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Occasional Paper Series

The Queen’s Centre for International Relations (QCIR) is pleased to present
the fifty-ninth in its Occasional Paper series. The Occasional Papers are in-
tended to reach the policy-community and the broader public with short analyses
of contemporary trends and issues in international security and in Canadian
foreign and defence policy.

 A former Canadian diplomat with extensive experience in South Asia, in-
cluding as High Commissioner to Pakistan, Louis Delvoie assesses the prospects
of Canada’s relationship with India, an emergent economic and military giant
dominating South Asia and seeking its rightful place in the concert of great
powers. As India undertook to liberalize its economy and to engage fully in the
globalizing post-Cold War world, Canada responded to the new trade and in-
vestment opportunities with the now-customary parade of Team Canada visits.
Temporarily stymied by the crisis over the 1998 nuclear tests, and frustrated by
the cautious response of Canadian business, the process of economic rap-
prochement has so far produced rather modest results – certainly so when
compared to the figures for China.

 Delvoie nevertheless sees a considerable upside for the relationship, while
all the time cautioning us as to the serious political and cultural obstacles that
stand in its way. Among these are continuing Canadian concerns about India’s
nuclear aspirations, the Kashmir issue, and broader regional tensions. The
emphasis in the International Policy Statement on good governance and hu-
man rights will, he suggests, make it difficult for Canada to gloss over the
corruption and rights-abuses endemic in Indian domestic politics. This paper
highlights a tension inherent in Canadian policy: national-interest calculations,
both economic and strategic; may direct us to seek closer ties with rising pow-
ers; inconveniently, many of those states (India is hardly alone in this) have
foreign policies and domestic politics at odds, in important ways, with the val-
ues we profess and aspire to promote abroad.

 The QCIR was founded in 1975 to further research and teaching in inter-
national relations and security studies. It specializes in research on Canadian,
North American and transatlantic security issues. The work of the Centre is
supported by a generous grant from the Security and Defence Forum of Cana-
da’s Department of National Defence.

Charles C. Pentland
Director, QCIR
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Canada and Emerging India:
Contending Economic and
Security Agendas

In its international policy statement issued in April 2005, the Canadian govern-
ment put considerable emphasis on the need for Canada to develop and expand
its relations with newly emerging powers such as China, India and Brazil. It
described these countries as “the key drivers of a new era of global economic
growth” and said that “they will have a profound impact on Canada’s long-term
economic future.”1  What is striking, however, is that the government seems to
envisage the challenges and rewards inherent in the development of these key
relationships almost exclusively in economic terms with little reference to the
political and security dimensions of its policy identified elsewhere in the state-
ment. In so doing it may be ignoring, deliberately or otherwise, some of the
pitfalls it is likely to encounter in maintaining a degree of policy coherence in its
approach to these countries, as well as some of the obstacles to the achieve-
ment of its objectives.

In the case of India, the efforts of the Canadian government to re-invigorate
a long dormant relationship date back to the mid-1990’s. They have so far had
only a limited amount of success. In the words of the foreign policy statement
“our relationship with India has underperformed in the past.”2  Why is this so,
and what are the prospects for Canada developing a close and broadly based
relationship with India in the future? The short answer to these questions would
seem to be that, under the right conditions, very real opportunities exist for the
development of an enhanced and mutually advantageous economic relation-
ship with India, but that numerous factors in both the conventional and human
security domains will tend to constrain the breadth and depth of the relationship.

A Framework for Renewal

The ups and downs of the Canada-India relationship over its first forty years
have been extensively described and discussed.3  They need not be recounted
here. Suffice it to say that by the end of that time, the relationship was in the
doldrums. As one Canadian scholar commented “As Canada and India entered
the 1990’s, virtually all vestiges of the earlier ‘special relationship’ had vanished.”4
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Another put it even more bluntly, saying that “South Asia has fallen off the Ca-
nadian agenda” and was “a black hole in the mind of Canadian diplomatic and
academic practitioners.”5  That situation was to change in the early to mid-1990’s
as a result of a variety of phenomena affecting the interests and policies of both
countries. These phenomena were to create conditions propitious to a renewal
or rejuvenation of the relationship.

In the case of India, three major factors came into play. The first was that by
1991 the Indian government was faced with a severe financial and economic
crisis which forced it to undertake a painful re-assessment of India’s traditional
economic policies. Under pressure from both the World Bank and the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, the Indian government decided to launch an ambitious
programme of economic reform, liberalization, deregulation and privatization.
Although the process of reform was sometimes painfully slow due to strong
internal opposition, it was nevertheless sufficiently significant in symbolic and
real terms that it sent a clear message to the international community that India
was determined to re-enter the world trading system. A second force for change
was the collapse of the Soviet Union in late 1991. For India, this meant not only
the end of its most important security relationship, but also of its premier trad-
ing relationship based on the so-called rouble-rupee exchange system. The
Indian government was obliged to re-orient the country’s trade and to look in-
creasingly to the West for export markets and for sources of investment. Finally,
the 1990’s saw the long emerging Indian middle class, variously estimated at
between 150 and 250 million, come into its own as an engine of entrepreneur-
ship, industry and commerce, and as one of the world’s largest consumer
markets. In all of this there seemed to be the makings of a new India, which
saw its GNP, exports and levels of foreign investment grow rapidly between
1991 and 1995.

For Canada, the early 1990’s were characterized by deep economic gloom.
The country was in the grips of a world-wide recession, from which it suffered
more and longer than many other industrialized nations. Levels of economic
activity were stagnant while levels of unemployment and bankruptcies were
high. Governmental budgetary deficits and the size of the national debt were
rising at rates which led to cries of alarm throughout the country, and were
having an adverse impact on Canada’s currency and on its international repu-
tation as a destination for foreign investment. The new Liberal government which
came to office in 1993 went about systematically trying to reverse this situation.
Among its policy orientations was a focus on exports as a vehicle of economic
recovery. This meant not only exploiting to the fullest the opportunities created
by the Canada-United States Free Trade Agreement of 1988 and by the re-
cently concluded North American Free Trade Agreement, but also the active
pursuit of new markets in the interests of trade expansion and diversification.
This policy orientation was epitomized by the Team Canada missions which the
Prime Minister led to a variety of countries in Asia and Latin America, as well
as by the Asia Pacific summit meeting held in Vancouver in 1997 and the West-
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ern Hemisphere summit meeting held in Quebec City in 2001. What is more,
the strategy of pursuing an export led economic recovery proved its worth and
encouraged the Canadian government to sustain the effort in both trade policy
and trade promotion over the long term.6

An Economic Agenda

It was against this background that the Canadian government began to dem-
onstrate a new interest in India as a potential economic partner.7  In October
1994, the Minister of International Trade, Roy MacLaren, led a major trade mis-
sion to India. Accompanied by 40 business people representing the engineering,
electronics, telecommunications, and transportation sectors, MacLaren made
it clear that the Canadian government was prepared to view India as “one of
the most promising markets in the Asia-Pacific region for Canadian business,”8

and no longer as a country on the margins of its long-standing economic priori-
ties in Asia. In a speech in Vancouver a few months later, MacLaren explicitly
recognized India’s growing importance in the political-economy of the Asia-
Pacific region:

Beyond the continued and rapid growth of Japan and the “Asian Ti-
gers,” the region is the cradle for the emergence of two enormous and
hitherto closed economies: China and India. More quickly than most
realize, their emergence will send shock waves through the global eco-
nomic system — shock waves that will need to be managed and
ultimately absorbed, partly through membership in the new World Trade
Organization but also through membership in APEC.9

Early in 1995, the Canadian government sent yet another major trade mission
to India, consisting of 44 business people and led by Secretary of State,
Raymond Chan. At the same time the Department of Foreign Affairs and Inter-
national Trade (DFAIT) initiated an extensive process of consultations with
provincial governments and with private sector corporations in order to develop
a coherent strategy to pursue Canada’s trade and economic interests in India.
The results of these consultations went into the publication in June 1995 of a
well-researched and detailed document entitled Focus India: Building a Canada-
India Trade and Economic Strategy. The stated purposes of this document were
threefold: “to create a higher profile for India in Canada; to raise the awareness
and interest of the Canadian private sector in this vast emerging market; and to
coordinate government programs and activities in order to become a catalyst
for increased private sector involvement in India.”10

While outlining a program of activities to be undertaken by the Canadian
government, Focus India clearly placed the emphasis on the role of the Cana-
dian private sector in exploiting the opportunities presented by the new India in
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the fields of trade, investment, and joint ventures. Replete with sectoral analy-
ses of key areas in which there appeared to be a particularly good “fit” between
Indian requirements and Canadian capabilities (e.g., telecommunications, power
generation, and environmental protection), the document also offered detailed
advice on market conditions, sources of financing, and the availability of trade
promotion support. Although Focus India was eloquent in explaining the size
and potential of the Indian market, it was also imbued with realism in stressing
that it “is not a market for the timid or uninitiated”11  and that in spite of India’s
economic reforms, “bureaucratic bottlenecks, conflicting or vague policies and
guidelines, infrastructure problems, the importance of connections and cultural
differences make India a difficult market to penetrate.”12

The positive reception accorded the publication of Focus India by the Ca-
nadian business community lay the groundwork for the Canadian government’s
most ambitious endeavour yet to create a new and reinvigorated relationship
with India. In January 1996 India was the focal point of a “Team Canada” mis-
sion to Asia. Led by Prime Minister Chrétien, the mission consisted of seven
provincial premiers, two federal Cabinet ministers and some 300 business people
representing 204 companies. The mission was to serve a variety of purposes:
to raise the profile of Canada among India’s political and economic elites, to
foster direct contacts and dialogue between the political leadership of the two
countries, to highlight Canada’s industrial capabilities to the Indian business
community, and to conclude a number of agreements and contracts. In the
event, some 75 commercial agreements were signed in New Delhi and Bom-
bay, worth approximately $3.4 billion, and the mission was judged a resounding
success by the Canadian government. In the words of Secretary of State
Raymond Chan, the mission had served to “revitalize” the relationship and held
out the prospect of “a very close, mutually rewarding and multi-dimensional
relationship between India and Canada in the 21st century.”13

In the two years following the Team Canada mission, there was a notice-
able increase in the number of bilateral exchanges and initiatives. A delegation
of the Confederation of Indian Industry visited Canada in June 1996, and an
official visit by the Indian Minister of External Affairs, Kumar Gujral, took place
in September of that year. At the same time, the Canadian government an-
nounced its intention to strengthen its commercial staffs in New Delhi and
Bombay, and to open new consular and commercial offices in Bangalore, Ma-
dras and Chandigarh. Subsequently the Canadian Export Development
Corporation designated India as one of its three priority markets and under-
took an active search for business in India. In 1997, it was the turn of Canadian
Foreign Minister Lloyd Axworthy to visit India at the head of a delegation of
business people and parliamentarians. Following his talks with Minister Gujral
in New Delhi, it was announced that a Joint Ministerial Committee would be
formed to facilitate consultations between the two governments on a wide range
of political and economic issues. And in a speech in Calcutta, Axworthy set the
tone for a new phase in the relationship when he said that India “is emerging as



Canada and Emerging India 5

one of the major world players of the 21st century. Canada recognizes this, and
we want to give India the priority it deserves in our foreign relations.”14

All of this activity by the Canadian government came to a grinding halt with
the Indian nuclear weapons tests of May 1998 (see below), but after a hiatus of
nearly three years it picked up speed again following the announcement in
March, 2001 of the Canadian government’s intention to “re-engage” with India.
There were visits to India by Deputy Prime Minister John Manley, Immigration
Minister Elinor Caplan, Natural Resources Minister Herb Dhaliwal and Interna-
tional Trade Minister Pierre Pettigrew at the head of a large business delegation.
During a visit to Ottawa by the Indian Minister of Power, the Canadian Export
Development Corporation signed an agreement extending a $115 million line
of credit to India’s Power Finance Corporation to finance the supply of goods
and services by Canadian exporters.15  And in an exercise reminiscent of the
Focus India project of 1995, Pierre Pettigrew announced in 2002 the launch of
a new South Asia Trade Action Plan, aimed at enhancing the Canadian busi-
ness community’s awareness of the trade, investment and joint venture
opportunities offered by the region.16  Most recently, in 2005, the Canadian gov-
ernment signed a landmark agreement with India in the fields of science and
technology, fields which the government has indentified as key components in
its emerging markets strategy.17

While all of those initiatives of the Canadian government are indicative of
its determination and seriousness of purpose in developing a new economic
relationship with India, the results to date, measured by the numbers, are some-
what less than overwhelming from a Canadian perspective. The trade figures in
the following table illustrate the point:

CANADIAN TRADE WITH INDIA18

(MILLIONS OF CANADIAN DOLLARS)

Year Exports Imports

1992 525.0 280.2
1993 267.1 354.4
1994 282.3 458.8
1995 427.7 597.1
1996 341.6 603.8
1997 481.9 743.2
1998 414.4 898.6
1999 388.1 1,015.8
2000 541.0 1,232.1
2001 611.5 1,153.8
2002 617.1 1,327.3
2003 760.3 1,423.7
2004 875.3 1,576.2
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These figures show no pattern of major or steady growth in Canada’s ex-
ports to India over the last decade or so. Indeed, the only discernible pattern is
of growth in India’s exports to Canada. While the Canadian government trade
missions to India were undoubtedly highly useful in establishing contacts and
raising the Canadian profile in India, some of the hoopla surrounding them
turned out to be no more than that. Many Canadian companies saw what they
thought to be firm contracts fall through in the course of further negotiations. As
Professor William Dobell has rather aptly remarked: “The Team Canada ap-
proach had expedited the contract signing, but it was powerless to overcome
the local, state and bureaucratic hurdles remaining.”19  Viewed from a more
global perspective, the reality is that in 2003 India accounted for a miniscule
0.2 per cent of Canada’s total exports and 0.4 per cent of Canada’s total
imports.20

While the Canadian government has been successful in identifying oppor-
tunities and mutual interests in an enhanced trading relationship, it would appear
to still have much work to do in selling the Indian market to the Canadian pri-
vate sector. Whether due to lack of knowledge, earlier bad experiences or simply
the ready availability of easier markets closer to home, there does not so far
seem to have been a groundswell of interest in the Indian market among Cana-
dian companies. Increased exports, investments and joint ventures will all be
dependent in large part on the Canadian government’s ability to further de-
velop and sustain that interest.21  They will also be dependent on the nature and
pace of the economic reform process in India. There continue to be powerful
voices in India which are resistant to both liberalization and globalization on the
grounds that they do not address India’s central economic problem, which is
poverty eradication; they advocate a return to a policy of economic self-reli-
ance.22  In contrast, the Indian economist S.S. Bhandari points out that
governments of varying stripes maintained the commitment to reform through-
out the 1990’s and that “it can be said with complete confidence that economic
liberalism is now built into the Indian ethos.”23  Even he recognizes however that
“managing the transition of the contemporary Indian economy, despite the fact
that some remarkable success has already been achieved, is not going to be
easy. Some major problem areas have to be dealt with, and hard core reforms
require immediate attention and implementation.”24

The election in May 2004 of a new Indian government led by the Congress
Party sent very mixed signals to those hoping for further reform of the Indian
economic system. On the one hand, the new prime minister Mahmohan Singh,
was widely perceived as the principal architect of the process of economic
reform launched in the early 1990’s, and he came to office committed to fur-
thering that process. On the other hand, the Congress party did not enjoy a
majority in Parliament and the new government was a coalition of some 12
often disparate parties, some of which were anything but enthusiastic about
more economic reforms. Furthermore, the government is dependent for its
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continued existence on the support of two Communist parties, which in their
publicly proclaimed positions are outright opponents of reform. By the end of
2004, the government had “yet to prove that it has the strength to deliver the
radical policies and reforms it has promised, as well as merely survive.”25

In short, from a Canadian perspective there would appear to be consider-
able potential for a much enhanced economic relationship with India, but the
road to its realization is not devoid of challenges and obstacles.

Nuclear Proliferation and Regional Security

For over thirty years, disagreements over India’s nuclear weapons programme
have been the Achilles’ heel of the Canada-India relationship. In their most
recent and dramatic manifestation, in May 1998, they were to lead the Cana-
dian foreign minister to declare that “India’s recent nuclear tests constitute a
clear and fundamental threat to the international security regime and, thus, to
Canada’s security.”26  This blunt assessment of the impact of India’s nuclear
weapons tests was accompanied by a series of mildly punitive measures, which
had the effect of putting government-to-government relations on ice, as well as
by a reiteration of Canada’s position that India should renounce nuclear weap-
ons and adhere to the NPT.27  The Indian government, for its part, emphatically
rejected the positions and actions of the Canadian government. Speaking at a
symposium at the University of Waterloo in November 1998, the Indian High
Commissioner to Canada summarized his country’s position in these terms:

The fact is every state has a right to make its own assessment of the
threat to its security and then to take such measures as it deems ap-
propriate for countering such threats. The only constraints in taking
such measures are that these should not violate international law or
any bilateral or multilateral treaty obligations. In deciding to weaponise
its nuclear capability, India has done no more than it was entitled to do.

India values highly its relations with countries with whom it has had
traditionally friendly ties, but national security is of paramount impor-
tance. India should not find itself compelled to choose between
measures which it considers essential for its security and friendship
with countries which it considers desirable and mutually beneficial.”28

There was clearly an unbridgeable gap between the positions of the two
governments on an issue which both regarded as being of the highest
importance.

Despite the decision of the Canadian government to “re-engage” with India
in May 2001, the gap continued to widen on the nuclear weapons issue. Far
from renouncing its weapons programme, the Indian government and its nuclear
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strategists progressively elaborated plans and doctrines for a deterrent force
consisting of a full-blown triad of delivery systems: aircraft, land-based missiles
and sea-based missiles.29  Disregarding the pressures or protests of Canada
and other Western countries, India continued to conduct tests of a variety of
nuclear-capable ballistic missiles, including the Agni intermediate range ballis-
tic missile. And early in 2003 it was announced that India had concluded a deal
with Russia (valued at $3 billion) to lease four long-range bombers, two nuclear
capable submarines and an aircraft carrier. As part of the deal, the Indian De-
fence Minister indicated that the two countries had also agreed to pump more
money into a joint programme to develop a new long range, nuclear capable
cruise missile.30

The newer realities of India’s nuclear posture undoubtedly create problems
for Canadian policy makers as they seek to develop the bilateral relationship
with India. These were illustrated in part during the visit to Ottawa in September
2002 of the Indian Minister of External Affairs, Yashwant Sinha. In the course of
a press conference, the Indian minister said that the two countries had “de-
cided to leave behind” the dispute over nuclear weapons and resume normal
relations.31  In the press communiqué which he issued following the bilateral
discussions, Canadian Foreign Minister Bill Graham made no reference what-
soever to the nuclear weapons issue. (Indeed the only reference to security
matters is this communiqué dealt with cooperation in the field of counter-
terrorism.)32  This omission might have been considered indicative of a deliberate
policy choice to shelve or compartmentalize the issue, were it not for the fact
that on the very same day Minister Graham issued a quite separate communiqué
welcoming Cuba’s decision to accede to the NPT. In this latter communiqué he
declared that “Canada calls on India, Israel and Pakistan to follow Cuba’s ex-
ample and accede to the Treaty as non-nuclear weapon states.”33

Beyond the very mixed messages which this episode conveys, there lies
the broader question of how long Canada can adhere to its current position
without appearing to be totally divorced from reality. India is now a nuclear
weapons state and the prospect of its reversing course has become ever more
unlikely with the passage of every year since the weapons tests of 1998. As the
noted American specialist on South Asian affairs, Stephen Cohen, put it in
advice to his own government “The United States must put nuclear proliferation
in its proper perspective. South Asia has proliferated. The major task for Ameri-
can diplomacy lies in the realm of management, not abolition.”34  Whether and
how the Canadian government modifies its current position in the face of new
realities remains to be seen. What seems certain is that the nuclear weapons
issue will continue to be a barrier to the deepening of the Canada-India rela-
tionship, because of Canada’s legitimate concerns about the threat which these
weapons pose to regional and international security, especially given the doubts
which persist about the adequacy of India’s command and control mechanisms.35
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Other aspects of the regional security situation may also prove problematic
in Indo-Canadian relations, not the least of them being the Indo-Pakistani con-
flict over Kashmir. Since the terrorist attacks on the United States in September
2001, the Indian government has manoeuvered very skilfully to secure West-
ern support for its positions on this complex political, ideological and territorial
dispute by portraying it as little more than another theatre in the global war on
terrorism (in much the same way as Russian President Putin and Israeli Prime
Minister Sharon secured Western acquiescence or silence in the face of their
military actions in Chechnya and occupied Palestine). The result has been that
the USA and other Western countries have aligned themselves with India in
pressuring Pakistan to exercise moderation vis-à-vis Kashmir and to curb the
activities of Islamist organizations in Pakistan held responsible for dispatching
insurgents and terrorists to Kashmir.36  However, with the passage of time and
the ongoing modest improvement in Indo-Pakistani relations, this emphasis
can be expected to wane and Western countries, including Canada, will likely
revert to a more balanced position on the Kashmir question, including once
again a focus on the massive human rights abuses committed by the Indian
security forces in Kashmir (see below).

In the longer term, an even more significant regional security issue may
emerge to complicate Canada’s relations with India; that is the competition
between India and China. Despite all of the attention paid to crises in Indo-
Pakistani relations, one of India’s leading strategic thinkers, Jasjit Singh, usefully
reminds us that “India’s nuclear policy since the early 1960’s has been driven
essentially by the China factor.”37  He goes on to suggest that:

In the immediate future, India is likely to seek strengthening of Sino-
Indian relations in spite of some fundamental contradictions. But this
should not cloud the reality that China is, and is likely to remain, the
primary competitor and challenge to India in strategic terms, ranging
from competition for investments, markets, political influence, espe-
cially in the developing world, and possible military terms.38

Another leading expert on South Asian security affairs, Sumit Ganguly,
suggests that a full-blown arms race may develop and that the bilateral strate-
gic relationship between India and China will be characterized by instability.39

This instability may, of course, be further fuelled if China remains Pakistan’s
single most important supplier of nuclear and missile technology.

Any sharpening of the competition between India and China may confront
the Canadian government with some awkward policy choices. China remains,
and may well remain for some time to come, a more significant regional and
global actor than India. China is, and will probably continue to be for some time
to come, a far more important economic partner for Canada than India. (Cana-
da’s two way trade with China is at present more than ten times larger than its
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two way trade with India according to Statistics Canada.) And from a domestic
politics perspective, while there is a large and influential Indian community in
Canada, there is also a large and influential Chinese community. Another com-
plicating factor could be the extent to which the United States might decide to
play India off against China in its efforts to promote stability in South and East
Asia. In that event, Canada’s endeavours to “re-engage” with India might also
feed into Canada’s all important bilateral relationship with the United States.

In brief, the nuclear and regional security realities are of sufficient import
that they may well tend to limit the breadth and depth of the new relationship
which the Canadian government has declared it wants to establish with India.

Good Governance and Human Rights

Another area in which the Canadian government may encounter difficulties
relates to its commitment to the projection abroad of certain Canadian values
as part of its foreign policy and as essential elements of its human security
agenda. Chief among these values are respect for democracy, the rule of law
and human rights, which the government wants to see adopted internationally.
At first blush this thrust in Canadian policy might appear less problematic in the
case of India than in that of many other developing countries. India is widely
admired for having maintained a democratic system of government for over fifty
years in a country daily challenged by innumerable ethnic and linguistic divi-
sions. It has held elections at regular intervals, seen the generally peaceful
transfer of power from one party to another on numerous occasions and up-
held the principle of civilian control of the military. Those are, indeed, remarkable
achievements when set against the records of so many other Asian nations,
including India’s immediate neighbours, Pakistan and Bangladesh. There are,
however, darker sides to the Indian experience which a Canadian government
dedicated to the promotion of good governance and human rights cannot read-
ily or totally ignore.

Among the most notable phenomena in the realm of governance is the
extent to which India’s democracy has been sapped by corruption. One of the
Western world’s leading authorities on contemporary Indian politics, Professor
Paul Brass, offers this scathing assessment of the situation:

The practices that have become standard are not the quaint custom of
giving bakshish (literally meaning a gift, but in practice suggesting a
bribe) nor the occasional scandals that come to the surface in every
democratic country. What exists in India is pervasive, systematic, struc-
tured, and graded corruption running from the bottom to the top of the
political order. Few are exempt from it, untouched by it, immune from it
— from ordinary villagers to prime ministers of the country. The bu-
reaucracy also, from top to bottom, including the once pure elite cadre
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of Indian Administrative Service (IAS) officers, has become thoroughly
corrupted.40

This state of affairs creates immediate and practical problems for Cana-
dian companies seeking to do business in India, since the persistence of what
is known familiarly as the “license raj” obliges them to deal with government
officials at all levels much more frequently than would be the case in more fully
deregulated economies. In policy terms, this Indian reality cannot help but cre-
ate a stumbling block in the development of relations between the two
governments, given the Canadian government’s unequivocally stated posi-
tion on the issue: “Corruption, in all its forms and guises, violates the core
values of democracy. It scares away foreign direct investment, weakens the
rule of law, and impedes the economic, social and political development of
all nations.”41

Another subject of concern to Indians and foreigners alike is the extent to
which Indian politics have become more violent in recent years. The rise of
Hindu nationalism and the accession to both state and national office of the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) appear to have contributed significantly to this.
Writing some ten years ago about the headway being made by Hindu national-
ist organizations, Paul Brass noted that “elements of the RSS family of
organizations and the Shiv Sena in Bombay have been used as storm trooper
bands setting out to kill and otherwise harass Muslims to intimidate them or
force them to leave sites where they are concentrated.” He went on to say that
“it is past time to note that Indian politics and society display many of the symp-
toms of a murderous pre-fascist stage which has already produced a multiplicity
of localized Kristallnachts in numerous urban sites.”42

The most recent and dramatic manifestation of this sombre reality occurred
in the BJP ruled State of Gujarat in 2002. Following an incident involving the
deaths of some 50 Hindus in a railway car set on fire by a mob said to consist of
Muslims, marauding gangs of Hindus killed nearly 2000 Muslims in just over a
week. As one commentator put it:

It was not the fact of the killing itself, but the complicity of the state and
its instruments that was shocking. Newspaper reports and more stud-
ied documentation of the pogrom by international agencies, as well as
Indian citizens’ groups, have, in no uncertain manner, laid bare the role
played by the state’s law and order machinery and senior elected offi-
cials, who held back police action and encouraged Hindu groups that
were on a killing spree.43

What is perhaps equally noteworthy is that the BJP government of Gujarat
won an overwhelming victory in state elections held only a few months after
these events. Complicity in, and incitement of, inter-communal violence had
clearly paid political dividends in what was described as a “hate-filled cam-
paign playing on communal fears.”44
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In many ways the situation regarding respect for civil and human rights
more generally is no more benign. As in so many Asian countries, the following
human rights abuses are endemic in India: gender discrimination, child labour,
child prostitution, child bonded labour and adult bonded labour. Members of
scheduled castes and what are known as “backward communities” continue to
suffer discrimination and exploitation at the hands of upper castes. The Na-
tional Human Rights Commission which was created in 1993 is not a particularly
effective body and is not free of political interference. What is more, the Indian
government has come to rely very heavily on a series of laws which infringe on
civil liberties. These include the Preventive Detention Act of 1950, the Mainte-
nance of Internal Security Act of 1980 and the Terrorist and Disruptive Activities
(Prevention) Act of 1985. Under cover of these Acts, Indian security forces
have engaged in political killings, abductions and various forms of collective
punishment in areas in which separatist or insurgent movements have mani-
fested themselves, e.g. Kashmir, Punjab, Assam and other states in Northeast
India. These latter abuses have been well documented by international bodies
such as Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International, which have issued
numerous reports on India.45

These governance and human rights issues cannot help but inhibit the
extent to which Canada can develop a close relationship with India, for as long
as Canadian foreign policy prizes a strong “values” component and a human
security agenda. That does not appear likely to change in the foreseeable fu-
ture. The government’s foreign policy statement of April 2005 makes that
abundantly clear:

Canada is committed to extending human rights and human security
throughout the world, a commitment that also forms the foundation of
our approach to good governance…. Canada’s ultimate goal is to fos-
ter commitment on human rights, democracy and the rule of law that
places individual citizens at the heart of society and creates a state
committed to protecting their welfare.46

In the case of India, the problems of governance and human rights are
deeply rooted and the means available to Canada to effect any change are, to
say the least, extremely limited. Canada is neither an important ally nor a major
economic partner of India, and is thus unlikely to enjoy much political influence
with the Indian government. And Canada’s by now very modest programme of
bilateral assistance to India is unlikely to have more than modest impacts, and
is certainly insufficient to provide the Canadian government with any leverage
in a country like India where, in the words of the Canadian International Devel-
opment Agency, “the role of external assistance will continue to shrink as the
economy grows stronger.”47  In short, the Canadian government will have to
tailor its relationship with India through and around a series of thoroughly un-
palatable realities in terms of Canadian values. This may permit the pursuit of a
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solid businesslike relationship based on clearly defined mutual interests, but it
is unlikely to product one characterized by warmth or genuine friendship.

Knowledge and Perceptions

Yet another obstacle to the deepening of the Canada-India relationship falls
into the realms of knowledge and perceptions. There seems little doubt that
many Canadians now know more about India than they or their ancestors did
twenty or thirty years ago. Contributing to this spread of knowledge has been
the presence in Canada of a large and ever increasing community of Indian
origin, many of whose members have risen to prominence in politics, business
and the professions. Another contributing factor is the remarkable work done
by the Shastri Indo-Canadian Institute in promoting academic and youth ex-
changes between the two countries, and in supporting Indian studies and
research programmes in Canadian universities. That said, however, it is difficult
to disagree with the general proposition put forward by Professor John Wood to
the effect that:

Despite all of the rhetoric about ‘commonalities’, it is quite apparent
that Canada and India are on opposite sides of the globe, in different
climatic zones, and widely separated both culturally and on any number
of social and economic indicators… Despite a phenomenal rise in the
numbers of Canadians of Indian origin, the vast majority of people in
both countries know little about each other.48

He goes on to point out that this situation is compounded by the fact that
“The coverage of the other country in each country’s media is improving, but
still pathetically weak.”49

It is precisely the rather episodic coverage accorded to India by most Ca-
nadian media which serves to create or reinforce a rather stereotypical image
of India: an impoverished and largely illiterate population living in squalor, a
country constantly beset by sectarian violence and natural disasters, the scene
of frequent devastating railway accidents, a sub-regional actor locked into a
seemingly endless conflict with Pakistan. Rare are the descriptions or depic-
tions of India focussing on it as the heir to rich currents of Hindu and Islamic
civilizations, as home to a large, dynamic and entrepreneurial middle class, as
the producer of world class scientists and writers, as a country in the throes of
a profound process of economic reform, and as one which has scored remark-
able successes in the highly competitive field of information technology. The
dominance of the former rather than the latter images in the Canadian media
may go some way towards explaining the apparent reluctance of many Cana-
dian companies to explore the Indian market.
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Another difficulty in all of this is that the image which most Canadians may
have of India is radically different from the image which Indian elites have of
themselves and their country. Indian political leaders have long proclaimed the
greatness of their country. Shortly after independence in 1947, Prime Minister
Nehru declared “India is a great country, great in her resources, great in
manpower, great in her potential, in every way. I have little doubt that a free
India on every plane will play a very big part on the world stage.”50  Over five
decades later, an Indian government publication commenting on the country’s
international performance in 2001 reported that “India consolidated its position
as a global power, bulwark of peace, stability, international understanding, se-
curity and balance not only in Asia, but on a much wider scale in the world.”51

But while India’s political elites may be convinced of their country’s status, they
have been constantly frustrated in their ambition to have the rest of the world
recognize it. (India’s nuclear weapons programme was in good part driven by a
desire on the part of Indian politicians, officials and scientists to achieve an
international status comparable to that of China.) Their failure to achieve this
recognition has much to do with India’s domestic economic and political reali-
ties. It also has a lot to do with India’s approach to regional issues, for as
Professor Stephen Cohen has very perceptively noted: “In international affairs,
states are known by the enemies they keep. India is destined to be compared
with Pakistan until it can accommodate Islamabad… Conflict with Islamabad is
an important barrier to India’s full emergence as a major power.”52  Despite the
modest progress which has been made in recent diplomatic contacts between
the two countries, that barrier seems likely to remain in place for some time to
come.

In terms of Canada’s relations with India, what is important in all of this is
not whether Canadian politicians, officials and businessmen accept Indian claims
to great power status, but that they be aware of them and understand them.
Failure to accord India the respect it considers its due, and treating it as an
Asian power of the second rank well behind China and Japan, may well consti-
tute an important obstacle to the development of a more productive bilateral
relationship. Conversely, doing the opposite could become a real asset for
Canada in achieving its objectives in India.

Conclusion

The Canadian government has done yeoman work in identifying and promot-
ing the potential of the Indian market for Canadian exporters and investors. The
results of this work have so far been rather modest. It seems clear that if the
identified potential is to be realized, two conditions must be met. First, the
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Canadian government must persist in its efforts to interest the Canadian pri-
vate sector in India, and be successful in those efforts. Second, the Indian
government must stay the course on its programme of economic reform and
continue the process of dismantling barriers to trade and investment. If both of
these conditions are fulfilled, it is possible to envisage India emerging as a
significant economic partner for Canada over the next decade or two, in a world
in which trade expansion and diversification will remain key Canadian foreign
policy objectives and interests.

In the realm of international security policy, no comparable potential ap-
pears to exist. Quite the contrary. The Canadian government will continue to
view with deep apprehension India’s emergence as a full blown nuclear weap-
ons state, in a region in which political and technological realities argue
against the establishment of any relatively safe or stable regime of mutual
nuclear deterrence in the foreseeable future. India’s competitive/conflictual
relationships with its two most important neighbours, China and Pakistan,
whether in the nuclear or other domains, will continue to be regarded by the
Canadian government as inimical to Canada’s broad security interests. On
these major issues, there appears to be little prospect of any meeting of
minds between the two governments, let alone any opportunity for active
cooperation.

India’s record in the fields of governance and human rights will also inhibit
the development of a genuine rapprochement with Canada. While the Cana-
dian government may choose to argue that a policy of “constructive engagement”
on the economic front may serve to attenuate and eventually eradicate some of
these problems, as India becomes more solidly anchored in the international
trading system, the fact remains that a Canadian government committed to a
policy of projecting Canadian values and promoting human security will find it
difficult to overlook some of the more egregious abuses evident in India. These
issues are more likely to foster discord than accord in relations between the
two governments.

Under the right conditions, Canada may be able to develop a highly advan-
tageous economic and commercial relationship with an India destined to become
one of the world’s largest economies in the years ahead. This is a goal well
worth pursuing. But the resulting relationship is likely to be uni-dimensional.
The objective realities of distance and cultural differences, combined with the
significant constraints identified above, suggest that the relationship will be lack-
ing the intimacy, breadth and depth of the relations which Canada enjoys with
countries such as those of Western Europe. Many of the factors constraining
the relationship with India are, in fact, not dissimilar to those which will continue
to affect Canada’s relations with other large Asian nations such as China, Indo-
nesia and Pakistan.
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