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India’s Role as an Emerging Power: Q&A with Kishore Mahbubani

January 2, 2024

What does India’s rise as an emerging power mean for the United States and the world? Will India be a
counterweight to China on the world stage, or will India and China find common ground despite tensions over their
disputed border? Kishore Mahbubani, former ambassador of Singapore to the United Nations and author of
multiple books on global geopolitics, speaks with the India Policy Initiative on India’s relations with the United
States, China, and the Global South. Drawing on his extensive experience at the United Nations, Mahbubani shares
his insights on India’s opportunities at the multilateral level. He sheds light on how recent domestic trends in India
may shape India’s engagement with the world and why India is likely to seek a space for itself as an independent
player rather than ally with any major power.

The views and opinions expressed in this interview are those of Professor Mahbubani and do not
necessarily reflect the views or positions of The Carter Center.

IP1: Over the last several months, the U.S. and China have seen much confrontational rhetoric, including
over tariffs, visits by U.S. leaders to Taiwan, the alleged surveillance balloon that flew over the U.S., and
so on. But with the meeting that took place between President Joe Biden and Chinese President Xi
Jinping in San Francisco on Nov. 15, 2023, the two countries are trying to lower the temperature. There
was an agreement during the meeting to stop the flow of fentanyl and to resume military-level
communications. What may be causing this shift, and would you expect the progress to last?

Mahbubani: The world should applaud Biden and Xi for having this meeting. It has lowered the temperature of
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India-U.S. ties have matured far beyond the China factor — that the relationship is now resilient and
robust enough to function independently of the two countries’ equations with China.

If U.S.-China relations improve in 2024, how might that impact India’s relations with China and the U.S.,
given that India has a national election in 2024?

Mahbubani: U.S.-China relations cannot improve in 2024. The year 2024 will see a presidential election in the
U.S. Each candidate will vie to prove that he or she is more anti-China. Hence, India need not worry about this
in 2024. Since U.S.-China relations will likely worsen before they improve, the U.S. establishment will continue
to see India as a valuable geopolitical asset to counterbalance China. Hence, the vigorous courtship of India by
the U.S. will continue.

IPI: The U.S.-India partnership recorded much progress through 2023: Indian Prime Minister Narendra
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India” on the border dispute, it could “flip India ... against the U.S.” How likely is such a shift in India-
China ties?

Mahbubani: Former Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh was right when he said the sky is big enough to
accommodate the simultaneous growth of China and India. Indeed, the return of both China and India is
perfectly natural, as | document in my book The Asian 21st Century. China and India were the world's two
largest economies from the first century A.D. to 1820. They are more likely to grow faster if they collaborate.

Unfortunately, relations between China and India have deteriorated since the tragic clash in Galwan in June
2020. Even though tensions on the border have subsided, relations have not improved significantly. There have
been no bilateral meetings between Xi and Modi since the clash, even though they have met in multilateral
settings. This troubles many Asian countries as most of them would like to see good relations between China
and India. Kanti Bajpai is right: As the larger power (with an economy six times bigger), China can make
something of a gesture to India.

Realistically, nothing will happen until after the elections in India in 2024. If Modi wins another convincing


https://indianexpress.com/article/news-archive/latest-news/world-big-enough-for-both-india-china-manmohan/
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League collapsed. The veto also serves as an important safeguard. It ensures that the U.N. will not make a
decision against a great power that it cannot implement. Giving a veto to a great power is therefore a win-win
decision for the U.N.

However, this system only works if the veto is given to the great powers of today or tomorrow (like the U.S.,
China, and Russia) and not to the great powers of yesterday (like the U.K. and France). As Martin Wolf wisely
said in 2009, “Within a decade, a world in which the U.K. is on the United Nations Security Council and India is
not will seem beyond laughable.” It will be beyond laughable. If the U.N. does not give the veto to India, it
endangers itself. India is now strong enough to announce unilaterally that it will no longer abide by UNSC
resolutions if it is not given a permanent seat. Hence, as | explain in my book, The Great Convergence, the U.N.
will protect itself by getting India into the UNSC as soon as possible.

*kk
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