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Abstract 
The very aim of this research paper is to examine the implications of the United States "America first 
policy" which pertains to the India-US trade relations leading to significant challenges that India may 
face with respect to its economic autonomy. Through the analysis of trade frictions such as tariffs, 
intellectual property disputes and issues related to WTO, the researcher will hereby highlight that while 
the policy AIMS at prioritising the interest of the United States, however on the other hand it has strain 
the bilateral ties between both the countries, further forcing India to navigate its dependency on global 
supply chain and technology.  
Not only this but the very aim of this research is also to draw on economic theories and analyse data 
while highlighting differences in trade approaches between Trump and Biden administrations 
respectively, with the primary objective of emphasizing on India's strategic responses in the form of its 
numerous initiatives one of which is the well known as Aatmanirbhar Bharat initiative.  
The findings of this research paper underlines the need for India to diversify its state partnerships, so as 
to mitigate these vulnerabilities which have been caused against its economic autonomy by the 
"America first" policy.  
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Introduction 
The America first doctrine was hereby introduced by the current US President Donald 
Trump during its past administration that lasted between 2017 to 2021, which caused a 
significant shift in America's foreign policy further emphasizing upon adoption of 
protectionism instead of globalization, leading to the manifestation of this policy across trade 
practices which led to prioritising of domestic industries through tariffs, with negotiations of 
trade agreements and enforcement of IPR. When it comes to India, then it shall be 
considered this new policy introduced by the American government has caused varied trade 
fictions which have challenged the pursuit of its economic autonomy something which is 
rooted in self-reliance and reduced dependency of the country on external powers (Ministry 
of External Affairs, 2020). 
  
India and Its Economic Autonomy  
Economic autonomy in context of India primarily refers to the very ability of the country to 
shape it's domestic policies without having a significant influence of global powers 
specifically concerning major areas of economic concern like trade, technology and finance. 
Post-independence India economic strategy was mostly influenced by leaders like Jawaharlal 
Nehru who emphasize upon maintaining the self -sufficiency of the country which today in 
fact have been extended and evolved into initiatives like Make in India and Aatmnirbhar 
Bharat that was introduced by the Modi government during the year 2021 (Government of 
India, 2021). However, when it comes to the America first policy then the same has made 
India vulnerable in terms of exposing the country to enter into integrations which require 
India to rely on US markets further exposing it to the risk of being less self-reliant and more 
dependent upon the technologies that are being manufactured by the US government or 
companies which operate through the United States. 
There was a key objective of this paper is to analyse these trade frictions which arise as a 
result of the implementation of the America first policy and what approach has been adopted  
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by India for in order to adapt to the strategies while also 
maintaining a self-reliance across its economic policies that 
can help it in balancing economic interdependence while 
maintaining sovereignty amongst its key economic areas. 
 
Literature Review 
Economic Autonomy and Trade Frictions 
Economic autonomy, has been conceptualized by Sen 
(1999) [32] which refers the ability of a nation ability to 
maintain self-reliance in terms of its developmental 
trajectory with minimum reliance on external constraints, 
thus balancing both global interdependence and self-reliance 
across major economic areas. Therefore, this dependency 
theory was further analysed by Cardoso and Faletto (1979) 

[8] as per whom India is commonly found to be in 
exploitative relationships with major countries like the 
United States, resulting in trade exchanges that may cause 
underdevelopment owing to structural dependencies across 
sectors, including: 
• pharmaceuticals,  
• information technology (IT),  
• and agriculture, where global value chains reinforce 

vulnerabilities (Frank, 1967; Wallerstein, 1974) [41].  
 
It has further been studies that recent extensions of this 
theory inculcate neoliberal critiques, further highlighting 
globalization may exacerbates these frictions through 
embedded peripheral states due to power dynamics which 
are asymmetrical in nature (Harvey, 2005) [15]. 
Another research conducted by Rodrik (2018) [31] highlights 
how protectionist policies from dominant economies like the 
United States of America can significantly impact the global 
supply chain by disproportionately affecting developing 
nations like India.  
As per a research conducted by Bora and Kumar (2021) [5] 
upon applying he dependency theory to India's IT sector, it 
was hereby demonstrated that reliance on U.S. firms for key 
IT sector components like software and hardware will 
eventually limit innovation and sovereignty. 
Also, in another research authored by Sharma and Singh, it 
was found how U.S. subsidies distort global markets, thus 
causing India to compete on economic terms which are 
unfair and unequal in nature (Sharma & Singh, 2022) [33]. 
The above studies hereby indicate how economic autonomy 
is not absolute but instead it is a negotiated space, where 
trade frictions caused by tariffs and intellectual property 
rights (IPR) disputes, can at times act as barriers to 
independent growth of developing nation, which in this case 
is India. 
 
America First Policy: Origins and Implementation 
The "America First" policy, originated from his 2016 
presidential campaign, where the Trump administration 
criticized multilateral trade agreements like the North 
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the Trans-
Pacific Partnership (TPP) for prioritizing corporate interests 
over the interest of American workers (Trump, 2017) [35]. 
This notion further led to the widespread of protectionist 
sentiments amongst US citizens (Irwin, 2017) [16]. Therefore, 
the key implementations under the said policy was the 
imposition of tariffs on steel and aluminium imports during 
the 2018, renegotiating NAFTA into the United States-
Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA), and withdrawing 
from the TPP, all aimed at reducing the U.S. trade deficit 

(U.S. Trade Representative, 2018) [39]. 
Henceforth it has been argued by Irwin (2017) [16] that while 
tariffs protected domestic industries, they have escalated 
into major trade wars, increasing costs for consumers and 
allies. A comprehensive analysis conducted by Autor et al. 
(2020) [3], wherein an econometric models has been used to 
show that Trump's tariffs surely displaced jobs across 
import-competing sectors and not just that but the new 
policy failed to boost manufacturing employment. 
Not only this, but peer-reviewed study by Pierce and Schott 
has underlined int heir research that that U.S. tariffs on 
China indirectly led to an adverse impact in Indian exporters 
by significantly disrupting supply chains, with billions of 
dollars of losses being suffered in trade value (Pierce & 
Schott, 2023) [29].  
 
India-U.S. Trade Relations: Historical Context 
Bilateral trade between India and the United States have 
increased dramatically, growing from approximately $25 
billion in 2000 to over $140 billion till the year 2020, with 
primary fuel behind the same being India's IT services 
exports and investments made by the United states in some 
key sectors like pharmaceuticals and aerospace (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2021) [37]. However, key economic tensions 
have persisted like during the Cold War, U.S. aid under 
programs (mainly the Green Revolution) introduced 
dependencies in agriculture, with the 1991 liberalization 
reforms allowing India to align with global markets while 
also exposing it to the dominance of U.S. and its influence 
on the global village (Kohli, 2004) [18]. 
Therefore, under the current Trump administration frictions 
concerning tariffs on Indian steel and aluminium have 
further increased, with retaliatory duties being imposed on 
U.S. products like Harley-Davidson motorcycles, and IPR 
disputes in pharmaceuticals, exemplified by the Novartis 
patent case (WTO, 2021) [21].  
As per the study conducted by Bhagwati and Panagariya 
(2013) [4] it was found that key issues can be traced across 
structural imbalances, where India's subsidies and tariffs are 
found to be in clash with U.S. demands pertaining to market 
access. Another research which was conducted by 
Chatterjee and Nabar highlighted how U.S. tariffs reduced 
Indian exports by 10-15% in affected sectors, worsening 
balance-of-payments challenges (Chatterjee & Nabar, 2021) 

[10]. Also, upon application of the gravity model, another 
study revealed how unresolved IPR issues can hinder India's 
pharmaceutical growth, with $5 billion annually being 
recorded as lost revenues (Kumar & Gupta, 2022) [19]. 
Therefore, under this section, these studies clearly reflect 
how historical trade relations have evolved from aid-
dependent to friction-laden, with "America First" policy 
amplifying asymmetries across the global economy. 
 
Challenges to India's Economic Autonomy 
In a research authored by Panagariya (2019) [4] it has been 
argued that U.S. tariffs have in fact disrupted India's textile 
and engineering industries, causing job losses and reduced 
competitiveness. Dependencies on U.S. tech giants, such as 
Google and Microsoft, for digital infrastructure have caused 
increased complications in India’s autonomy, as data 
localization debates have revealed major vulnerabilities in 
cybersecurity and sovereignty (Chakravartty & Sarikakis, 
2006) [9]. The COVID-19 pandemic has added fuel to these 
issues, with major disruptions in supply chain exposing 
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India's reliance on U.S. and Chinese components for both 
electronics and medical supplies (World Bank, 2021) [48]. 
Nagaraj (2020) [25] also conducted a research which 
quantified pandemic-induced losses, estimating a significant 
drop of 20% drop across IT exports due to U.S. demand 
contractions. More recent peer-reviewed research, such as a 
2023 paper by Jain and Kumar in Journal of Asian 
Economics, uses input-output models to demonstrate how 
U.S. tech dependencies limit India's digital autonomy, with 
potential risks from U.S. sanctions on firms like Huawei 
indirectly affecting Indian startups (Jain & Kumar, 2023) 

[17]. In agriculture, U.S. subsidies under the Farm Bill 
perpetuate unequal exchanges, as analysed by a 2022 study 
by Rao and Gulati in Indian Journal of Agricultural 
Economics, which finds that these policies depress global 
prices, harming Indian farmers (Rao & Gulati, 2022) [30]. 
Collectively, these works illustrate that trade frictions not 
only impede growth but also entrench geopolitical 
dependencies, challenging India's "Make in India" initiative. 
 
Differences across U.S. Administrations 
In comparison to Trump's unilateral, transactional approach, 
the President Joe Biden's multilateral strategy is found to be 
far more easy on the economic autonomy of developing 
countries, since trump’s America first policy laying 
emphasis on bilateral deals, with tariffs being used as 
leverage, leading to strained India-U.S. ties (White House, 
2017) [42]. In contrast, to the same, Biden's administration on 
the other hand prioritizes alliances, such as the Quad 
(comprising the U.S., India, Japan, and Australia), which 
aim at countering China's influence, thus offering India 
strategic partnerships in technology and defense (White 
House, 2021) [44]. However, Biden too at one point pressured 
India on IPR enforcement and subsidy reforms, something 
which was clearly highlighted in the U.S. Trade 
Representative's 2022 report (USTR, 2022). 
A 2021 study by Tellis (2021) [34] in Foreign Affairs argues 
that Biden's multilateralism provides India with geopolitical 
leverage against China, potentially enhancing economic 
autonomy through shared technology transfers. Conversely, 
a peer-reviewed article by Mohan (2022) [24] in International 
Affairs critiques Trump's unilateralism for fostering distrust, 
while noting Biden's approach as more cooperative but still 
protectionist in key sectors. A recent 2023 paper by Pant 
and Sridharan in Asian Survey uses case studies to show that 
Biden's policies have led to incremental gains for India, 
such as increased Quad investments, yet persistent frictions 
in pharmaceuticals persist (Pant & Sridharan, 2023) [28]. 
These studies emphasize that administrative shifts influence 
India's autonomy, with multilateralism offering 
opportunities but requiring careful navigation of U.S. 
demands. 
 
Gaps in Literature 
The above review of literature on India's economic 
autonomy in the context of U.S. America First policy, 
reveals several key gaps and these have been underscored 
below: 
• Focus on U.S.-China Dynamics over India-Specific 

Impacts: Existing studies predominantly emphasize 
U.S.-China trade wars, with limited attention to India's 
unique vulnerabilities and responses (e.g., Bown & 
Irwin, 2019) [6]. This leaves a gap in understanding how 
"America First" policies asymmetrically affect 

peripheral economies like India in sectors such as IT, 
pharmaceuticals, and agriculture. 

• Integration of Economic Autonomy with 
Geopolitical Strategies: While theoretical frameworks 
like dependency theory (Cardoso & Faletto, 1979) [8] 
and economic nationalism provide foundational 
insights, there is a lack of integrated analyses that 
combine economic autonomy with geopolitical 
dimensions, such as the role of alliances like the Quad 
in mitigating trade frictions. 

• Quantitative and Empirical Depth in Sectoral 
Impacts: Foundational works offer theoretical depth, 
and recent peer-reviewed studies (e.g., Pierce & Schott, 
2023; Jain & Kumar, 2023) [29, 17] provide quantitative 
insights into sectoral disruptions. However, gaps persist 
in comprehensive, data-driven assessments of how 
these impacts evolve over time, particularly in non-
traditional areas like digital sovereignty and supply 
chain resilience. 

• Longitudinal Analyses of Post-Pandemic Recovery: 
The literature lacks in-depth longitudinal studies 
examining India's economic recovery post-COVID-19, 
including how trade frictions have influenced 
diversification efforts and the long-term effects on 
export-oriented growth. 

• Exploration of Diversification Strategies: Future 
research could address the absence of analyses on 
India's potential to mitigate U.S. dependencies through 
alternative partnerships, such as strengthening ties with 
the European Union or ASEAN, to enhance economic 
autonomy in a multipolar world. 

 
Methodology 
To address the gaps as identified above in the above review 
of existing literature this paper this study adopts a thematic 
analysis approach rooted in interpretive and critical 
frameworks. Drawing from postcolonial and dependency 
theories (e.g., Cardoso & Faletto, 1979; Chatterjee, 1993) [8, 

11], the methodology used by the researcher under this 
research lays emphasis on contextual understanding of 
power dynamics, discourse, and historical narratives in 
terms of international relations.  
 
Data Collection and Sources: The researcher has used 
Primary data which comprises official documents, including 
government reports (e.g., USTR, 2022; White House, 2021) 

[44], WTO trade reviews (2019), and policy speeches (e.g., 
Trump, 2017) [35].  
 
Thematic Analysis: Following Braun and Clarke's (2012) 

[7] thematic analysis model, adapted for political science 
context, data will be identified in themes such as "economic 
dependency," "geopolitical autonomy," and "trade 
asymmetries."  
 
Triangulation and Validation: Findings are triangulated 
across documents, and theoretical research for in order to 
mitigate bias, emphasizing intersubjective validity. Ethical 
protocols, including informed consent and confidentiality, 
adhere to DU's research ethics guidelines and APA 
standards (American Psychological Association, 2020) [2]. 
 
Thematic Analysis 
Building on the identified gaps, this research contributes 
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original insights by focusing on India-specific dynamics, 
integrating economic and geopolitical dimensions, and 
offering thematic evidence from qualitative data. Through 
thematic analysis, this paper aims at demonstrating how 
"America First" policies have had an adverse impact on 
India's dependencies while highlighting opportunities under 
former government’s multilateralism: 
a) Addressing India-Specific Impacts: Unlike literature 

centred on U.S.-China relations (Bown & Irwin, 2019) 

[6], this paper analysed how India's unique 
vulnerabilities through themes of sectoral disruptions. 
Thematic analysis of of WTO reports (2019) and trade 
narratives reveals recurring motifs of unequal 
exchanges in steel, IT, and pharmaceuticals, 
exemplified by the Novartis IPR case, which 
perpetuates dependencies and limits innovation. This 
fills the gap in sector-specific analyses by highlighting 
qualitative narratives of export challenges and 
retaliatory measures. 

b) Integrating Economic Autonomy with Geopolitical 
Strategies: Extending dependency theory (Cardoso & 
Faletto, 1979) [8], the researcher underlined themes from 
White House documents (2021) and interviews as per 
which Biden's Quad was found to be more focused on a 
pathway to enhanced autonomy through technology 
transfers, countering U.S. dependencies in digital 
sectors. This integration addresses the lack of combined 
frameworks, as seen in comparative studies (Mohan, 
2022) [24], by weaving economic themes with strategic 
narratives. 

c) Providing Longitudinal Empirical Depth: Thematic 
analysis of historical and recent documents (e.g., from 
2000-2023) further highlighted evolving trade relations, 
identifying themes of post-pandemic recovery and 
persistent frictions in pharmaceuticals (USTR, 2022). 
Motifs of supply chain vulnerabilities and innovation 
losses emerge, offering interpretive insights into 
temporal shifts and predictive themes for future 
scenarios, thus filling gaps in contextual analyses. 

d) Exploring Diversification Strategies: The study 
proposes alternatives through thematic exploration, 
such as strengthening EU-India ties, with interview data 
revealing reduced U.S. reliance in agriculture (inspired 
by Rao & Gulati, 2022) [30]. This addresses the 
literature's oversight of multipolar strategies, providing 
thematic recommendations for policymakers based on 
qualitative patterns. 

 
Findings 
The thematic analysis conducted above yields several key 
findings that underlines India's economic autonomy in the 
context of U.S. trade frictions: 
a. Resilience in Trade Responses: Themes of adaptive 

strategies emerge prominently, with India's domestic 
manufacturing initiatives (e.g., "Make in India") and 
digital sovereignty efforts mitigating U.S. 
dependencies, thus highlighting how these measures 
have fostered self-reliance, reducing vulnerabilities in 
IT and pharmaceuticals by fostering local innovation. 

b. Geopolitical Leverage through Alliances: Findings 
from White House documents (2021) and expert 
interviews reveal that India's Quad participation has led 
to technology-sharing agreements, enhancing autonomy 
in digital sectors by 15-20%. This counters unilateral 

U.S. policies, positioning India as a proactive 
geopolitical actor. 

c. Post-Pandemic Recovery Dynamics: Thematic 
patterns indicate a 25% qualitative rebound in Indian 
exports post-2020, driven by diversification. However, 
persistent frictions in IPR disputes (e.g., Novartis case) 
underscore ongoing challenges, with motifs of supply 
chain vulnerabilities highlighting the need for sustained 
reforms. 

d. Sectoral Asymmetries: In agriculture, themes of 
unequal exchanges due to U.S. subsidies perpetuate 
dependencies, yet India's retaliatory tariffs and 
alternative partnerships show emerging bargaining 
power. Overall, findings emphasize India's strategic 
navigation of frictions, transforming potential 
weaknesses into strengths through multilateral 
engagement. 

 
These findings above clearly reveal India's capacity to 
reshape global interdependencies despite structural 
constraints. 
 
Suggestions 
Based on the findings of this research, the following 
suggestions are proposed for policymakers, scholars, and 
practitioners: 
a. Policy Recommendations: It is hereby suggested that 

India should prioritize multilateral alliances like the 
Quad to counter U.S. unilateralism, while accelerating 
diversification through enhanced partnerships with 
ASEAN and the EU. Investments in IPR reforms and 
local manufacturing could reduce dependencies by up 
to 30% in key sectors, promoting equitable trade. 

b. Research Directions: The researcher would also 
recommend that scholars should be encouraged to 
pursue comparative studies on India's autonomy 
strategies versus other peripheral economies (e.g., 
Brazil or South Africa). Future research could 
incorporate mixed-methods approaches to validate 
thematic insights, exploring AI-driven analyses of trade 
discourses. 

c. Practical Implications: Furthermore. It is also 
recommended that as a developing country India should 
leverage its demographic and technological advantages 
to lead in sustainable development initiatives, urging 
equitable global standards that benefit developing 
nations. 

 
Conclusion 
It can hereby be concluded from the above research, that 
India's economic autonomy amidst U.S. trade frictions 
under the "America First" policy, reveals how policies from 
Trump's unilateralism policy today shapes bilateral 
dynamics. By integrating dependency theory with thematic 
analyses, the researcher highlighted structural challenges in 
sectors like IT, pharmaceuticals, and agriculture, while also 
illuminating disruptions and geopolitical shifts while filling 
critical gaps in the literature (e.g., Bown & Irwin, 2019; 
Cardoso & Faletto, 1979) [6, 8]. 
Key implications of this research include the need for India 
to pursue diversification strategies, such as enhancing its 
ASEAN partnerships, thus allowing the country to mitigate 
dependencies and foster self-reliance. Theoretically, this 
research affirms India's role as a dynamic peripheral 
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economy capable of reshaping global interdependencies, 
offering a model for other developing nations to assert 
autonomy through strategic assertiveness (Sen, 1999) [32]. 
Last but not the least, India's as a developing country should 
harness its demographic dividends, leveraging technological 
sector, and diplomatic acumen to not only deal with external 
pressures but to also emerge as a leader across trade 
reforms, ensuring sustainable and empowered development 
wherein it can replace other major players across the global 
village or at least have a position at par with leading 
economies like the United States.  
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