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Two Years since Narendra Modi’s 
election victory
More than two years have passed since the May 
2014 Indian elections when Narendra Modi, leader 
of the center-right Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) 
was swept into power. His “landmark” victory 
made him independent of the smaller, left-wing 
and Muslim parties. In talks with the Israeli Prime 
Minister he indicated his intention to change 
India’s Israel policy from political coolness and 
diplomatic distance to open friendship and 
collaboration. 

In India, major foreign and domestic policy 
changes are generally slow and cumbersome, but 
with respect to Israel Modi acted quickly.  Military 
relations were boosted by the removal of obstacles 
to pending deals, and new deals were initiated. In 
February 2015, Israel’s defense minister made an 
official visit to India, the first of its kind. Modi has 

also encouraged trade and cooperation in many 
civilian sectors. Perhaps most surprising, he made 
sure that the Lokh Sabha, the lower house of the 
Indian parliament, did not denounce Israel for its 
conduct in Gaza during Operation Protective Edge 
in summer 2014.   Further, the Indian delegation 
to the United Nations was instructed to abstain 
from one (but not all) of the numerous anti-
Israeli resolutions submitted there. India has since 
supported a few anti-Israeli resolutions regarding 
settlement activity.  Ultimately, the positions 
India endorses at the UN do not necessarily 
reflect a true picture of its friendship with Israel. 
Many of India’s recent policy shifts can be seen 
as having accelerated relations that had already 
been growing long before Modi. Military relations, 
civilian trade, and tourism had been increasing at 
least since 2000, even when the Congress Party 
ruled India, although it preferred to keep these 
relations as discreet as possible. 

India and Israel17
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Two highly publicized political visits revealed the 
depth to which India’s public attitude toward 
Israel  has changed under Modi. India’s President 
Pranap Mukherjee paid a state visit to Israel in 
October 2015, the first of its kind since 1948. In 
his speech before the Knesset he extended India’s 
hand of friendship to Israel, condemned anti-
Israel terrorism, and alluded to the thousand-
year-old links between the Indian and Jewish 
peoples. Shortly after, in January 2016, India’s 
External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj came 
to Israel and said that India’s ties with the Jewish 
state were of the “highest importance.”  In a 
meeting with Jordan’s King Abdullah the day 
before arriving in Israel, however, Mukherjee, 
assured the Arab world that it would continue 
to support Palestinian aspirations.  But he also 
said that India’s “bilateral relations with Israel are 
independent of our relations with Palestine.”2 

One Man’s Whim – or Long-Term 
Forces of History?
Some skeptics question whether India’s policy 
shift vis-à-vis Israel will endure in the long term. 
They point to the rapid growth of India’s Muslim 
minority, and to India’s enormous economic links 
with the Muslim Middle East. They also note 
Indian reports of disappointment with Modi’s 
government because his promised reforms 
have not all materialized as fast as expected. 
Could Modi’s shit towards Israel turn out to be 
a temporary, short-lived interruption of India’s 
pursuit of its broader national interests?

The question whether history is determined by 
the decisions of great leaders or by deeper, long-

term socio-economic forces has preoccupied 
historians since Karl Marx. A couple of often-
quoted phrases Marx wrote in 1851/52 have had 
a deep and lasting impact on historiography:

“Men make their own history, but they don’t 
make it freely, not under conditions that they 
choose themselves, but under conditions which 
they found, which were given and transmitted. 
The tradition of all the dead generations burdens 
the brain of the living like a nightmare…”3 

The issue raised by Marx is particularly relevant 
to Jewish history. The actions of national and 
foreign leaders have determined Jewish history 
no less and arguably more than socio-economic 
forces or traditions of “dead generations.” When 
President Truman recognized the State of 
Israel a few minutes after its creation in 1948, a 
recognition that was critical for Israel’s survival, 
he was driven by deep personal convictions. 
He swam against the stream. He ignored the 
arguments of his cabinet members who were 
convinced that the “given conditions” as Marx 
wrote, that is, the Near Eastern balance of power 
would condemn this little, isolated Jewish state 
to rapid extinction. 

How about Modi? Has he transformed India’s 
Israel policy out of personal volition alone, or 
does he represent deeper, lasting changes in 
Indian society and an acute assessment of India’s 
long-term trajectory and interests? The answer 
is: both. It is true that Modi sympathized with 
Israel before taking office, but it took a major 
generational and social change to explain his 
victory. India’s young, its professionals and its 
growing middle class, mostly Hindus, voted 
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for him. They ignored the admonitions of the 
ruling Congress Party and some of the elites that 
voting for Modi would be anti-Muslim. Under 
Congress Party rule, it was assumed the leader 
of India could not be a friend of Israel for fear 
of offending India’s Muslims. Modi’s victory 
dented this old taboo and eroded the political 
deterrence power of India’s Muslims in regard 
to Israel. Modi’s new Israel policy is part of a 
broader reorientation and reassessment of India’s 
foreign and domestic policies. In this sense, 2014 
was comparable to 1992 when India established 
diplomatic relations with Israel. Then, many saw 
this only as India’s reaction to the demise of the 
anti-Israeli Soviet Union and the rise of the pro-
Israeli United States, but it was also part of a 
much broader intellectual and political upheaval 
-- “A Million Mutinies Now” as the Indian Nobel 
laureate and novelist Naipaul called this period.4 
This too, suggests that India’s Israel policies will 
not be reversed quickly.  

Why is India important? The 
Numbers
In 2015, India’s population stood at 1.28 billion, 
with a very young median age (27 years). China’s 
was 1.4 billion (median age 36 years). In 20 years, 
India’s projected population will exceed that 
of China (1.5 billion against 1.45 billion). India’s 
GDP in 2014 was $1.9 trillion and is projected to 
grow faster than that of any Western country. In 
2012, the Paris-based OECD projected the GDP 
of the main countries as proportion of global 
GDP by 2060.5 India is expected to move from 

7 percent in 2011 to 18 percent in 2060, China 
from 17 to 28 percent, the United States will 
decrease slightly from 23 to 17 percent, and 
Europe will plummet from 17 to 9 percent. There 
is a speculative element in OECD forecasts, but 
for India they can be based among other things, 
on the country’s increasingly better-educated 
and ambitious youth. 

India’s Soft Power Assets
Numbers are not everything. India has many 
assets that cannot be measured by statistics. It 
has considerable soft power across the world. 
Its people, colors, food, culture, music, dress, 
religions and the memory of Mahatma Gandhi 
remain popular in the West. As the demonization 
of Israel in various countries continues, India’s 
friendship might be helpful. Already, Modi’s first 
public steps to improve relations with Israel have 
been widely noted in the international media. 
But it is not only the West that matters.  India 
may also become a gateway to other Asian 
nations with strong links to India and with large 
Indian minorities. 

The Indian diasporas, particularly in the United 
States, the United Kingdom, Australia, and South 
Africa, are an important asset for India. Their 
voice is heard in Delhi. They could be influenced 
by Jewish diaspora outreach in their respective 
host countries and by India’s Israel policies. 
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India’s Quest for Great Power 
Status
India’s numbers and its soft power do not 
automatically translate into great 

power status if there is no will to use these assets in 
the international arena. Is there an Indian quest for 
great power status, comparable to that of China? 
The signs are mixed. In the last decades, India has 
occasionally engaged in power politics with some 
of its neighbors, but has been averse to throwing 
its weight around on the global scene or in the 

Middle East. A quest 
for great power status 
can be found in some of 
India’s elites, its middle 
class and its government 
bureaucracy. India’s 
unsuccessful demand for 
a permanent seat on the 
United Nations Security 
Council was an expression 
of this quest. India has 

many assets: its size, its fast growing population 
and economy, its military and naval clout in South 
Asia and the Indian Ocean and its soft power. But 
India has also major shortcomings: its economic 
and social bottlenecks; its poverty and illiteracy; 
its corruption and stifling bureaucracy. 

Another obstacle to great power status has been 
India’s difficulty to project an assertive message 
to the world and to convince the international 
community that it has the capacity and will to 
help protect peace and shape global policies. But 
Modi has already given indications that he plans 

to change this. His numerous high-visibility visists 
to countries near and far set him apart of all his 
predecessors.   Modi has energy and vision, and 
the current times are propitious for India. The 
power of the United States, Japan, the United 
Kingdom and France has been declining over 
time at least in relative terms. In 2015, many 
commentators also saw a weakening of the power 
of China for economic reasons, and of Germany 
for political reasons. Others deemed Russia’s 
current geopolitical resurgence unsustainable in 
the long term.  Unless the United States reasserts 
itself, India presently seems the only exception 
among the big players. 

Fast Growing Links with the 
Middle East
India is entering the Middle East in giant, though still 
discreet, steps. There is abundant media attention 
to the shift of power from West to East, particularly 
to the rise of China, and less so, of India. But little 
has been written on the impact of this shift on the 
Middle East. There is growing interdependence 
between the Middle East and Asia, and there will 
be long-term global consequences if the big Asian 
countries become major power holders in the 
Middle East. India’s size, soft power, and its possible 
quest for a big-power role will have various effects 
on the Middle East. For India, more than for China, 
being drawn into the Middle East renews a very old 
history. Intense trading and cultural relations existed 
between India and the civilizations of Mesopotamia 
4000 years ago.  Relations were strengthened by the 
spread of Islam, which covered the Middle East and 

Modi’s victory 
eroded the 
political 
deterrence 
power of India’s 
Muslims in 
regard to Israel
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parts of India. Only Great Britain’s imperial expansion 
put a temporary end to many of these links. 

Energy and Economic Links with 
the Middle East
Today, the strongest and also newest driver of close 
links between India and the Middle East is India’s 
need for Middle Eastern oil energy resources. 
And at the same time, the oil and gas producers 
need safe markets, investments, and protection 
now that the United States no longer needs their 
oil and gas – their dependence on Asia is no less 
critical than Asia’s dependence on their energy. 
India’s demand for oil imports is growing fast. In 
the last years, two thirds of its imported oil came 
from the Middle East, a proportion predicted 
to grow to over 90 percent by 2030. As a direct 
outcome of the energy interdependency, trade 
between India, the Middle East and North Africa 
has increased 25 times since 2001 and currently 
exceeds $170 billion, only three percent of which is 
trade with Israel. Middle Eastern trade represents 
a quarter of India’s total trade, twice as much as 
India’s trade with the United States or China. 
Trade is accompanied by huge investment flows 
in both directions, joint ventures and remittances 
of $30 billion or more flowing back to India from 
estimated seven million Indian workers in the Gulf. 

For historical, geopolitical, and domestic (large 
Shiite minority) reasons, India wants good 
relations with Iran, but most of its Middle Eastern 
oil is imported from the Arab Gulf. Any serious 
clash between Iran and the Arab world would 
generate dilemmas India does not wish to face. 

Islam: India’s Historical and 
Cultural Bonds with the Muslim 
Middle East
Oil is the primary driver of India’s relations with 
the Middle East, but Islam is the second and far 
older driver. Islam penetrated India across the 
centuries, by military conquest and peaceful 
commerce. Many Hindus see this history as one 
of foreign occupation, yet Islam has become an 
integral part of India’s identity and culture. The 
common Indian and Arab struggle against British 
colonialism added a 
strong political bond. 
As a result, concern for 
Islamic issues, including 
Palestinian opposition to 
Zionism, moved into the 
center of India’s domestic 
and foreign politics, and 
remained there long after 
the end of British rule. 

Currently, there are 
approximately 180 million 
Indian Muslims, an 
estimated 20 million are Shiites. India holds the 
world’s second largest Muslim population. After 
partition in 1947, seven percent of its citizens 
were Muslims. Today, they are said to represent 
15 percent, but precise figures are not available. 
The great majority of India’s Muslims is moderate 
and wants to remain Indian. However, there is 
also a Muslim awakening and a radicalization 
of a minority, which is fueled by foreign Muslim 
money and propaganda, as well as by some of 

India’s 
unsuccessful 
demand for 
a permanent 
seat on the 
UN Security 
Council was an 
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the Muslim Indian workers returning from the 
Gulf.  Against these negative trends stands a 
resurgent Hindu nationalism and the steady rise 
of a Western-oriented professional middle class, 
which was integral in bringing Modi to power. 
How these different trends will evolve and interact 
with each other is difficult to predict. However, 
India is likely to retain several lessons from its long 
experience with domestic and foreign Muslim 
politics: Most Indian Muslims barely reacted, 
both when India established diplomatic relations 
with Israel (1992) or when it became more openly 
friendly to Israel (2014); and second, relations with 
Israel have not damaged India’s relations with 
either the Arab world or Iran. On the contrary, the 
Israel relationship forced them to realize that India 
might not automatically support whatever they 
said or did against Israel, as it had in the past. In 
addition, India’s hope that strong support for Arab 
causes would inhibit Arab support for Pakistan 
turned out to be an illusion. The Arabs have always 
supported Pakistan against India, irrespective of 
India’s Israel policy. 

Steady Growth of Indo-Israeli 
Relations
In 1947, India supported the Arab countries in the 
United Nations and voted against the establishment 
of a Jewish state. In 1949, India again voted with the 
Arabs against the admission of Israel to the United 
Nations. In 1992, it established diplomatic relations 
with Israel. 2014 heralded a fundamental revision 
of its Israel policy, in favor of open friendship and 
cooperation with the Jewish state. From 1992 

on, political and diplomatic ties moved ahead, 
slowly and sporadically, although India continued 
to vote for every UN anti-Israel resolution, and 
Indian leaders largely avoided meetings with Israeli 
leaders. There were a few exceptions: President 
Ezer Weizmann’s state visit to Delhi in 1996, and 
more importantly, Prime Minister Sharon’s visit in 
2003, but no Indian leader ever visited Israel until 
President Mukherjee’s state visit to Jerusalem in 
2015. He invited both Israel’s President and Prime 
Minister to India and confirmed that Prime Minister 
Modi planned a visit to Israel. 

Military cooperation, joint research and 
development, arms sales, cyber-security and 
counterterrorism are the sectors in which Indo-
Israeli ties are older and deeper than in any 
other sector. Both countries live in dangerous 
neighborhoods, which has led to a tacit 
convergence of strategic interests.  These ties had 
already begun in the 1960s and have never been 
interrupted, even during the decades when India’s 
official policy toward Israel was hostile. Today, India 
is Israel’s largest weapons market (an estimated 
$1 billion annually has been cited). In the coming 
years, Israel may have to cope with growing foreign, 
particularly American, competition and India’s 
own growing armaments industry. The Indo-Israeli 
relationship must not depend so strongly on the 
military sector alone. Furthermore, one cannot 
speak of a full Indo-Israeli “strategic alliance” as 
India has naval, military, and many other links with 
some of Israel’s enemies, particularly Iran. 

Indo-Israeli economic links have enormous 
potential. Bilateral civilian trade moved from $200 
million in 1992 to approximately $4.5 billion in 
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2015. The increase is huge when seen in isolation, 
but less so when compared to other countries. 
Bilateral trade with Turkey for example, which 
has a population 20 times smaller than India and 
a GDP four times smaller, has reached more than 
$5 billion. India is one of Israel’s fastest growing 
export markets. Experts have conjectured that 
bilateral trade could reach $10-15 billion if a 
free trade agreement (FTA) were signed. FTA 
negotiations began in 2006, and bore no fruit. 
Negotiations resumed in 2016.  A FTA with India 
would benefit Israel’s consumers, but harm its 
protected manufacturing sector, which may be 
one of the reasons for the delays and obstacles.6 

A Dearth of Information and 
Cultural Links    
The weakest link in the Indo-Israeli relationship, 
which does not bode well for the future, is that 
most of the Indian people know little or nothing 
of Jews, Judaism, Israel, or the Holocaust. Some, 
among them left-wing intellectuals and Muslims, 
see Israel only through the lens of the Palestinian 
conflict. Others, including right-wing Hindus, 
admire Israel as a mythical warrior nation fighting 
Muslims. There is a great need to improve the 
Jewish people and Israel’s soft power in India 
through cultural outreach, education, and the 
media, but the resources to do so are woefully 
inadequate. Israel has a modest cultural policy in 
India, mainly involving the performing arts and 
sports. Academic links between the two countries 
are still quite small.  Israel’s universities both teach 
and research on old and new India, but no more 

than two or three scholars or lecturers deal with 
Israel or Judaism in Indian universities. These 
efforts, on both sides, are severely under-funded 
and under-staffed. 

The India-Israel-Jewish People 
Triangle 
Jews and Judaism have had more links with old 
and new India, and played a more important role 
in the Indo-Israeli relationship than is generally 
known.

Contacts Between Two Old Civilizations

Words of Indian origin appear in the Hebrew 
Bible, e.g. for the spices imported from India for 
the daily Temple service in Jerusalem. The Jews of 
Hellenistic and Talmudic times knew India and its 
goods. Medieval philosophers, e.g. Maimonides 
and Yehuda Ha-Levi, discuss India. In modern 
times, Jewish refugees, adventurers, and seekers of 
Eastern spirituality have flocked to India. However, 
they have had little impact and built no lasting 
bridges between India and the Jewish people.

The Jews of India

In contrast, the Jews of India did build bridges. 
Jews lived peacefully in India for centuries. They 
preserved their Judaism not as a reaction against 
external hostility as in other cases – there was 
never any indigenous anti-Judaism in India – but 
because they cherished their Jewish traditions and 
developed creative cultural interactions with their 
Hindu and Muslim environments. Hindu India did 
not try to convert non-Hindus, was not jealous 
of Jewish success, and had no negative religious 
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memories of Jews. In the 20th century, Jews made 
remarkable contributions to all facets of Indian 
life despite their small numbers – to public health, 
education, the film industry, the armed forces, and 
more. The Indian caste system, which prohibited 
intermarriage between castes and religions, helped 
the Jews to preserve their identity. When the caste 
system weakened after India’s independence, 
this protection risked collapse. This is one of the 
reasons why the great majority of Indian Jews 
emigrated to Israel after 1948. In Israel, Indian 
Jews have not become politically prominent, but 

perhaps a new role awaits 
them now. This is what 
the Indian embassy in 
Israel thought when it 
called on Indian Jews in 
2015 to help strengthen 
Indo-Israeli links. 

Failed World Jewish Interventions for Zionism and 
Israel 1920-1970/80

In the 20th century, world Jewish outreach to 
India focused on Zionism and Israel. India’s Jews 
received educational, professional, and economic 
help from Jewish organizations, but they were 
not discriminated against and their condition did 
not call for any foreign crisis intervention.  There 
were Western Jews who sympathized with India’s 
struggle for independence and admired Gandhi. 
One of them was the South African Herman 
Kallenbach who became one of Gandhi’s closest 
friends (Gandhi lived 1893-1914 in South Africa). 
However, in the early 1920s, even before the first 
Zionist approaches, the Palestinian nationalist 
leader Hadj Amin El-Husseini understood the 

importance of India and sent emissaries to agitate 
there against Zionism and the – fabricated – 
“Jewish threat” against the El Aqsa mosque.  
Some years later, Zionist emissaries together 
with Kallenbach tried to convince Gandhi that 
Zionism was a just cause but failed. Gandhi’s 
opposition is often misunderstood and is still 
quoted by Israel’s enemies. Gandhi was attuned 
to Muslim sensitivities, particularly on Palestine, 
because his overriding aim was to prevent the 
partition of India and the creation of a Muslim 
state. He, Nehru, and the Congress Party feared 
that the proposal of a Jewish state requiring the 
partition of Palestine would become a precedent 
for the partition of India – which is indeed what 
happened in 1947.  Albert Einstein, too, tried to 
convince Nehru in 1947 to agree to the creation 
of a Jewish state, but he also failed. Gandhi had 
great sympathy for the Jewish people and knew 
of their suffering but simply did not grasp the 
enormity of the Nazi threat. It is clear from his 
exchanges with Kallenbach that in private he did 
not oppose Zionism as he did publicly.7 There 
is some evidence that Gandhi slowly began to 
change his opinion about a Jewish state before 
he was assassinated in January 1948. In any event, 
early Zionist lobbying of Indian leaders was 
bound to fail. There was no chance that these 
leaders would yield to foreign pleas and run the 
risk of infuriating their country’s Muslims. Even 
after partition, the “Muslim constraint” did not 
allow open links with Israel. But India agreed to 
contacts with international Jewish organizations. 
This was an opening that the Jewish people could 
not, and did not miss. 

India is Israel’s 
largest weapons 
market – $1 
billion annually
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Successful World Jewish Interventions

Almost from the day Israel was created and found 
the doors to India closed, international (mainly 
American) Jewish organizations opened a dialogue 
with the governments of India and lobbied them 
to recognize Israel and establish diplomatic 
relations. The heads of the World Zionist 
Organization and the World Jewish Congress 
participated in these efforts, and so did prominent 
American Jewish congressmen who were regarded 
as friends of India and whose advice India could 
not easily ignore. In the end, whenever Indian 
leaders visited the United States, it became a habit 
for them to meet with American Jewish leaders. 
Jewish lobbying often focused on seemingly 
minor problems, such as restrictions imposed 
on an Israeli consulate or the visa difficulties of 
an Israeli tennis team. Playing in India. However, 
the ultimate purpose was always the same: to 
wear down India’s rejection of Israel by bringing 
the American super-power into India’s political 
calculations. In the 1980s, pressure could be quite 
blunt, for example when Jewish leaders warned 
India that it could lose friends in the United States 
if it did not modify its Israel policy. Several factors 
motivated India to finally establish relations with 
Israel. Retrospectively measuring the relative 
weight of American Jewish pressure in comparison 
to other drivers of Indian policy is difficult. But it is 
sure that this long-lasting pressure had an impact 
on Indian thought and policy. 

American Jews did not limit their initiatives to 
Indo-Israeli diplomacy. Jewish organizations 
reached out to the increasingly successful Indian 
diaspora in the United States. Jewish leaders called 

it “an investment in the future”: If Indians and 
Jews worked together and supported common 
interests, there would be positive repercussions on 
India’s Israel policies. No less portentous was the 
decision of American Jewish organizations to set 
up “interfaith” programs with American Hindus – 
there are more than a billion Hindus in the world. 
Three Hindu-Jewish summit meetings resulted 
from this initiative in Delhi (2007), Jerusalem 
(2008) and Washington (2009).  These and 
other American Jewish initiatives demonstrated 
creativity and enthusiasm. They are reinforcing 
the triangular relationship 
between India, Israel and 
the Jewish people. The 
rise to power of an Indian 
leader who is friendly 
to Israel does not mean 
that World Judaism has 
no longer a role to play 
in the “triangle.” On the 
contrary, old problems 
have not all disappeared 
and new challenges and opportunities are waiting. 

 

Hindu Indians 
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