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      “The story of India’s growth is not only its own — it is also a testament to America’s quiet hand of support.”
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  Foreword



It is an honor to contribute this foreword to Jegan Sundararajan’s timely and thoughtful book, The American Boost Behind India’s Growth.

Few bilateral relationships in today’s world carry as much promise — and responsibility — as that between the United States and India. Over the past seven decades, our nations have grown from cautious partners into trusted collaborators. Along the way, America’s support for India has been both practical and principled — from agricultural cooperation in the 1950s and 1960s that helped lay the foundation for the Green Revolution, to educational exchanges that empowered generations of Indian scholars and professionals, to today’s partnerships in defense, technology, health, and clean energy.

This book tells that story in a way that is both accessible and profound. It highlights not only the many areas where America’s hand has quietly supported India’s rise, but also the challenges we have navigated together. Sanctions, tariffs, and policy disagreements have tested our friendship at times, yet what stands out is how these moments of strain ultimately gave way to deeper trust and collaboration.

India’s rise has never been a solitary journey. It has been shaped by the aspirations of its people, the vision of its leaders, and the partnerships it has built. Among those partnerships, the U.S.–India bond is unique — rooted in shared democratic values and strengthened by the contributions of millions of Indian Americans who embody the best of both societies.

Jegan’s book is a reminder that the U.S.–India relationship is not defined by a single policy, leader, or moment, but by the steady accumulation of shared purpose over time. His analysis of trade, technology, migration, and diplomacy shows that America’s engagement with India has consistently tilted toward enabling India’s growth, even when short-term frictions have dominated headlines.

As an Ambassador, I have had the privilege of seeing firsthand the enormous goodwill that exists between our peoples. Students, entrepreneurs, scientists, and innovators continue to build bridges across the Pacific every day. That is why I welcome this book — because it captures the essence of our relationship: resilient, adaptive, and future-oriented.

The American boost to India’s growth is not a story of dependency, but of partnership. It is a story of how two great democracies, by working together, can not only transform their own societies but also shape a more stable, prosperous, and inclusive world.

I commend Jegan Sundararajan for offering this thoughtful contribution at such a pivotal moment. May this book spark deeper dialogue, clearer understanding, and renewed commitment to the enduring U.S.–India partnership.

— Sergio Gor

United States Ambassador to India







  Preface



Every nation’s journey is marked by choices — some bold, some hesitant, and some that, in retrospect, reveal both opportunity and error. India’s rise since independence in 1947 is no exception. Much has been written about our struggles, our innovations, and our spirit of resilience. Yet, too often, the role of the United States — not as a master, but as a partner and quiet enabler — has been overlooked, misunderstood, or deliberately understated.

The purpose of this book is to correct that imbalance. The title, The American Boost Behind India’s Growth, is not a slogan. It is an argument rooted in history, policy, and lived experience. From food aid that helped India avoid famine, to technology and education partnerships that seeded new industries, to financial and diplomatic support that opened doors once thought closed, America has played a decisive role in India’s transformation.

Recent political debates have obscured this reality. Statements made in haste, or for short-term domestic advantage, have risked branding the United States as a selfish or unreliable partner. In some instances, Indian policymakers have even misrepresented or dismissed U.S. leaders, creating unnecessary friction. This book does not defend every American action, nor does it deny India’s right to autonomy. But it does insist that the truth be told: America has been a consistent force in enabling India’s growth, even when our choices and alignments made the partnership complicated.

I have written this work not as a partisan critic, nor as an apologist, but as a scholar and observer of international relations. My goal is to help Indian citizens — students, policymakers, professionals, and ordinary readers — see the U.S.–India relationship with clarity rather than suspicion, and with an appreciation of how much both nations stand to lose if trust is sacrificed.

Books are never written alone. They are shaped by the debates one hears, the questions students ask, the insights of friends and colleagues, and the constant reminders of history. I owe a debt of gratitude to all those voices, past and present, that have urged me to look more carefully at the relationship between the world’s largest and the world’s oldest democracy.

This book is not the final word. But if it helps even a fraction of readers to pause, reconsider, and recognize the American boost behind India’s rise, then its purpose will be fulfilled.

— Jegan Sundararajan
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Every generation of Indians has grown up with its own ideas of America. For some, the United States was a distant superpower — wealthy, powerful, and unpredictable. For others, it was a land of opportunity, where millions of our students and professionals built lives and sent back remittances that strengthened our economy. And for yet another group, America was both friend and critic, ready to lend a hand in crisis yet equally quick to lecture us on democracy, human rights, or economic reforms.

This book, The American Boost Behind India’s Growth, argues that beyond the headlines and the rhetoric, the United States has consistently been a force multiplier in India’s rise. Whether through food shipments that averted famine, technology transfers that seeded new industries, investments that unlocked growth, or the welcoming of Indian talent that reshaped Silicon Valley, America has been an enabler of India’s progress.

Yet, the story is not simple. There were periods of tension and mistrust:

The Cold War decades, when India’s closeness with the Soviet Union led to suspicion in Washington.

The years of sanctions following India’s nuclear tests.

Trade disputes that pitted Indian exporters against American farmers and corporations.

Other countries — from Iran to Venezuela, from Cuba to even China at times — faced America’s harsher side: sanctions, embargoes, diplomatic isolation, and outright regime change attempts. India, despite disagreements, was spared such extremes. Instead, the U.S. approach to India has been one of strategic patience — cautious, sometimes critical, but ultimately supportive.

The recent controversies, including Indian leaders branding U.S. presidents as unreliable or dismissing Washington’s role in preventing crises, reveal how fragile public trust can be. This is not merely a matter of rhetoric. Words shape perceptions, and perceptions shape policy. If India misreads America as an antagonist rather than an ally, the consequences could reshape our global trajectory.

This book is structured to provide both historical depth and continuity.

Chapters 1–3 trace the early decades after independence: U.S. food aid, Cold War diplomacy, and India’s economic liberalization.

Chapters 4–7 focus on the transformation since the 2000s — the nuclear deal, defense cooperation, technology partnerships, and shifting trade dynamics.

Chapters 8–12 examine the new era of trade wars, energy politics, migration, and security partnerships like the Quad.

Chapters 13–15 explore media narratives, global trade rules, and the road ahead for a resilient partnership.

The aim is not to glorify America or diminish India’s achievements. Rather, it is to present the relationship with clarity: to recognize that India’s story of growth has never been written alone, and that America’s role — sometimes visible, often invisible — has been pivotal.

For readers in India, this book is an invitation to re-examine assumptions about the U.S., moving beyond slogans or suspicions. For readers in the U.S. and beyond, it is a reminder that India’s rise strengthens not only itself but also the global order.

In a century where trust is scarce and interdependence is undeniable, India and America cannot afford to misunderstand one another. The pages that follow seek to show why — and how — the U.S. boost has been essential to India’s journey.








  
  1

  
  
  Foundations of Friendship: U.S.–India Relations Since 1947

  
  




Early Cooperation, Conflicts, and Aid 

Section I: Dawn of Independence, Dawn of Relations




When the tricolor rose above the Red Fort on August 15, 1947, a new nation entered the world stage. India, newly free from nearly two centuries of British colonial rule, was at once a symbol of hope and a crucible of challenges. Its leaders dreamed of building a democratic, self-reliant society, but the reality they inherited was sobering: mass poverty, the trauma of Partition, and a fragile economy dependent on food imports.

Across the oceans, the United States was shaping a new world order in the aftermath of World War II. Its leaders, from President Harry S. Truman onward, sought to anchor a liberal, capitalist world aligned against Soviet communism. India—large, democratic, and strategically located—appeared to be a natural partner. Yet Jawaharlal Nehru, India’s first prime minister, had his own vision: the doctrine of non-alignment. India, he declared, would not be a pawn in the Cold War.

This set the stage for a relationship defined by paradox. Washington saw India as too sympathetic to Moscow; New Delhi saw America as too entangled with Pakistan. And yet, beneath the rhetoric, a quieter story unfolded: the steady hand of U.S. aid, support, and engagement that helped India survive its earliest years.

It is in these contradictions that the foundations of Indo–U.S. friendship were laid.




Section II: Wheat, Hunger, and Survival — The PL-480 Years




The most tangible form of American support to India in the early decades was food. By the early 1950s, India’s population was climbing rapidly, but food grain production lagged behind. Droughts, floods, and archaic farming methods made the specter of famine ever-present. Nehru’s government, while ambitious in planning heavy industries, could not ignore the cries from empty stomachs.

In 1954, a crucial development came: the Public Law 480 (PL-480) agreement. Under this arrangement, the U.S. shipped surplus wheat and rice to India at concessional terms, often payable in Indian rupees instead of scarce U.S. dollars. The ships that docked in Indian ports carried not just grain, but also a lifeline for millions of families.

Critics in India complained that the country had become a “ship-to-mouth economy,” dependent on the goodwill of Washington. Nationalist voices feared that India’s sovereignty was being undermined. But the truth was harder to ignore: without U.S. wheat, millions would have faced starvation.

In hindsight, PL-480 was more than food aid. It introduced India to modern agricultural practices. Alongside the shipments came technical cooperation, new seeds, and fertilizers. By the 1960s, these inputs catalyzed the Green Revolution, with American scientists like Norman Borlaug working alongside Indian pioneers such as M. S. Swaminathan. Wheat yields doubled, and India moved from perennial shortage to self-sufficiency.

It is worth pausing here to compare India’s experience with other nations. In countries like Cuba and North Korea, American food aid was weaponized or denied outright when political relations soured. India, despite tilting toward the Soviet Union in rhetoric, never lost American food support. This distinction mattered: Washington might have been frustrated by Nehru’s moral lectures at the United Nations, but it did not let India starve.




Section III: War, Crisis, and Strategic Calculations




The friendship was not without turbulence. In 1962, India’s border war with China brought one of the most dramatic moments of Indo–U.S. cooperation. India’s ill-prepared army, outnumbered and outgunned, was collapsing against Chinese advances in the Himalayas. In desperation, Nehru turned to President John F. Kennedy.

Kennedy responded with remarkable speed. The U.S. Air Force delivered arms and supplies, while American military advisors flew into India to train Indian soldiers in mountain warfare. For a brief, shining moment, U.S.–India relations soared. Nehru and Kennedy exchanged warm letters, and both nations spoke of a shared democratic destiny in Asia.

But this honeymoon was short-lived. Nehru’s death in 1964, followed by the Indo–Pakistani War of 1965, reopened old wounds. Washington’s deep military ties with Pakistan—nurtured since the 1950s—were viewed in New Delhi as betrayal. American tanks and aircraft, supplied to Pakistan as part of its Cold War alliances, were used against Indian soldiers in Kashmir.

The low point came in 1971, during the Bangladesh Liberation War. As millions of refugees poured into India from East Pakistan, Prime Minister Indira Gandhi prepared for intervention. President Richard Nixon and his advisor Henry Kissinger, eager to protect Pakistan and maintain ties with China, openly sided against India. The dispatch of the U.S. Seventh Fleet into the Bay of Bengal was seen in New Delhi as an outright threat.

Here, again, a comparison sharpens the story. When smaller states like Chile or Iran resisted U.S. interests, Washington resorted to covert coups or crippling sanctions. India, by contrast, was never subjected to such interventions, despite deep disagreements. The U.S. might have tilted to Pakistan, but it never plotted regime change in New Delhi.

This difference reflected America’s recognition that India, for all its flaws, was a democracy too large to alienate permanently.




Section IV: Sanctions, Scientists, and Silicon Valley




The 1974 “Smiling Buddha” nuclear test brought another storm. India, proud of its scientific achievement, declared it had conducted a “peaceful nuclear explosion.” Washington, alarmed by nuclear proliferation, slapped sanctions, cut off technology transfers, and rallied its allies to block India’s nuclear ambitions.

These restrictions pinched. Indian space research slowed, defense technology was constrained, and international finance became wary. Yet India endured. Ironically, the very sanctions that shut doors also pushed India to develop indigenous capabilities in nuclear science, space, and missile technology.

And even in this cold phase, the U.S.–India story had bright threads. Thousands of Indian students and engineers migrated to American universities. By the 1980s, they formed a new diaspora in Silicon Valley, founding companies, filing patents, and creating wealth. Their remittances sustained families back home, while their presence in America quietly reshaped U.S. perceptions of India — not as a poor, distant country, but as a source of talent and innovation.

Unlike Iraq or Libya, which were strangled by U.S. embargoes in later decades, India’s sanctions were partial, not total. Students still traveled. Private trade still grew. Even as Washington frowned on India’s nuclear path, it welcomed Indian minds. This duality — punishing the state, but embracing the people — would prove decisive for the future.




 Section V: The Thawofthe 1990s and the Strategic Embrace




The 1991 economic crisis changed everything. With its reserves nearly exhausted, India turned to liberalization. The dismantling of license controls and the opening of markets drew American companies in droves. From Pepsi and Ford to Microsoft and General Electric, U.S. corporations saw India as the next great frontier.

The U.S. government, too, shifted gears. Successive administrations, from Bill Clinton to George W. Bush, saw India as more than a reluctant democracy. They saw it as a rising power. Clinton’s 2000 visit to India — the first by a U.S. president in decades — was a turning point, filled with symbolism and substance.

The culmination came in 2008 with the U.S.–India Civil Nuclear Agreement. Negotiated painstakingly, it recognized India as a responsible nuclear power despite its refusal to sign the Non-Proliferation Treaty. This was no small feat: it required Washington to convince allies, bend rules, and secure a waiver at the Nuclear Suppliers Group.

Compare this to how the U.S. treated countries like Iran. Tehran’s pursuit of nuclear capability brought crippling sanctions, diplomatic isolation, and even cyber sabotage. India’s path, though not without friction, ended in a strategic embrace. The difference lay not in technology but in trust.




 Section VI: Reflections —The Weight of Friendship




Looking back across six decades, the Indo–U.S. relationship reads like a drama of suspicion and solidarity, estrangement and embrace. At times, Washington doubted India’s intentions; at times, New Delhi bristled at America’s arrogance. Yet through hunger, war, sanctions, and reform, one thread remained constant: the recognition that the two democracies needed each other.

For India, U.S. aid, technology, markets, and diaspora connections were lifelines. For the U.S., India was never just another developing country — it was a partner too large, too democratic, too significant to push into the enemy camp.

Other nations, from Cuba to Venezuela, learned how harsh America could be when interests clashed. India learned something different: that patience, even amidst arguments, could yield friendship.

These foundations — built on wheat ships, student visas, military crises, and nuclear negotiations — were not glamorous. But they were real. And they would prove vital as India moved from survival to ambition, from poverty to power.

In the story of India’s rise, America was not a savior nor a master, but a partner. And that partnership, tested by time, would become the backbone of India’s global ascent.
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