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Editorial

State of doubt
The strategic turn: Modi’s New Zealand

visit is far more than free trade
Prime Minister Narendra

Modi arrives in Auckland on
July 10, the first Indian prime
minister to visit New Zealand
in forty years. Most coverage
will run through the India-New
Zealand Free Trade
Agreement signed in April and
what it means for dairy
exports and market access.
That angle is fair. It is also the
easier half of the story.

The harder half started
building before the trade deal,
and it runs through defence.
Christopher Luxon travelled to
Delhi in March 2025 to lay the
groundwork for a visit like this
one. What has happened in
Wellington since then has
changed how much a defence
relationship with India is
actually worth to New Zealand
and how much New Zealand
is worth to India.

What Changed in
Wellington

In February 2025, a
Chinese naval task group
sailed into the Tasman Sea
and ran live-fire drills without
adequate warning to New

Zealand or Australia.
Additionally, the Cook Islands,
which remains in free
association with New Zealand
and relies on it for defence,
signed a Comprehensive
Strategic Partnership with
Beijing covering seabed
minerals and infrastructure,
without consulting Wellington.
New Zealand’s foreign ministry
called it a matter of significant
concern and later suspended
some funding to the territory.
It was a reminder that
Chinese engagement in the
Pacific does not need a
military base to worry a
government that treats the
region as its own backyard. A
country that spent thirty years
treating its geography as
protection is now rearming
because that protection has
visibly thinned. That is the
backdrop against which Modi’s
visit is happening.

New Zealand’s China
dilemma is not really a defence
problem in the narrow sense.
It is closer to what is called
hedging: a small state trying

to keep its economic ties to a
giant neighbour intact while
shoring up security against the
risk that the same neighbour
turns coercive. China remains
New Zealand’s largest trading
partner, and Wellington cannot
walk away from that
relationship any more than it
can ignore live-fire drills in its
own waters. What it can do is
bring in partners who let it
diversify without appearing to
pick a side.

India fits that need; it is
large enough to matter, has
avoided alliance politics in the
Pacific, and belongs to no bloc
China would read as directly
hostile. But that only explains
why New Zealand wants India.
It doesn’t explain why India
wants New Zealand, and that
has more to do with how India’s
own idea of its maritime
neighbourhood has changed
over the past decade.

This relationship isn’t
starting from scratch. During
Christopher Luxon’s visit to

Delhi in March 2025, India and
New Zealand signed a defence
cooperation arrangement and
agreed to make defence
engagement a regular feature
of the relationship. The two
sides have already held their

first India–New Zealand
bilateral defence dialogue.
Modi’s visit therefore builds on
a framework that is already in
place rather than creating one
from the ground up.

That matters because
India’s maritime outlook has
changed. The focus is no
longer just on protecting its
own waters but on
understanding what is
happening across a much wider
stretch of the Indo-Pacific.
Chinese naval deployments,
undersea infrastructure and
new logistics arrangements in
the western and South Pacific
can all have implications for
security back in the Indian
Ocean. Seen through that lens,
New Zealand looks far more

strategically relevant than it
would have a decade ago. How
India’s Map Has Changed For
most of independent India’s
history, naval planning stopped
at the western seaboard, the
Arabian Sea and, at its widest,
the Indian Ocean. Threats
were counted in submarines
off Karachi or Chinese survey
ships near the Andamans. That
frame has been out of date for
a while now. India’s maritime
strategy increasingly treats the
Indo-Pacific as a single
connected strategic theatre,
and India increasingly seeks
greater maritime awareness
east of the Malacca Strait, into
the western Pacific, and now,
with this visit, into the South
Pacific islands as well.

What finally proves that I
belong to my own country? It
would have been another thing
if this was only a rhetorical
question that philosophers and
intellectuals were asking
themselves. But this question
has begun to haunt the Indian
citizen with increasing
frequency. The question has
come to acquire a disturbing
urgency after reports that a
former editor of a leading
English daily was denied the
renewal of his passport
because his name was struck
off from the electoral rolls
during the Special Intensive
Revision. Combined with the
explanation that a passport is
not proof of citizenship, this
episode reveals that the land
beneath our feet has shifted.
Similar characterisation of
other documents has been
forwarded over the years.
Aadhaar, we are told, is
merely proof of identity, not
citizenship. A voter identity
card is not conclusive proof of
citizenship and a ration card
proves little beyond eligibility
for welfare. Birth certificates,
domicile certificates and a
range of other official
documents each carry their
own limitations in recent times
as told through different
sources and voices.
Individually, each statement
may have a legal explanation.
However, seen cumulatively,
they produce something far
more unsettling. They leave
the ordinary citizen asking a
profoundly constitutional
question — which document
does the Republic ultimately
trust as proof of citizenship?
Or perhaps the more
uncomfortable question is if
the Republic trusts its citizens
at all. Since its inception,
democracy in India rested
upon a simple moral
assumption. Unless there is
compelling evidence to the
contrary, the citizen belongs.
The burden of suspicion lies
with the State, not with the
individual. The edifice of
constitutional democracies is
built upon a presumption of
citizenship, not a presumption
of doubt. And certainly, the
state of doubt cannot be
perpetual in nature. This
relationship of trust, in other
words the social contract,
appears to have been
reversed recently. The Indian
citizen today seems
condemned to an endless
pilgrimage through files,
certificates, photocopies,
biometric authentication and
documentary verification.

Every few years, another
process arrives demanding
fresh proof of what was
supposedly established long
ago. Every document
becomes provisional and
every recognition appears
temporary. This is a disastrous
situation in the making where
every certificate carries within
itself the possibility of future
invalidation.

The Republic that once
recognised its citizens has
gradually become a Republic
that repeatedly interrogates
them. While the administrative
bottlenecks and pitfalls have
received attention, this
transformation in the
philosophical character of the
Indian nation and the Indian
State deserves far greater
public attention than it has
received. Our Constitution

never imagined citizenship as
a favour periodically bestowed
by official discretion.
Citizenship was conceived as
the foundational relationship
from which every democratic
right flowed. The right to vote,
the right to equality before
law, freedom of speech,
access to public institutions —
all derive their legitimacy from
this settled constitutional
identity.

B.R. Ambedkar repeatedly
reminded us that constitutional
morality is sustained not just
by the creation or the
existence of institutions but by
the conventions, restraint, and
democratic practices that
make institutions work. He
took pains to point out that this
is not natural but learnt.
Perhaps his hope was that we
might also learn this morality
to make its practice reliable
and predictable. We may call
these habits of governance.
Among those habits is the
obligation of the State to
inspire confidence rather than
cultivate anxiety and
trepidation amongst its own
people.
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