Modi v Trump

A strongman
struggle

DELHI

A dispute over tariffs and oil escalates

N AUGUST 4TH Donald Trump took
Oto Truth Social, his social-media plat-
form, to berate India: because the coun-
try’s “massive” oil purchases fund “the
Russian War Machine”, he said, it would
suffer substantially steeper tariffs than the
25% the president slapped on the country
last week. Two days later he added a fur-
ther 25% from August 27th—pushing the
total tariff rate to 50%. In some ways the
president is not wrong: Russia supplied a
negligible 0.2% of India’s oil imports be-
fore the war in Ukraine. Since then, it has
become India’s biggest supplier, providing
between 35% and 40% (see Finance sec-
tion). But Mr Trump’s vendetta also marks
an ugly end to his bromance with Naren-
dra Modi, India’s prime minister.

Months-long negotiations between the
two countries towards a “mini-deal” have
yielded a final tariff rate that is virtually
double the original threat of 26% tariffs on
Indian exports to America. Previously, Mr
Trump has complained about the total bi-
lateral trade of $212bn, that India hoped
would be a sign of closer ties. In Mr
Trump’s view, though, America runs a
“MASSIVE TRADE DEFICIT WITH INDIA!!”

Few in India seem in the mood for com-
promise. In a defiant public address on Au-
gust 2nd Mr Modi avoided name-checking
the American president but urged eco-
nomic self-reliance at a time of global un-
certainty. Anonymous Indian officials are

Papering over the cracks

briefing international media on India’s
right to Russian oil. America’s negotiating
team is expected in Delhi, as planned, for
the sixth round of talks starting on August
25th. Even so, Ajit Doval, the national secu-
rity adviser, was warmly received in Mos-
cow on August 6th. Subrahmanyam Jaish-
ankar, India’s foreign minister, will report-
edly follow later this month.

This marks a striking change from Mr
Trump’s first term, when the American
president and Indian prime minister filled
stadiums from Texas to Gujarat in celebra-
tion of a blossoming bond between the
two countries. India clinched deals for de-
fence equipment and tech usually reserved
for NATO allies and some exemptions from
sanctions on its dealings with Russia. A
mutual disquiet about China’s rise lent the
relationship urgency. As a result, India wel-
comed Mr Trump’s comeback. According
to a poll in 2024 by the European Council
on Foreign Relations, a think-tank, 84% of
Indians believed Mr Trump was good news
for their own country—the highest among
all 24 countries polled.

But despite Mr Modi’s outwardly
friendly reception at the White House in
February, one journalist briefed on the visit
describes Indian diplomats as “stunned”
by the “lack of respect” America’s presi-
dent showed India’s prime minister behind
closed doors. Mr Trump has demanded
that India buy more American weapons.
He used a military plane to deport illegal
Indian migrants in handcuffs. Trade dis-
putes between the two countries in Mr
Trump’s first term look like “an early sign
of the madness that was to come”, con-
cedes one former Indian ambassador.

Economic assessments of the fallout
from MAGA tariffs are shaky. Indian manu-
facturers—of textiles and garments, for ex-

ample—will find themselves at a huge dis- »




