical assistance among other projects. It will also help build a rail line
linking the two countries. In Kabul, its projects include a new medical
centre and a water testing laboratory. Iran is keen that an independen:
Afghanistan emerges free of both American influence and Sunni militany
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groups. While Iran hopes for such an Afghanistan and supports President
Karzai, it has also begun hedging its bets against alternative, less secure
futures by using its radio stations to broadcast anti-American propaganda,
funnelling funds to former warlords with ties to Iran, and supplying the
Taliban with small arms to antagonize the Americans.%’

Importandy, India and Iran are collaborating on infrastructure projects
such as the aforementioned effors o link Zaranj and Delaran as part of the
Ring Road. The New Delhi Declaration of 2003 makes explicit reference
to Afghanistan noting that:

Both sides stressed that the interests of peace and stability in the region are
best served by a strong, united, prosperous and independent Afghanistan ...
They urge the international community to remain committed on 2 long-term
basis to the reconstruction and development of Afghanistan, to controlling
re-emergence of terrorist forces, and spread of narcotics from Afghanistan,
That document also referenced the trilateral agreement between India, Iran,
and Afghanistan to develop the Chahbahar route through Melak, Zaranj,
and Delaran to facilitate regional trade and transir, 48

Other changes in the international community impose serious limits to
the extent of Indo-Iranian ties. First and foremost, India and the US are
cementing unprecedented ties, as noted. While the US and India sought
a rapprochement in the carly 1980s and lace 1990s, those efforts failed
bitterly.*” US President Bill Clinton sought to re-order relations with India
in 2000 and achieved some important breakthroughs, with the support of
PM Vajpayee. However, Clinton’s ability to forge strategic ties with India

was hamstrung by his commitment to non-proliferation. President Bush,

unrestrained by such commitments, restructured US relations with India
and committed Washington to enable India to become a global power.

One of the most important elements of this commitment has been the
US-India civilian nuclear deal which took around three years to finalize.
- This has involved contending with their legislatures, placating domestic
foes of the deal, and securing international agreement ar the IAFA and
the Nuclear Suppliers’ Groups (NSG). The desire to seal this deal likely
- persuaded India to vote against Iran at the JAEA. Arguably, the significance
of Washington’s commitments to India may reshape the relative value of
Tehran’s offerings.

A second potential constrain is India’s relations with Isracl. As India

has sought deeper ties with Washington and Tehran, it has simultancously
pursued robust defence ties with Tel Aviv.5® [p fact, Israel surpassed
Russia to become the largest supplier of military equipment to India.5! As
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some Uf h)d‘wfs defence acquisi(icns &'OIH 181"&6; iﬂV()iVC weap@n SYS(CHB A numbcr of mlpor{ant domestic factors, along with COD[CI’HPO[‘&IKCOUS

co-developed with the US, these deals could move forward only with external factors enumerated earli?r, helped reshape post-revolutionary
[ran’s foreign policy priorities. After Ayarollah Ruholla Khomeint died
in June 1989, Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and President Al
Akbar Hashemi governed Lran in tandem. Under Khomeini, [ran’s central
foreign policy tenet was ‘Neither East, nor West'. After his death, under
the leadership of reformist and pragmatist Rafsanjani, lran sought t
secure the Persian Gulf by containing Iraq, reconciling with the Arab Gulf
Cooperation Council states, and by reaching out to [ndia.’® The two sought

to cultivate their region like "a common farmland’.>® While this was driven

Washington’s blessing (see Blarel’s chapter in this volume). Third and
equally important, India also seeks better relations with a number of Arab
states, which have been nonplussed by recent [ranian adventures in the
region and wary of expanding lranian influence.’? Unlike lran, commerce
with these Arab Gulf states is not restricted by sanctions.

Fourth and finally, Iran’s pursuit of nuclear weapons capability has
thrown the relationship into stark relief and has strained the relationship.
lran, unlike India, is a signatory to the NPT. Under that treaty, lran is
by security concerns, it was also driven by domestic economic concerns.
Rafsanjani was critical of Iran’s cconomic performance since the 1979
revolution. He campaigned with the promise of economic renewal. No
doubr, India’s economic promise even in the early 1990s drew the attention
of Rafsanjani while PM Rao, with his agenda of economic liberalization and
growth, looked West and East to secure India’s economic future.

Iran had hoped that India would help it fortify and modernize its defences
and provide much-needed expertise in electronics and telecommunications.

entitled to civilian nuclear technology.”® However, the Indian polity and
leadership alike oppose a nuclear-armed Iran. PM Manmohan Singh has
consistently stated that lran must honour its obligations under the NPT
and that another nuclear-armed state in the region undermines India’s
‘nterests.> Another important factor explaining India’s nuanced view
cowards lran is the fact that Iran’s nuclear programme benefited from
A.Q. Khan's nuclear arms bazaar.®® Iran discomfited Indian leadership
when it equated its nuclear programme to that of India, employed India’s
According to the Indian press, India had trained Iranian naval engineers
in Mumbai and at Kochi port (Kerala).®’ Iran was also seeking combat
training for missile boat crews and simulators for ships and subs. lran also
hoped that India would provide mid-life service and upgrades for its MiG-
29 fighters, retrofit its warships and subs in Indian dockyards.®! There
were also reports that Iran believed that Indian technicians would refit and
maintain Iran’s T-27 tanks as well as its BMP infantry fighting vehicles and
the towed 105 mm and 130 mm artillery guns.® As noted throughout, Iran
had hoped that India would invest in its hydrocarbon infrastructure (for
example, develop an LNG capability). It is unlikely that these hopes will
materialize any time soon until India can confidently manage its relations
with Tehran and Washington.

aphorism of ‘nuclear apartheid’ to defend its programme, and argued that
the US positions on Indian and Iranian nuclear programmes comprise
double standard.>®

Domestic Factors

Efforts towards rapprochement with Iran have enjoyed widespread support
within India since the 1990s, with all of the mainstream and leftist parties
seeking to promote Indo-Iranian ties. Most of the major recent agreements
berween India and Iran took place during the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)-
led coalitions governments {1998-2004). Indian commentators frequently
explained that these agreements with Iran could help conciliate India’s varied
Muslim communities which were wary of the Hindu nationalists” agenda.
Both Iran and India are very worried about the domestic ramifications

Such developments, coupled with India’s increased relations with Israel )
of the recrudescence of the Taliban in Afghanistan. (This is wue even

and its concomitant diminishing of support for the Palestinian cause, have
though Iran is providing low-level nuisance value support to the Taliban o
encourage the US to leave.) Both states are wary about Pakistan’s stability
and its continued exporting of Sunni militancy. Both Iran and India have
been affected by Sunni militant violence. Iran’s Baluchistan-o-Sistan
province in recent years has suffered a number of such militant strikes.
India fears the influence of such extremism not only because it directly and

compelled India w bolster its relations with Muslim countries, including
[ran. In recent years, under the leadership of Manmohan Singh’s Congress-
led coalition, India’s relations with Iran remain an important means to
placate leftist opponents of India’s relations with the US. Notably, the
February 2007 visit to lran by [ndia’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, Pranab
Mukherjee, amid heightened US—Iranian discord and increasing evidence
of Iranian involvement in Irag, helped mollify government critics who indirectly contributes to the activities of Islamist militants operating in

object to Delhi’s kowtowing to Washington on ran.s’ India, but also because it fuels the rhetoric and political positions of Hindu
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nationalists who seek to make India an explicit home for Hindgs, ?hw is
anathema to those Indians who prize India’s secular values Warid wish o
preserve it.%3 By the same token, India has the second ia{gest Shi'a Muslim
population in the world. India was nonplussed by Iran’s eﬁ&o‘rts t0 ekfpmt
its revolution throughout the 1980s, and no doubt watches w.xt‘h some
concern its efforts to shore up Shia communities as well as .pﬂimcai_ and
militant movements in Lebanon, Afghanistan, Iraq, and possibly Pakistan.

Individual Leadership Factors .
Individual leadership factors appear to have less exgimzatory valge m‘
understanding the conditions for and limits to Indo-Iranian mpprgchtmem.
Within domestic audiences, Indo-Iranian relations are valued hsg‘hiy and
are not controversial. Left to their own devices and unconstrained by
developments in the international arena, India and Iran may havemqbeen
able to achieve more. However, a few leaders have been stror.}gly associated
with the renewed efforts to reinvigorate Indo-Iranian relations. PM Rao,
who began reshaping India’s foreign and domestic pO%lL?iﬁS, drove the move
to cultivate Iran, which resulted in his 1993 state visit. (Rao also kegt a
distance from the Dalai Lama to allay Chinese concerns z%bout Ir.ldm‘s
position on Tibet and housing Tibetan exiles.) His (:aicuiamon‘s paid off.
In 1994, Pakistani PM Benazir Bhutto sought to havg a resolution pa‘msed
by the UN Human Rights Commission in Geneva on x:h(-f human rights
situation in Jammu and Kashmir. She{was thwart'ed at least in part)du?to a
lack of support from China and Iran.** Rao’s I’r;u.nan counterpar, i:fsxdftn‘t
Rafsanjani, led the rapprochement from Iran’s sxde.‘ Rat.san;;am s %)35 visit
drew the attention of Washington ‘largely because it co)mm.{i.ed wnh—w‘—a’;ﬁi
reportedly upstaged—[US] Treasury Secretary Rubin’s visit to ‘Induz. ’
Both the 1993 and 1995 visits helped Iran because they undf:f.mmcd us
efforts to isolate Tehran and promoted it as a significant actor in broader
Asian theatre.% ) ‘
Similarly, both Khatami and Vajpayee were strong ic;fadcr.&. Khatami
was elected in 1997 as a reformer and stunned the world W{th h‘xis“ apf)rozicg
to international relations that focused upon a ‘dialogue of ci\fihzauons -
Vajpayee is credited with transforming India’s forexgn.pohcy fror?*iﬂ its
Nehruvian roots of Third Worldism, idealism, and moralism f:owards. one
informed by pragmatism and realism. (O;hers argue fcimi this trfmsmon
was well underway from 1990 onwards.) ®® Under Yajpaxee, india made
important strides with numerous capitals, including Wzitshmgton. o
President Ahmedinejad has not overtly and consistendy prioritized
this relationship with India. While he has applied etforts when needed to
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ensure that some minimal progress persists, there have been few spectacular
developments under his leadership. Instead, his presidency has been
marked by international confrontation abroad and, economically ruinous
policies at home. Iran’s emerging support for the Taliban in Afghanistan
has vexed Delhi. The Taliban and allied fighters have killed several Indian
workers in Afghanistan, which has motivated India to raise this issue with
Tehran in recent years.” Manmohan Singh, for his pare, has demonstrated
an adequate ability to maintain India’s compleat of complex international
relationships. However, he has been less bold than Vajpayee and at times
even pusillanimous, as evidenced by his polirical lethargy in contending
with leftist elements seeking to sabotage the Indo-US civilian nuclear
deal.”" Both Ahmedinejad and Singh have focused upon energy polirics

and Afghanistan rather than the more contentious issues addressed in che
countries’ various accords.

* Kk

Structural factors related to the international system will likely continue
restraining the extent of Indo-Iranian ties. Equally important, these
structural limitations will accentuate domestic political concerns. Notably,
because Iran is likely to become increasingly more isolated, investment
in Iran, especially in large hydrocarbon infrascructure, will become more
costly and risky for Indian public and private actors. Yet India requires
energy resources to sustain its growth and power projection. However,
given the challenges of dealing with Iran and ever-tightening sanctions,
India may well look elsewhere for immediace energy supplies even while
continuing to stay active in Iran in the event that Iran one day normalizes
its relations with the international community. (India’s competitor China
is similarly engaged in Iran and other theatres where India is active such
as Sudan, Burma, and Central Asia.)

Apart from energy concerns, both India and Iran are expected to
continue working together in Afghanistan; India will likely continue
related infrastructure projects at [ran’s Chahbahar pore complex. However,
safety has already impeded progress in Afghanistan, and Iran’s continued
support to the Taliban may sour Delhi’s appetite to do more with Tehran.
Clearly, should Iran continue ro pursue nuclear weapons or break ourt of
the NPT (for example, by testing), India’s astute diplomatic skills surely
will be tested. India’s own aspirations to be a legitimate nuclear weapons
state will also shape its positions on Iranian behaviour in its region. While
these structural factors will limit the scope for Indo-Iranian engagement,
India’s regional interests are enduring and will motivate Delhi to find ways
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of working with Iran to secure dt’sii’ét;i access o Ccn‘trfxié\;ua ‘11:5 z:::gi
supplies. One should not expect India to abax}déa 1;% e otrts Chantj; gé:s
Iran despite these structural limits and the related domestic ¢ g
Lhe};ggﬁ?j;}ian ties likely will remain important f(‘)r domcsti.c rcasonsh.n
least over the near term, and that reiationship‘wiﬂ hifely remaﬂu‘l a .b’tgm r.;'
of India’s independent foreign policy in a {fmc.of evar?clc;;er ”tfu?s \;/:rius
Washington. However, it is not clear t%mt this will remax{n ‘;-,e c;zzqmm
questionable how much the relationship pla.cam‘ss kvex?c{w n x{'u?f d; mﬂ;
who are important niche elecroral canstitu::xzc;@ in India 5‘%021 l.ti(?il— iven
stem. While Iran has tempered its position on Kias:hm;r &;;azm%s
times, more often than not it has support?d Pakistan s position on‘ asO;né;'
in forums such as the Organization of the Islamic (Jonfcr‘emé .( 1C).
Indians dislike the Taliban who have contributed to Islamx&;’t' gxlrozs%n
i India. Evidence (however scant) that Iran may have been invo f.fe in
the 2006 Mumbai train bombings has raised doubts ‘about 1ran‘f01 somg
Indians.”' And there is little support across the lndmg Mguv;:rx?mcwm an )
polity for a nuclear-armed Irzm.‘ In contrast, Ind(i'Ubl, rc aum}; ;nigi
widespread support inﬁh}dia despite controversial US policies suc

2003 invasion of lraq.”~ o
QOO\;;?}? o{fz;midablﬁitmcmml barriers and uncertain domestic;I}ﬁ;::f&t;ﬁri
for significant transformation of the CUTTENT STALUS U, frgu&b v t u \‘fa‘ ue
of Indian and Iranian leadership will be important wdds.ardns in n;» 1gat1:§g
these challenges. In total, barring the arrival of swong leadersin b?{, uca’xpu: x
who can successfully negotiate these varied inx})éﬁi;nléntf; and’ §tcir1 ? new
and more daring course, structural and domc:sgc factors 1mpose‘i:u Lm.m:,
to Indo-Iranian rapprochement and render a fundamental transtformation

political sy

of bilateral ties unlikely.
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