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Dear learner,

I extend my heartfelt greetings and profound enthusiasm as I warm-
ly welcome you to Sreenarayanaguru Open University. Established in 
September 2020 as a state-led endeavour to promote higher education 
through open and distance learning modes, our institution was shaped 
by the guiding principle that access and quality are the cornerstones of 
equity. We have firmly resolved to uphold the highest standards of ed-
ucation, setting the benchmark and charting the course.

The courses offered by the Sreenarayanaguru Open University aim to 
strike a quality balance, ensuring students are equipped for both per-
sonal growth and professional excellence. The University embraces the 
widely acclaimed “blended format,” a practical framework that harmo-
niously integrates Self-Learning Materials, Classroom Counseling, and 
Virtual modes, fostering a dynamic and enriching experience for both 
learners and instructors.

The University aims to offer you an engaging and thought-provoking 
educational journey. The MA programme in Political Science offers an 
advanced study of governmental structures and processes. It combines 
theoretical frameworks with practical applications, emphasising policy 
analysis and implementation. The curriculum covers organizational the-
ory, public policy, administrative law, governance ethics, etc. Through 
the courses, learners gain expertise in public sector management. This 
programme prepares graduates for leadership roles in government 
agencies, non-profits, and international organizations, as well as for fur-
ther academic pursuits. The Self-Learning Material has been meticulously 
crafted, incorporating relevant examples to facilitate better comprehen-
sion.

Rest assured, the university’s student support services will be at your 
disposal throughout your academic journey, readily available to address 
any concerns or grievances you may encounter. We encourage you to 
reach out to us freely regarding any matter about your academic pro-
gramme. It is our sincere wish that you achieve the utmost success.

Regards, 
Dr.  Jagathy Raj V. P.					     01-06-2026
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2 SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science - Foreign Policy of India

After studying this unit, the learner will be able to:

Approaches to the study of 
Foreign Policy

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
1

Background 

•	 explain what foreign policy means and why countries need it

•	 describe the major approaches used to study foreign policy

•	 understand how these approaches help explain India’s external behaviour

•	 compare the strengths and limits of different approaches

•	 apply these approaches to simple examples from India’s foreign policy history

When we watch people in our daily lives, we notice that everyone makes choices. 
Some people act very carefully. Some act with confidence. Some trust others easily, 
while some are cautious. These choices depend on a person’s experiences, values, and 
the situation they face. Countries also make choices like these, but on a much larger 
scale.

Foreign policy begins with the simple idea that every country must understand, engage 
and navigate the outside world in an interconnected world system. Just as individuals 
make choices about whom to trust and how to interact with others, countries also decide 
how to engage with neighbours, major powers, and international organisations. These 
decisions form a pattern over time, and that pattern is called foreign policy.

India, as a country, also makes choices about how to deal with its neighbours, 
world powers, and international organisations. These choices are shaped by India’s 
geographical location, history, its needs, and the pressures of the world around it. Years 
of struggle made Indian leaders value freedom, equality, and peaceful cooperation. 
These values influenced India’s early stand on non-alignment and decolonisation. For 
example, the long history of colonial rule led Indian leaders to value independence and 
dignity. India’s early foreign policy was also shaped by the hopes and beliefs of its 
first generation of leaders post-independence. They wanted India to play a peaceful 
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Discussion

National Interest, Power, Identity, Sovereignty, Security, Cooperation, Approaches, 
Realism, Liberalism, Constructivism, Postcolonial/Marxist approach

Keywords

and responsible role in the world. They believed India should avoid military blocs and 
support newly independent nations. These ideas guided India’s actions for many years 
(Ganguly, 2016, pp. 2–4). 

However, foreign policy does not remain the same forever. Over the years, India has 
faced new pressures, including wars, border disputes, economic challenges, and global 
changes. Each new situation forced India to adjust its policies. Scholars note that Indian 
foreign policy shows both continuity (old principles) and change (new strategies) as the 
country responds to a changing world (Harshe & Seethi, 2005).

Because so many different factors influence foreign policy, scholars developed several 
approaches to understand it. These approaches help us see different layers of foreign 
policy — power, cooperation, identity, institutions, and global inequality. In this unit, we 
study these approaches with simple explanations and examples from India.

Foreign policy comprises the decisions and actions by 
which a nation engages with other nations and international 
organisations. It encompasses the nation's articulations, 
conduct, and the nature of the relationships it endeavours to 
establish with the global community. This policy is influenced 
by numerous factors, as countries do not act based on a singular 
reason. Rather, they respond to multiple pressures concurrently, 
including security requirements, economic interests, political 
values, and historical experiences. Consequently, scholars have 
formulated various frameworks to analyse the motivations and 
behaviours of nations. Each framework emphasizes a different 
aspect of foreign policy (Ganguly, 2016).  

One of the first key factors in the study of foreign policy is 
national interest, which refers to what a country seeks to achieve 
in its relations with the outside world. National interests may 
include security, economic growth, political influence, access 
to resources, territorial integrity, and international status. 
Different countries prioritise different interests depending 
on their historical experiences, geographic position, level 

SG
O

U



4 SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science - Foreign Policy of India

of development, and global environment. National interest 
is not fixed; it changes over time as international conditions 
and domestic priorities change. Closely connected to national 
interest is the concept of power. In foreign policy, power does 
not mean only military strength. It also includes economic 
capacity, technological advancement, diplomatic influence, and 
cultural appeal. Together, these elements are often described 
as a country’s comprehensive national power. States rely on 
different forms of power in different situations, depending on 
their goals and the challenges they face. We also use the term 
identity in foreign policy. Identity refers to how a country sees 
itself and how it wishes to be perceived by others. A state’s 
identity is shaped by its values, political ideas, social beliefs, and 
historical experiences, and this self-image influences foreign 
policy choices. Countries with similar material conditions may 
behave differently because they see themselves differently. 
Foreign policy is also shaped by historical experiences. Past 
experiences such as wars, colonisation, alliances, or long-
standing rivalries leave deep marks on national thinking and 
influence how states view sovereignty, security, cooperation, and 
external intervention. In addition, foreign policy increasingly 
involves cooperation, as many contemporary challenges—such 
as trade disputes, climate change, terrorism, pandemics, and 
environmental problems—cannot be addressed by states acting 
alone. International and regional institutions provide platforms 
for dialogue and collective action. Finally, foreign policy is 
shaped by domestic factors, including political leadership, 
government institutions, bureaucratic capacity, public opinion, 
and available resources. Decisions are often the result of internal 
debates, institutional routines, and administrative constraints, 
making foreign policy not only an external activity but also a 
deeply domestic process. 

Because foreign policy has a wide range of dimensions, 
including security, ideas, economy, identity, history, and 
institutions, scholars have developed many approaches. No 
single approach explains everything. Each gives us a useful 
way to analyse India’s behaviour. In the following section, 
we will examine the major approaches, including Realism, 
Liberalism, Constructivism, Role Theory, Bureaucratic Politics, 
and Marxist/Postcolonial perspectives. Each approach will be 
explained in simple language with Indian examples.
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1.1.1 Discussion
Scholars have developed several approaches to understand 

the different actors and dimensions of foreign policy. No 
single approach can fully explain a country's foreign policy 
behaviour. Therefore, it is useful to study foreign policy through 
multiple perspectives. In this unit, the discussion draws on the 
Realist, Liberal, Constructivist, Historical and Role Theory, 
Bureaucratic and Decision-Making, Marxist/Dependency, 
and Postcolonial approaches to provide a comprehensive 
understanding of foreign policy.

1.1.1.1 Realist Approach: Power, Security and 
Strategic Autonomy

Realism is one of the oldest and most widely used approaches 
in the study of foreign policy. Realists begin by stating that 
the world lacks a single authority or global government to 
protect countries, hence it is anarchic in nature. Each country 
must therefore look after its own safety. This creates a situation 
where nations worry about threats, competition, and the balance 
of power (Ganguly, 2016). 

Realism has been shaped by several influential thinkers. 
Thucydides, an ancient Greek historian, is considered an early 
realist for describing how fear and power shaped relations 
among Greek city-states. In the 20th century, Hans Morgenthau 
became the leading voice of classical realism, arguing that 
politics is governed by objective laws rooted in human nature. 
Later, Kenneth Waltz introduced structural realism, which 
focuses on the anarchic international system rather than 
human nature. Other important contributors include John 
Mearsheimer, known for offensive realism, and Stephen Walt, 
who emphasises threat perception. These scholars collectively 
shaped the foundations of realist thinking.

A central assumption of realism is that states are the primary 
actors in international politics. Realists focus on states because 
they possess military power and make authoritative decisions 
about war, peace, and diplomacy. States are assumed to behave 
rationally, meaning they assess threats, calculate risks, and 
choose actions that protect their security and survival. In an 
uncertain and competitive international environment, realists 
argue that countries cannot rely fully on trust or goodwill. 
Although states may speak the language of friendship and 
cooperation, their behaviour is ultimately guided by national 

	�Widely used 
approach

	� Foundations of 
realist thinking

	� States are the 
primary actors

SG
O

U



6 SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science - Foreign Policy of India

interest. Cooperation is therefore possible, but only when it 
serves strategic interests. Power, especially military power, 
lies at the heart of realist thinking. Classical realists such as 
Thucydides and Hans Morgenthau traced the struggle for 
power to human nature and the desire to dominate. In contrast, 
structural realists like Kenneth Waltz argued that it is the 
anarchic structure of the international system, rather than 
human nature, that compels states to compete for power. Later 
scholars such as John Mearsheimer further developed this view 
by suggesting that states actively seek to maximise power to 
ensure survival. At the same time, Stephen Walt highlighted 
how states respond to perceived threats rather than power alone. 
Despite differences among realist thinkers, they agree that 
power is essential for national survival. Realists also emphasise 
the security dilemma, a situation in which one state’s attempt 
to increase its security—such as military expansion or alliance 
formation—creates fear and insecurity in others, leading to 
cycles of mistrust and arms competition even when no state 
desires conflict.

Realism is particularly useful for explaining key turning 
points in India’s foreign policy, during which security concerns 
became decisive. The 1962 war with China marked a major shift. 
Before the conflict, Indian leaders relied on principles such as 
Panchsheel, diplomatic engagement, and peaceful coexistence 
to manage relations. The unexpected military confrontation 
exposed the limits of normative commitments in an anarchic 
international system. In response, India reassessed its strategic 
environment, prioritised national security, increased defence 
spending, modernised its military, and adopted a more cautious 
approach to external relations, including selective engagement 
with major powers when necessary (Ganguly, 2016, pp. 23–
25). The realist approach also helps explain India’s nuclear 
tests in 1998. From a realist perspective, these tests were 
driven by deterrence and survival in a region characterised 
by unresolved security threats and nuclear asymmetry. The 
presence of nuclear-armed neighbours, particularly China and 
Pakistan, made nuclear capability a means to prevent coercion 
and preserve strategic autonomy. In this sense, India’s nuclear 
programme reflected realist calculations of security rather than 
mere prestige (Harshe & Seethi, 2005). It further illuminates 
India’s relations with the United States and other major powers. 
Even as cooperation has expanded in defence, technology, and 
trade, India has avoided formal alliances. This pattern reflects 
a balancing strategy that seeks benefits while safeguarding 
autonomy—an outcome consistent with realist expectations. 

	�Realism and 
India’s foreign 
policy SG
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At the same time, realism cannot fully explain India’s foreign 
policy. It struggles to account for the early emphasis on moral 
leadership, anti-colonial solidarity, and peaceful cooperation 
after independence, which were shaped more by ideas, identity, 
and historical experience than by material power. These limits 
point to the need for complementary approaches.

1.1.2  Liberal Approach: Cooperation, Trade and - 
Institutions
Liberalism offers a different and more optimistic way of 

looking at foreign policy. Instead of seeing the world mainly 
as a place of conflict, liberals see the possibility of cooperation. 
They argue that countries benefit from working together for 
their shared interests, such as through trade, international 
organisations, and development. Cooperation reduces conflict 
and increases prosperity.

Liberalism has a long intellectual history beginning with 
Immanuel Kant, who proposed that republics (democracies) 
are less likely to fight wars and that international cooperation 
promotes peace. In the modern period, scholars like Woodrow 
Wilson promoted liberal internationalism, advocating for the 
League of Nations. Later, thinkers such as Robert Keohane and 
Joseph Nye developed theories of complex interdependence, 
arguing that states are connected through multiple channels 
beyond military power. Andrew Moravcsik contributed by 
emphasising the role of domestic politics in shaping foreign 
policy preferences.

A key idea in liberalism is interdependence. When 
states trade, invest, and interact frequently, they become 
economically linked. This reduces the likelihood of war 
because conflict becomes costly. Liberal scholars believe that 

The Shock of 1962

•	 The 1962 Sino-Indian War marked a major turning 
point.

•	 India increased defence spending, created new 
army divisions, and began modernising its military 
in the years that followed.

•	 This shift showed a clear move toward realist 
thinking in national security.

	� Immanuel Kant

	� Interdependence
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strong economic connections encourage peace and create 
mutual benefits. Liberalism also highlights the importance 
of international institutions such as the United Nations, 
World Trade Organization, and regional organizations. These 
institutions create rules, resolve disputes, and encourage states 
to follow predictable patterns of behaviour. They help reduce 
misunderstandings and provide platforms for dialogue. Another 
aspect of liberalism is its emphasis on domestic politics. Liberal 
theorists argue that a state's internal character matters. For 
example, democracies may behave differently in foreign policy 
compared to authoritarian states. Public opinion, political 
parties, and civil society can shape foreign policy choices.

Liberalism is especially useful for understanding India after 
the 1991 economic reforms. When India opened up its economy, 
trade and investment became central to its foreign policy. India 
began to build deeper economic relations with East Asia, the 
United States, Europe, and the Gulf. Liberal ideas explain 
why India focused more on markets, technology partnerships, 
and global economic institutions during this period (Engaging 
the World, pp. 45–52). It also explains India’s participation 
in international organisations. India plays an active role in 
the United Nations, the World Trade Organisation (WTO), 
the G20, the ASEAN Regional Forum, and other platforms. 
India believes that global rules and institutions help create 
stability. These platforms allow India to present its views, build 
partnerships, and solve problems peacefully. Another liberal 
idea is interdependence, the belief that countries connected 
through trade are less likely to fight. This helps explain why 
India continues to trade with China even when political relations 
are tense. Liberal scholars argue that economic links can reduce 
misunderstandings, increase communication, and make conflict 
costly. However, liberalism also has limits. It cannot fully 
explain why India and China still face serious border disputes 
despite strong economic relations. Nor can it explain situations 
in which security and strategic concerns outweigh economic 
cooperation. In these cases, realist ideas still matter. Foreign 
policy often requires striking a balance between cooperation 
and caution.

1.1.3 Constructivist Approach
Constructivism shifts attention away from material factors 

such as power and wealth and toward ideas, beliefs, and 
identity. It argues that foreign policy is not shaped only by 
power or economic interests. Instead, it is also shaped by a 

	� Liberalism in 
Indian reforms
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country's understanding of itself and its interpretation of the 
world. Constructivist scholars say that states act based on “who 
they think they are.” Identity, values, and historical memories, 
therefore, become important. 

Constructivism was shaped mainly by scholars who 
challenged materialist and power-based explanations. 
Alexander Wendt is the most influential figure; he famously 
argued that "anarchy is what states make of it," meaning that 
state behaviour depends on shared ideas rather than material 
forces. Nicholas Onuf introduced the term "constructivism," 
while Martha Finnemore and Kathryn Sikkink showed how 
norms influence state behaviour. Peter Katzenstein highlighted 
the importance of culture and identity in shaping national 
security. One central idea in constructivism is that states act 
based on their identity, their sense of who they are and what 
values they represent. Identity influences how states define 
their goals. For example, a state that sees itself as peaceful 
will behave differently from a state that sees itself as a regional 
power. Constructivism also emphasises the role of norms, which 
are shared expectations about appropriate behaviour. Norms 
influence how states judge what is acceptable in international 
politics. Over time, norms become part of a state’s foreign 
policy culture. Unlike realism or liberalism, constructivism 
does not assume that states always act rationally in a narrow 
sense. Instead, it argues that states act on the basis of meanings, 
historical memories, and moral commitments. Foreign policy, 
therefore, cannot be understood without studying the social and 
cultural context in which decisions are made. Constructivists 
highlight that ideas are powerful: they shape national interests, 
influence diplomatic choices, and guide state behaviour even 
when material incentives suggest alternative actions.

Constructivism explains India’s early foreign policy well, 
as India saw itself as a peaceful, anti-colonial nation after 
independence. Indian leaders believed that India should 
support global peace, cooperation, and decolonisation. These 
ideas came from the freedom struggle, which created a strong 
moral identity for the new nation (Prasad, 1960). Policies such 
as nonalignment and Panchsheel reflected this identity. India 
did not want to join either the Western or the Soviet bloc during 
the Cold War because it believed in independent judgment 
and peaceful coexistence. Constructivism helps us understand 
these choices by showing how India’s beliefs influenced its 
behaviour even when power politics suggested otherwise 
(Ganguly, 2016). Constructivism can also explain India’s long-

	�Challenged 
power-based 
explanations

	�Constructivism 
and early foreign 
policy
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standing support for Global South issues. India sees itself as 
a voice for developing countries and often speaks for fairness 
in global governance. This role comes from India’s belief in 
justice, equality, and shared colonial experience, not only from 
material interests (Harshe & Seethi, 2005). 

However, constructivism has limits. Ideas cannot protect 
a country during conflict. When India faced military threats, 
such as in 1962 or 1999, security considerations became more 
important than identity. Thus, ideas matter, but they must be 
understood along with power and interests.

1.1.4  Role Theory/Historical Approach: National Roles 
and Leadership Expectations

Role theory approach , also referred to as the historical 
approach, holds that countries behave according to the “role” 
they see for themselves in world affairs. This role is shaped 
by history, national identity, leadership beliefs, and domestic 
expectations. The approach draws attention to role conception, 
which refers to how leaders understand their country’s place 
in the world. For example, a state may see itself as a regional 
leader, a peace promoter, or a defender of developing countries. 
These self-assigned roles create expectations about how the 
state should act.

Role theory draws on social psychology and international 
relations. Kalevi J. Holsti is the most important scholar in this 
field. He introduced the idea of "national role conceptions," 
explaining how leaders define appropriate roles for their states. 
George H. Mead and later scholars such as Stephen G. Walker, 
Sebastian Harnisch, Cameron Thies, and Lisbeth Aggestam 
expanded role theory by examining how domestic politics, 
leadership beliefs, and historical narratives shape foreign policy 
roles. Historical experience plays an important part in shaping 
national roles. Events such as struggles for independence, wars, 
and diplomatic traditions influence the roles a state adopts. 
These roles do not change quickly; they tend to persist unless 
new circumstances challenge them. Leadership also matters. 
Leaders use foreign policy to express certain values or visions. 
Their beliefs and experiences influence the roles they choose 
for the state. When leaders change, some roles may evolve 
while others remain stable. Role theory helps explain why 
states sometimes act consistently over long periods, even when 
the material environment changes. It provides insight into the 
symbolic and identity-based dimensions of foreign policy.

	� Limits

	�Countries behave 
according to the 
“role” 

	� Social psychology 
and international 
relations
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India’s foreign policy after 1947 is a strong example of this 
approach. India’s historical experiences strongly influenced 
its role. As a country emerging from colonisation, India felt 
a responsibility to support other newly independent nations. 
This encouraged India to take the role of a leader of the 
Global South. Scholars like Prasad (1960) note that India’s 
foreign policy cannot be understood without recognising this 
historical consciousness. Leaders also play an important part 
in role theory. Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru believed India 
should act as a moral force for peace, disarmament, and justice. 
His vision shaped India’s role as a peaceful, responsible, and 
independent actor. Sumit Ganguly (2016) observes that these 
beliefs guided many decisions even when conditions were 
difficult. Role theory also helps explain why India continues 
to participate in UN peacekeeping missions and support 
multilateralism. India has long played a responsible role as 
an international actor, committed to cooperation and global 
stability. This role continues across different governments and 
political parties. However, role expectations can sometimes 
limit flexibility. When India needed to act more assertively for 
security reasons, such as during the 1971 Bangladesh crisis, 
its actions did not fit neatly into the peaceful role it had built 
earlier. Role theory helps us understand these tensions between 
identity and necessity.

1.1.5 Bureaucratic / Decision-Making Approach:  
Institutions, Processes & State Capacity

The bureaucratic approach argues that foreign policy is 
not made by a single leader or a unified state. Instead, it is the 
outcome of interactions among many government institutions 
and officials. Each institution—such as foreign ministries, 

	� India and role 
theory

India’s Self-Chosen Roles

India has chosen several roles over time:

•	 Leader of the Global South

•	 Peace promoter

•	 Bridge between great powers

•	 Defender of sovereignty
These roles influence how India responds to world 
events.

	�Outcome of 
interactions
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defence establishments, intelligence agencies, and economic 
departments—has its own interests, expertise, and routines.

This approach is rooted in the work of Graham Allison, 
who introduced the bureaucratic politics model and the 
organisational process model in his study of the Cuban 
Missile Crisis. According to Allison, states do not act as 
unified actors; instead, policy outcomes result from bargaining 
among bureaucracies. James March and Herbert Simon also 
influenced this approach through their work on organisational 
behaviour and bounded rationality. These scholars highlight 
how routines, institutional culture, and limited information 
shape decision-making. The approach highlights the role of 
bureaucratic politics, where different agencies may compete for 
resources, influence, or control over policy areas. Decisions are 
therefore shaped by negotiation, compromise, and institutional 
culture.   State capacity is also a key idea in this approach. 
State capacity refers to the ability of government institutions 
to collect information, coordinate across ministries, implement 
policies, and sustain diplomatic engagement. Limited capacity 
can restrict a country’s influence abroad, while strong capacity 
can enhance it.

Overall, the bureaucratic approach reminds us that foreign 
policy is shaped not only by ideas or power but also by 
administrative structures, institutional strengths, and internal 
decision-making processes.

In India, the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) plays a 
central role, working alongside the Prime Minister’s Office 
(PMO), the Ministry of Defence, intelligence agencies, and 
economic ministries. Each institution brings different priorities. 
For example, diplomats may prefer dialogue, while security 
agencies may focus on threats. Scholars also point out issues 
of state capacity in India’s foreign policy. India has a relatively 
small diplomatic corps compared to major powers. This limits 
the speed and scale of its international engagement. The Oxford 
Handbook notes that despite increasing global ambition, India’s 
institutional capacity remains stretched (Malone, Mohan & 
Raghavan, 2015). 

This approach is useful to explain why some policies take 
time or face delays. It also helps explain continuity across 
governments, because bureaucratic structures remain even 
when political leaders change. However, this approach cannot 
explain why a particular policy is chosen. It explains how 

	�Graham Allison

	� Institutional 
structure

	� Explain 
continuity across 
governments
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decisions are made and implemented, not always why. For that, 
we still need realist, liberal, or constructivist explanations.

1.1.6  Marxist and Dependency Approaches
Marxist and dependency approaches to foreign policy 

highlight global inequality and the unequal distribution of wealth 
and power. It argues that powerful countries dominate weaker 
ones through economic, political, and ideological control. 
Dependency theorists emphasise the economic dimension. They 
argue that developing countries are often locked into unequal 
trade and financial relationships that limit their autonomy. From 
this perspective, foreign policy is shaped by efforts to reduce 
dependence on powerful states. Postcolonial approaches, on 
the other hand, emphasise the cultural and historical impact of 
colonialism. They argue that colonial experiences continue to 
influence how states see themselves and how others treat them. 
Postcolonial scholars study how ideas of race, identity, and 
historical injustice shape foreign policy positions. Both Marxist 
and postcolonial perspectives highlight structural constraints 
in the international system. They draw attention to issues of 
exploitation, unequal development, and struggles for justice. 
These approaches are useful for understanding why developing 
countries often advocate for fairer global governance and resist 
pressure from powerful states.

1.1.7  Postcolonial Approach
Postcolonial scholars show how colonial history shapes 

current global relations and how countries like India respond to 
these structures (Harshe & Seethi, 2005). India’s foreign policy 
often reflects concerns about fairness in the world order. India 
has supported reform of the UN Security Council, defended 
the rights of developing countries, and taken strong positions 
on issues like trade justice and climate equity. These positions 
come not only from national interest but also from India’s 
historical memory of colonial exploitation. This approach also 
helps explain India’s leadership in groups such as the Non-
Aligned Movement, the G-77, and BRICS. These platforms 
allow India to challenge unfair global structures and promote a 
more equal international system.

However, this approach does not fully explain India’s 
security concerns or strategic decisions. It also struggles to 
explain its cooperation with major powers, such as the United 
States, especially after 2005. Thus, it provides one important 
dimension, but must be combined with other perspectives.

	�Highlight global 
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India and the Global South

India’s long-standing support for developing countries 
stems from its shared colonial history and commitment 
to fairness. This identity continues to shape India’s 
positions from anti-colonial struggles to debates on 
trade, climate, and global governance.

Summarised Overview

Foreign policy is complex. Each approach we studied highlights one important aspect 
of how countries behave. Realism focuses on power and security. Liberalism emphasises 
cooperation and institutions. Constructivism draws attention to ideas, identity, and 
values. Role theory explains how historical experience and leadership shape national 
roles. The bureaucratic approach shows how internal government structures influence 
decisions. Finally, postcolonial and Marxist perspectives highlight inequality and global 
power structures.

India’s foreign policy cannot be understood through a single approach. India acts 
with caution when security is threatened, and with cooperation when economic gains 
are possible. India’s identity as a postcolonial state shapes its moral positions, while 
its institutions influence how policies are carried out. Together, these approaches help 
explain the balance of continuity and change in India’s external relations.

Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 What is foreign policy, and why do countries need it? Give one example from In-
dia's experience. 

2.	 Which approach focuses mainly on power, security, and national survival in an 
anarchic world? Name the two key thinkers associated with it. 

3.	 How did the 1962 Sino-Indian War change India's foreign policy thinking? Which 
approach best explains this shift? 

4.	 What is the central idea of the Liberal approach, and how does it explain India's 
trade relations with China despite political tensions? 

5.	 According to the Constructivist approach, why did India choose non-alignment 
during the Cold War instead of joining either superpower bloc? 

6.	 What does Role Theory suggest about how a country behaves in international rela-
tions? Name two "roles" that India has chosen for itself. 
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7.	 Why does the Bureaucratic approach say that foreign policy is not always made by 
a single leader? What role does the Ministry of External Affairs play in India? 

8.	 How does the Postcolonial/Marxist approach explain India's support for the Non-
Aligned Movement, G-77, and fairer global governance?

Assignment 

1.	 Critically examine the major theoretical approaches to foreign policy analysis — 
realism, liberalism, and constructivism — and assess which framework most effec-
tively explains India's foreign policy behaviour since independence.

2.	 How do comparative and area studies approaches contribute to a more nuanced 
understanding of foreign policy? Discuss with reference to India and at least one 
other Asian state.

3.	 Evaluate the role of domestic determinants — such as public opinion, interest 
groups, and bureaucratic politics — in shaping India's foreign policy decisions. 
Illustrate your answer with at least two case studies.

4.	 Analyze the contribution of political psychology to foreign policy analysis. How 
do the personal beliefs, perceptions, and cognitive styles of individual leaders influ-
ence foreign policy outcomes in India?
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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After studying this unit, the learner will be able to:

Determinants of Foreign 
Policy

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
2

Background 

•	 explain the meaning of determinants of foreign policy

•	 identify the major domestic, external, and systemic determinants shaping foreign 
policy

•	 analyse how different determinants interact in shaping foreign policy decisions

In daily life, decisions are seldom based on just one reason. Whether choosing a 
career, moving to a new location, or responding to a crisis, multiple factors influence 
the outcome. Personal background, resources, social surroundings, past experiences, 
and external pressures all play a role. This same principle holds at the state level. 
Foreign policy decisions are influenced by a wide range of factors. They are shaped 
not only by internal factors such as geography, economic capacity, political conditions, 
leadership preferences, and institutional constraints, but also by external pressures from 
the international environment. These different influences often interact, sometimes 
pulling policy in various directions, making the process quite complex. Understanding 
foreign policy is more than just knowing what a country does; it is about exploring why 
those decisions are made and what influences them. These influences are called the 
determinants of foreign policy. By learning about these determinants, we go beyond 
simple facts and start to see the deeper forces that shape how states behave on the world 
stage.

International System; National Interest; Leadership; Political Institutions; Economy; 
History; Geography; Culture; State Capacity.

Keywords
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Discussion
The term 'determinants of foreign policy' refers to the various 

factors and conditions that shape how a country develops and 
manages its external relations. These determinants help explain 
why nations act differently in comparable situations and why 
a country's foreign policy may evolve. They function both as 
constraints and enablers, influencing the options available and 
the decisions ultimately made by policymakers.

It is essential to differentiate determinants from the approaches 
or theories covered earlier. Approaches such as realism or 
liberalism offer frameworks for understanding how foreign 
policy is analysed, while determinants are the real forces—
material, political, social, and historical—that influence policy 
choices. In essence, approaches focus on analytical methods, 
whereas determinants reveal the actual factors shaping foreign 
policy.

Scholars commonly classify the determinants of foreign 
policy into three broad categories: domestic, external, and 
systemic. This classification provides a clear and structured 
way to organise the many influences that shape foreign 
policy decisions and helps in analysing otherwise complex 
foreign policy behaviour. Foreign policy outcomes are seldom 
shaped by a single determinant. Rather, they result from the 
interaction of domestic conditions, external relationships, and 
systemic pressures. Recognising this interaction is essential for 
developing a comprehensive and balanced understanding of 
foreign policy. The sections that follow examine each category 
of determinants in detail and explain how they influence foreign 
policy behaviour.

1.2.1 Discussion
Foreign policy decisions are influenced by various factors 

acting at different levels, rather than a single cause. Scholars 
such as James N. Rosenau (2006) and Valerie M. Hudson 
& Benjamin S. Day (2019), in the field of Foreign Policy 
Analysis, highlight that foreign policy results from the interplay 
of internal conditions, external ties, and broader systemic 
forces. For clarity, these determinants are often categorized 
into domestic, external, and systemic groups. Domestic 
factors originate within the state and shape its priorities and 
capabilities. External factors stem from interactions with other 
nations and regional contexts. Systemic factors function at 
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the level of the entire international system. Rarely do foreign 
policy outcomes result from a single determinant; instead, they 
emerge from ongoing interactions among domestic, external, 
and systemic forces, which can either strengthen or limit one 
another. To understand foreign policy, it is essential to analyze 
how these forces operate together and how their significance 
might change over time and different situations. The following 
sections will detail each category of determinants and their 
influence on foreign policy behaviour.

1.2.1.1 Domestic Determinants of Foreign Policy

Domestic determinants are internal factors within a state that 
shape how foreign policy is formulated and implemented. These 
determinants influence a country’s priorities, capabilities, and 
style of engagement with the outside world. In the following 
sub-sections, foreign policy is examined through key domestic 
determinants, including geography, historical experience, 
economic conditions, political leadership, domestic political 
system, bureaucracy and state capacity, and culture, ideology, 
and national identity. Each of these factors plays a distinct 
role in shaping foreign policy choices, and together they help 
explain why states respond differently to similar international 
situations.

Geography is one of the most enduring domestic determinants 
of foreign policy because it shapes a state’s external behaviour in 
relatively permanent ways. Scholars such as Halford Mackinder 
and later Nicholas Spykman, writing within the tradition of 
classical geopolitics, argued that a country’s physical location, 
size, terrain, climate, and access to seas strongly influence its 
security concerns and strategic priorities. Unlike leadership 
or policy preferences, geography changes slowly, making its 
influence long-term and structural. As a result, states must 
formulate foreign policy within the geographical constraints 
and opportunities they face (Mackinder, 1904; Spykman, 1942).

Geography affects foreign policy primarily through threat 
perception and strategic calculation. Countries sharing long 
land borders often face greater security challenges than island 
states or geographically isolated countries. Natural features 
such as mountains, deserts, and oceans can act as defensive 
barriers, while open terrain may increase vulnerability. Access 
to seas and navigable waterways enhances trade, naval power, 
and diplomatic reach, leading many coastal states to emphasise 
maritime security and commercial diplomacy. In contrast, 
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landlocked states tend to prioritise regional cooperation and 
transit arrangements. In this way, geography shapes both security 
strategies and patterns of external engagement. Geography 
also shapes foreign policy through resource distribution and 
environmental conditions. The availability of natural resources 
influences external economic relations, while climatic factors 
affect issues such as food security, water sharing, migration, and 
climate cooperation. These geographical realities increasingly 
shape diplomatic priorities in a world facing environmental 
stress and resource competition.

The importance of geography can be illustrated through the 
case of India. India’s vast territory, diverse terrain, long land 
borders with several countries, and extensive coastline have 
significantly shaped its foreign policy priorities. Its location in 
South Asia places it close to regions of strategic importance, 
including the Indian Ocean, West Asia, Central Asia, and East 
Asia. India’s maritime geography has led to a growing emphasis 
on ocean security, trade routes, and regional connectivity, 
while its land borders have made territorial security and 
neighbourhood relations central concerns of foreign policy 
(Ganguly, 2016; Malone et.al., 2015).

Historical experience is a crucial domestic determinant 
of foreign policy because it shapes how states understand 
international politics and interpret present challenges. Scholars 
such as E. H. Carr have argued that foreign policy cannot be 
separated from historical context, as past experiences influence 
how states define interests, assess threats, and evaluate 
cooperation. Wars, colonial rule, alliances, and diplomatic 
successes or failures leave enduring impressions that shape 
foreign policy traditions. History, therefore, provides the 
background assumptions within which foreign policy decisions 
are made rather than serving merely as a record of past events 
(Carr, 1939).

Historical experience influences foreign policy primarily 
through processes of memory, learning, and caution. States 
often draw lessons from past events and apply them, sometimes 
selectively, to contemporary situations. Experiences of 
defeat may encourage caution and defensive strategies, 
while experiences of success may foster confidence and 
assertiveness. Historical grievances can sustain long-term 
rivalries, while shared experiences may support cooperation. 
In this sense, foreign policy is often guided not only by present 
conditions but also by interpretations of the past. History 
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also shapes attitudes toward sovereignty, intervention, and 
international cooperation. States with histories of external 
domination or repeated intervention tend to be more sensitive 
to issues of independence and non-interference. Similarly, past 
participation in alliances or conflicts shapes how states evaluate 
commitments and partnerships today. These historical patterns 
help explain continuity in foreign policy behaviour even when 
leadership or material conditions change.

The influence of historical experience is clearly evident in 
India's case. Scholars of Indian foreign policy emphasise that 
India’s long experience of colonial rule profoundly shaped its 
external outlook after independence. The memory of foreign 
domination made Indian leaders deeply sensitive to issues of 
sovereignty, equality, and autonomy in international relations. 
This historical background contributed to India’s rejection 
of military alliances, its preference for nonalignment, and its 
emphasis on peaceful coexistence and anti-colonial solidarity 
in the early decades after independence. Even as India’s 
foreign policy has adapted to changing global conditions, 
the commitment to strategic autonomy continues to reflect 
the enduring impact of historical experience (Prasad, 1996; 
Ganguly, 2016).

Economic conditions are a central domestic determinant 
of foreign policy because they shape both a state’s material 
capabilities and its external priorities. Scholars such as Robert 
Gilpin, working in the tradition of international political 
economy, have argued that economic strength underpins national 
power and influences how states pursue security, influence, and 
cooperation in international relations. Levels of development, 
industrial capacity, technological advancement, and access 
to resources determine what a state can realistically achieve 
through foreign policy. As a result, economic conditions set 
important limits and opportunities for external action (Gilpin, 
1987).

Economic conditions influence foreign policy through 
both opportunity and constraint. A growing economy enables 
states to invest in defence, diplomacy, aid, and international 
institutions, thereby expanding their influence abroad. At the 
same time, economic vulnerabilities such as trade dependence, 
debt, inflation, or resource shortages can limit foreign policy 
choices and increase sensitivity to external pressures. States 
actively use economic tools such as trade policy, investment 
agreements, development assistance, and sanctions to achieve 
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foreign policy goals. As a result, economic priorities often drive 
foreign policy objectives, including trade agreements, market 
access, energy security, and technological partnerships.

The importance of economic conditions is evident in India. 
Scholars of Indian foreign policy note that for several decades 
after independence, limited economic capacity constrained 
India’s external engagement and encouraged a cautious foreign 
policy orientation. The economic reforms initiated in the early 
1990s marked a significant shift, as higher growth and global 
integration expanded India’s diplomatic and strategic options. 
Since then, trade, investment, energy security, and technology 
cooperation have become central concerns of India’s foreign 
policy. This transformation highlights how changes in domestic 
economic conditions can reshape foreign policy priorities and 
external behaviour (Ganguly, 2016; Bajpai & Pant, 2013).

Political leadership is a key domestic determinant of foreign 
policy because leaders play a central role in interpreting the 
national interest and choosing among available policy options. 
Scholars such as Margaret G. Hermann and Valerie Hudson 
have emphasised that foreign policy decisions are shaped 
not only by structural constraints but also by leaders’ beliefs, 
personalities, and perceptions. Leadership matters most during 
periods of crisis or uncertainty, when established rules and 
routines offer limited guidance and individual judgement 
becomes crucial (Hudson & Day, 2019).

Leadership influences foreign policy through decision-
making style, risk orientation, ideological commitments, and 
diplomatic preferences. Some leaders favour caution and 
continuity, while others pursue assertive or transformative 
policies. Differences in leadership can therefore result in 
changes in tone, priorities, and methods of foreign policy, 
even when broader national interests remain relatively stable. 
Leadership effects are particularly visible in agenda-setting and 
crisis management.

The role of political leadership is clearly evident in India’s 
foreign policy. Scholars note that different Indian leaders have 
left distinct imprints on foreign policy orientation, reflecting their 
ideological beliefs, historical experiences, and assessments of 
the international environment. While early leaders emphasised 
autonomy and moral leadership, later leaders operated in a 
more globalised, competitive context, placing greater emphasis 
on economic diplomacy and strategic partnerships. These 
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variations demonstrate how leadership choices shape foreign 
policy within enduring structural constraints (Ganguly, 2016; 
Tremblay & Kapur, 2017).

A state's   domestic political system significantly influences 
how    its  foreign policy decisions are formulated and imple- 
mented.  Scholars   such  as  Bruce Russett and Michael Doyle 
have argued that regime type affects foreign policy processes, 
levels of transparency, and the role of public accountability. 
Democratic systems generally involve institutional checks, 
legislative oversight, and public debate, whereas authoritarian 
systems concentrate decision-making authority in a narrow 
leadership circle with no public accountability.

The domestic political system also influences foreign policy 
through political competition, ideology, and public opinion. 
Electoral incentives, party positions, and coalition dynamics 
can affect foreign policy priorities and constrain decision-
makers. In democratic systems, leaders may need to justify 
foreign policy choices to legislatures, media, and voters, which 
can affect the pace and direction of external engagement. As a 
result, foreign policy is often influenced by internal political 
dynamics rather than purely external considerations.

In India, the democratic political system has shaped foreign 
policy through parliamentary oversight, political debate, and 
electoral competition. Scholars observe that while changes in 
government have sometimes altered emphasis and style, there 
has been broad continuity in core principles such as sovereignty 
and strategic autonomy. Coalition politics and federal dynamics 
have at times influenced foreign policy decisions, demonstrating 
how domestic political structures shape external behaviour 
(Bajpai & Pant, 2013; Ganguly, 2016).

Bureaucracy and state capacity are critical domestic 
determinants of foreign policy because they affect how 
decisions are processed and implemented. Scholars such as 
Graham Allison and Herbert Simon have shown that foreign 
policy outcomes are often shaped by organisational routines, 
institutional interests, and administrative limitations rather 
than purely rational calculations. Government agencies play 
a central role in shaping options, providing expertise, and 
executing foreign policy decisions (Allison, 1971; Hudson & 
Day, 2019).
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State capacity also affects a country’s ability to sustain 
diplomatic engagement and respond to international challenges. 
Countries with well-trained bureaucracies, sufficient resources, 
and efficient administrative systems are better able to 
manage complex negotiations, maintain overseas missions, 
and implement long-term strategies. In contrast, limited 
administrative capacity can constrain a country's foreign policy 
ambitions, delay implementation, and reduce its international 
influence, regardless of its intentions or goals.

In India, scholars note that foreign policy is shaped by the 
interaction among multiple institutions, including the Ministry 
of External Affairs, the Prime Minister’s Office, and sector-
specific ministries. While political leadership sets overall 
direction, bureaucratic expertise and coordination affect 
execution. Constraints related to staffing and institutional 
capacity have at times limited the reach and speed of India’s 
diplomatic engagement, highlighting the role of bureaucracy 
as a determinant of foreign policy (Harshe & Seethi, 2005; 
Ganguly, 2016).

Culture, ideology, and national identity shape foreign policy 
by influencing how states perceive the international system and 
define appropriate behaviour. Scholars such as Alexander Wendt 
and Peter Katzenstein argue that foreign policy cannot be fully 
understood without examining ideas, norms, and identity. These 
factors shape how states interpret threats, choose partners, and 
justify actions, often beyond material considerations (Wendt, 
1999).

Ideology and identity affect foreign policy by setting 
normative boundaries on acceptable conduct. States often act 
in ways that are consistent with their self-image, even when 
choices may appear materially advantageous. Foreign policy 
preferences regarding peace, intervention, cooperation, or 
leadership are often shaped by ideological commitments and 
national narratives. These influences help explain continuity in 
foreign policy behaviour that cannot be fully accounted for by 
power or economic interests alone.

In India’s case, scholars emphasise that foreign policy has 
long been influenced by ideas of autonomy, peace, and moral 
responsibility rooted in historical and civilisational self-
understanding. Early emphasis on nonalignment and peaceful 
coexistence reflected this identity, and elements of this outlook 
continue to shape India’s diplomatic style. Even as India’s 
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foreign policy has become more pragmatic, identity-based 
concerns remain visible in its emphasis on autonomy and 
multilateral engagement (Prasad, 1996; Bajpai & Pant, 2013).

1.2.2 External Determinants of Foreign Policy: An 
Overview

External determinants refer to factors outside the state that 
influence foreign policy choices. These determinants arise from 
a state’s interactions with other states and its position within 
the international environment. Unlike domestic determinants, 
which shape internal capacities, external determinants operate 
through pressure, opportunity, and response. They often 
compel states to adjust policies in reaction to developments 
beyond their control. The following sub-sections examine how 
regional environments, diplomatic relationships, alliances, and 
major power behaviour act as external determinants shaping 
foreign policy choices.

The regional environment is often the most immediate 
external determinant of foreign policy because developments 
in neighbouring states directly affect security and stability. 
Scholars such as Barry Buzan argue that security dynamics tend 
to cluster regionally, creating patterns of threat perception and 
interaction that strongly influence state behaviour. As a result, 
foreign policy priorities are frequently shaped more by regional 
concerns than by distant global issues (Buzan, 1991).

The regional environment shapes foreign policy through 
both cooperation and conflict. Regional organisations, trade 
arrangements, and security dialogues provide opportunities 
for collaboration, while unresolved disputes and power 
asymmetries generate tension. States must constantly balance 
regional engagement with national interests, adjusting policies 
as regional conditions evolve. Stability in the neighbourhood 
often enables broader global engagement, while regional 
instability can constrain foreign policy options.

In India's case, the regional environment of South Asia 
has been a persistent external determinant of foreign policy. 
Relations with neighbouring countries, issues of border 
security, regional cooperation, and cross-border challenges 
have required sustained diplomatic attention. India’s foreign 
policy has therefore devoted significant effort to managing 
its immediate neighbourhood while simultaneously seeking 
broader regional and global engagement.
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Bilateral and multilateral relationships influence foreign 
policy by shaping diplomatic options and strategic choices. 
Scholars such as Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye emphasise that 
growing interdependence increases the importance of sustained 
diplomatic engagement and institutional cooperation. Foreign 
policy is therefore shaped not only by power considerations 
but also by patterns of interaction and mutual dependence 
(Keohane & Nye, 1977).

Multilateral institutions and forums influence foreign 
policy by promoting rules, norms, and cooperative behaviour. 
Participation in international organisations enables states to 
amplify their voice, manage disputes peacefully, and coordinate 
responses to global issues. At the same time, institutional 
commitments can limit unilateral action, requiring states to 
balance autonomy with cooperation.

India’s foreign policy reflects this dual reliance on bilateral 
and multilateral engagement. Scholars observe that India has 
pursued strong bilateral ties while also remaining active in 
regional and global institutions to advance its interests. This 
approach demonstrates how external diplomatic relationships 
shape both the style and substance of foreign policy (Bajpai & 
Pant, 2013; Malone, Mohan & Raghavan, 2015).

Alliances and strategic partnerships act as external 
determinants by influencing security calculations and diplomatic 
alignment. Scholars such as Stephen Walt argue that states 
form alliances primarily in response to perceived threats rather 
than simple power considerations. Alliance choices, therefore, 
reflect external pressures and assessments of risk (Walt, 1987).

States use alliances to deter threats, share burdens, and 
enhance credibility, but alliances can also reduce policy 
autonomy. Strategic partnerships offer greater flexibility by 
allowing cooperation without binding commitments. The 
choice between alliances and partnerships reflects how states 
assess risks, trust, and long-term interests.

India’s preference for strategic partnerships rather than 
formal alliances reflects this logic. Scholars note that India 
has sought flexible cooperation with multiple powers while 
avoiding binding commitments that could restrict independent 
decision-making. This approach highlights how external 
security conditions shape alliance behaviour (Ganguly, 2016).
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The behaviour of major powers is a crucial external 
determinant of foreign policy, particularly for developing 
and middle powers. Scholars such as Kenneth Waltz and 
John Mearsheimer argue that shifts in major power behaviour 
reshape the strategic environment and influence how other 
states respond. Foreign policy is often adjusted in reaction to 
changing power relations (Waltz, 1979; Mearsheimer, 2001).

States respond to major powers through strategies such as 
balancing, bandwagoning, or selective cooperation. These 
responses depend on threat perception, economic dependence, 
and strategic calculation. Shifts in major power relations 
can therefore trigger significant changes in foreign policy 
orientation.

India’s foreign policy has evolved in response to changes 
in major power behaviour across different periods. Scholars 
highlight how India has adjusted its engagement strategies while 
seeking to preserve strategic autonomy. This demonstrates 
how external power dynamics are an important determinant of 
foreign policy behaviour (Malone et al., 2015).

1.2.3  Systemic Determinants of Foreign Policy
Systemic determinants operate at the level of the international 

system as a whole and influence all states, regardless of their 
internal characteristics. These determinants arise from the 
structure of the international system, the distribution of power, 
the presence of international norms and institutions, and the 
emergence of global challenges. Unlike domestic and external 
determinants, systemic factors shape the overall environment 
within which states formulate foreign policy, setting broad 
constraints and opportunities that affect state behaviour.

The structure of the international system is a foundational 
systemic determinant of foreign policy. Scholars such as 
Kenneth Waltz argue that the absence of a central authority in 
world politics creates an anarchical condition, compelling states 
to prioritise survival and self-help. This structural condition 
shapes foreign policy behaviour by generating uncertainty, 
competition, and security concerns, regardless of a state’s 
internal characteristics (Waltz, 1979).

Different systemic structures—such as unipolar, bipolar, or 
multipolar systems—create different foreign policy incentives. 
In a bipolar system, states tend to align with one of the 
dominant powers, while in a multipolar system, states enjoy 
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greater flexibility but face more complex strategic calculations. 
Changes in systemic structure often lead to adjustments in 
foreign policy priorities and alignments. India’s foreign policy 
has reflected sensitivity to changes in the international system. 
Scholars note that during the Cold War’s bipolar structure, India 
pursued nonalignment to preserve autonomy, while the post–
Cold War transition expanded India’s strategic and diplomatic 
options. This illustrates how systemic structure shapes long-
term foreign policy orientation (Ganguly, 2016; Malone, 
Mohan & Raghavan, 2015).

The distribution of power among states is another key 
systemic determinant influencing foreign policy. While 
systemic structure refers to the overall arrangement of the 
international system, power distribution concerns the relative 
capabilities of states within that system. Scholars such as John 
Mearsheimer emphasise that power shifts generate competition 
and strategic recalculation, shaping how states define threats 
and opportunities (Mearsheimer, 2001).

Shifts in global power, such as the rise or decline of major 
powers, create new opportunities and constraints. States 
may pursue balancing strategies, seek partnerships, or adjust 
diplomatic priorities in response to these shifts. As power 
distribution changes, foreign policy strategies are often 
recalibrated. India’s foreign policy has increasingly been shaped 
by changes in global power distribution. Scholars highlight 
how the emergence of new power centres has expanded India’s 
diplomatic space while also requiring careful balancing among 
competing powers. India’s pursuit of strategic autonomy 
reflects an effort to navigate these systemic power shifts (Bajpai 
& Pant, 2013; Ganguly, 2016).

International norms and institutions function as systemic 
determinants, shaping expectations of acceptable behaviour 
in international relations. Scholars such as Martha Finnemore 
and Kathryn Sikkink argue that norms influence how states 
define interests and justify actions, even in an anarchic 
system. Institutions provide rules and procedures that structure 
cooperation and constrain unilateral behaviour (Finnemore & 
Sikkink, 1998). Institutions such as international organisations 
and regimes facilitate cooperation, manage conflicts, and 
coordinate responses to shared problems. Participation in these 
institutions affects foreign policy by encouraging rule-based 
behaviour and long-term engagement, even as states seek to 
protect autonomy.
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India’s engagement with international norms and institutions 
illustrates this systemic influence. Scholars note that India has 
used multilateral platforms to advance its national interests 
while advocating reforms that address the concerns of 
developing countries. India’s participation demonstrates how 
norms and institutions shape foreign policy behaviour without 
eliminating autonomy (Harshe & Seethi, 2005; Malone et al., 
2015).

Global challenges such as climate change, terrorism, 
pandemics, economic crises, and technological change have 
emerged as important systemic determinants of foreign policy. 
These issues transcend national borders and require collective 
responses, reshaping traditional understandings of security and 
diplomacy. Transnational issues encourage cooperation but also 
generate new forms of competition and vulnerability. States 
must coordinate policies while managing domestic constraints, 
resulting in complex foreign policy responses that balance 
national interests with global responsibilities.

The impact of global challenges on India’s foreign policy has 
become increasingly significant. Issues such as climate change, 
global health emergencies, terrorism, energy security, and 
digital governance have moved to the centre of India’s external 
engagement. India has actively participated in international 
climate negotiations, advocated the principle of climate justice, 
and highlighted the concerns of developing countries. During 
global health crises, India has engaged in vaccine diplomacy 
and health cooperation, reflecting the growing link between 
domestic capacity and global responsibility. India has also 
addressed terrorism through multilateral platforms and regional 
cooperation, while engaging globally on emerging issues 
such as cybersecurity and digital public infrastructure. These 
engagements demonstrate how systemic global challenges 
have pushed India to broaden its foreign policy agenda and 
adopt issue-based, multilateral, and norm-oriented strategies 
while continuing to safeguard national interests (Ganguly, 
2016; Malone et.al., 2015).

	�Global 
Challenges and 
Transnational 
Issues

	�Global challenges 
and India’s 
foreign policy
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Summarised Overview

This unit examined the determinants of foreign policy, focusing on the various factors 
that shape how states formulate and conduct their external relations. It showed that 
foreign policy decisions do not emerge from a single source but result from multiple 
interacting influences. For analytical clarity, these influences were classified into 
domestic, external, and systemic determinants.

Domestic determinants highlighted how internal factors such as geography, historical 
experience, economic conditions, leadership, political institutions, bureaucratic capacity, 
and national identity shape foreign policy priorities and capabilities. These factors 
explain why states facing similar international conditions may still adopt different 
foreign policy strategies. External determinants demonstrated how a state’s regional 
environment, diplomatic relationships, alliance choices, and responses to major powers 
influence foreign policy behaviour. Systemic determinants revealed how the broader 
international structure, power distribution, global norms, and transnational challenges 
shape the overall context within which foreign policy decisions are made.

Together, these determinants provide a comprehensive framework for understanding 
foreign policy behaviour. The unit emphasised that foreign policy outcomes are rarely the 
result of one determinant acting alone. Instead, they emerge from the dynamic interaction 
of domestic conditions, external pressures, and systemic constraints. Understanding 
these interactions is essential for analysing both continuity and change in foreign policy.

Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 What is the difference between an "approach" to foreign policy and a "determi-
nant" of foreign policy? Explain in your own words.

2.	 How does India's geography — its long coastline, land borders, and location in 
South Asia — shape its foreign policy priorities?

3.	 In what way did India's colonial experience under British rule influence its foreign 
policy after independence in 1947?

4.	 How did the 1991 economic reforms change the priorities of India's foreign poli-
cy? Name two new areas of focus that emerged.

5.	 What does "state capacity" mean, and how does a limited diplomatic corps affect 
India's ability to engage internationally?

6.	 How does the regional environment of South Asia act as an external determinant of 
India's foreign policy? Give one example.
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7.	 What is the "security dilemma," and how does the behaviour of major powers like 
China and the United States influence India's strategic choices?

8.	 Name two global challenges that have become important systemic determinants of 
India's foreign policy in recent years, and explain how India has responded to them.

Assignment 

1.	 Examine how the anti-colonial legacy and nationalist thought shaped the founda-
tional principles of India's foreign policy. To what extent do these ideological un-
derpinnings remain relevant in contemporary Indian diplomacy?

2.	 Critically evaluate non-alignment as a strategy of autonomy. Was it a principled 
ideological stance or a pragmatic instrument of statecraft? Support your argument 
with historical evidence.

3.	 Analyze the Panchsheel principles as a framework for normative diplomacy. Dis-
cuss their origin, content, and the extent to which they have been upheld or violated 
in India's bilateral relations.

4.	 Compare and contrast the anti-colonial and non-alignment traditions in India's for-
eign policy ideology. How have these traditions evolved in the post-Cold War era 
under the rubric of 'strategic autonomy'?
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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After studying this unit, the learner will be able to:

Nehruvian and Post  
Liberalisation Phases of  

India’s Foreign Policy

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
3

Background 

•	 explain the historical context and core ideas of the Nehruvian phase of India’s 
foreign policy

•	 identify the main principles that guided India’s foreign policy during the early 
decades after independence

•	 analyse the impact of economic liberalisation on India’s foreign policy priorities 
and external engagement

•	 compare the Nehruvian and post-liberalisation phases in terms of objectives, strat-
egies, and diplomatic style

•	 evaluate the elements of continuity and change in India’s foreign policy across the 
two phases

In the previous unit, we examined the domestic, external, and systemic determinants 
that shape foreign policy decisions. These determinants help explain why foreign policy 
does not remain constant and why different phases emerge over time. In this unit, these 
analytical ideas are applied to the study of India’s foreign policy across two major phases. 
The Nehruvian and post-liberalisation phases are analysed by examining how changes in 
domestic conditions, external environments, and systemic pressures influenced India’s 
foreign policy priorities, strategies, and diplomatic style. 

In 1947, when India became independent, the world had already grouped into rival 
military blocs under the shadow of the Cold War, and newly independent countries were 
under pressure to choose sides. India was poor, recently decolonised, and still in the 
process of building its state institutions. Given the scenario, India, under the leadership 
of Jawaharlal Nehru, chose to avoid military entanglements and to prioritise peace and 
development in its foreign policy. For the next few decades, India followed this Nehruvian 
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approach, emphasising the principles of non-alignment and peaceful coexistence. When 
the Cold War ended, and globalisation took over the political economy, India opened its 
economy to the world. It simultaneously redesigned its foreign policy to foster trade, 
investment, technology transfer, and strategic partnerships. In other words, since 1991, 
while adhering to earlier principles, India’s foreign policy has become more pragmatic 
and outward-looking.

Non-Alignment, Strategic Autonomy, Moral Leadership, Economic Liberalisation, 
Strategic Partnerships

Keywords

Discussion

India’s foreign policy has evolved through different phases 
in response to changing domestic conditions, international 
environments, and global power structures. While maintaining 
the protection of national interest as a primary objective, the 
strategies guiding foreign policy have changed over time. This 
unit focuses on two major phases- the Nehruvian phase and 
the post-liberalisation phase. The Nehruvian phase, which 
developed in the early decades after independence, emphasised 
non-alignment, peaceful coexistence, and moral leadership in 
world affairs. The second phase is post-liberalisation, which 
began after the 1991 economic reforms and marked a shift 
towards greater economic engagement, strategic partnerships, 
and pragmatic diplomacy. 

1.3.1 Discussion
India’s foreign policy cannot be understood as a single, 

unchanging strategy. Instead, it has developed through 
distinct phases shaped by historical context, leadership ideas, 
domestic priorities, and international conditions. Applying the 
determinants discussed in the previous unit, let us understand 
the two key phases that reflect a particular combination of 
domestic, external, and systemic influences. 

1.3.1.1 The Nehruvian Phase of India’s Foreign 
Policy

Independent India was a newly decolonised country facing 
poverty, underdevelopment, and the task of nation-building. At 
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the international level, the Cold War had divided the world into 
rival power blocs led by the United States and the Soviet Union. 
Under these circumstances, Indian leaders believed that foreign 
policy should safeguard independence, avoid entanglements 
in military conflicts, and create conditions for domestic 
development. Jawaharlal Nehru, the first Prime Minister, viewed 
foreign policy not only as a tool for national security but also as 
a means to promote peace and justice globally. The Nehruvian 
phase of India’s foreign policy is generally dated from 1947 to 
1964. It represents the foundational period of India’s foreign 
policy. It evolved in response to domestic challenges, regional 
developments, and changes in the international system. Some 
scholars consider that Nehruvian ideas and vision continued 
to influence the country’s foreign policy even after 1964. The 
Nehruvian phase reflected India’s response to decolonisation, 
the Cold War, and the need to protect national autonomy while 
promoting peace and cooperation. Let us try a chronological 
analysis of the strengths and limitations of this phase.

In the early years, India’s priorities were shaped by the 
need to protect sovereignty, secure territorial integrity, and 
avoid external entanglements that could threaten the nation. 
At the same time, on the international front, the Cold War and 
the pressure from the two superpower blocs were creating 
new challenges. Hence, the Nehruvian approach to foreign 
policy during these formative years was based on caution and 
cooperation, as peace was considered essential to the country’s 
economic planning and social reform (Ganguly, 2016). 

The two central principles of the Nehruvian phase were 
non-alignment and peaceful coexistence. Non-alignment was 
not neutrality or isolation, but an active strategy to engage 
with multiple countries while avoiding dependence on any 
single power. Through the Bandung Conference (1955) and 
the later Non-Aligned Movement envisaged by Jawaharlal 
Nehru of India, Josip Broz Tito of Yugoslavia, and Gamal 
Abdel Nasser of Egypt, India sought to build solidarity among 
newly independent countries in Asia and Africa. This was 
India’s response, as an independent and responsible actor, to 
the Cold War and the dominance of great powers in world 
politics. Non-alignment enhanced India’s diplomatic visibility, 
projecting India as a leader of the developing world despite its 
limited material and military power. Over time, the movement 
expanded in membership and scope, addressing issues such 
as disarmament, development, and reform of international 
institutions (Harshe & Seethi, 2005).

	� Formative years 
(1947-1950)

	�Non-Aligned 
Movement & 
Asian-African 
solidarity (1950-
1955)

	�Non-alignment 
and peaceful 
coexistence
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Just as Nehru perceived non-alignment as a collective 
action against Cold War polarisation, he strongly supported 
anti-colonial, liberation movements in Asia and Africa. India 
opposed racial discrimination and imperial domination, and 
this role enhanced India’s international stature.  

The mid-1950s witnessed India’s strong faith in international 
norms and diplomacy. India viewed China as a partner in 
promoting Asian solidarity and anti-colonial cooperation. The 
output was the Panchsheel agreement- the five principles of 
peaceful coexistence. These principles emphasised mutual 
respect for sovereignty, non-aggression, non-interference, 
equality, and peaceful coexistence. Nehru believed that 
adherence to such norms could reduce conflict and create a 
stable, rule-based international environment for development. 
However, underlying border disputes and strategic differences 
between India and China remained unresolved. Consequently, 
the emphasis on norms and trust, while morally appealing, 
limited India’s preparedness for emerging security challenges 
(Prasad, 1996; Ganguly, 2016). Despite later setbacks, 
Panchsheel left a lasting imprint on India’s diplomatic language 
and commitment to rule-based international conduct. Peaceful 
coexistence emphasised mutual respect for sovereignty, non-
aggression, non-interference, and equality. India also strongly 
supported anti-colonial movements and newly independent 
countries, believing that freedom and equality were essential 
for a stable international order. 

Growing tensions between India and China complicated 
the late Nehruvian period, and the 1962 Sino-Indian war 
worsened the situation, exposing serious weaknesses in India’s 
defence preparedness and strategic assessment. The war with 
China prompted India to rethink its approach to hard security 
challenges, particularly those arising in its neighbourhood, and 
to become cautious in its external relations. However, India 
did not abandon the principles of non-alignment or strategic 
autonomy. This period demonstrated the limits of idealism 
in foreign policy and highlighted the importance of material 
capabilities alongside normative commitments.

During the Nehruvian era, the belief that multilateral 
cooperation was essential for peace and equality guided India 
in engaging with international institutions. India actively 
participated in United Nations debates on issues such as 
decolonisation, racial discrimination, and international peace. 
The strong faith in the United Nations as a forum for peaceful 

	� Panchsheel & the 
ideal of Peaceful 
Coexistence 
(1954-1959)

	� The 1962 War & 
its Impact (1960-
1964)
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International 
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conflict resolution led India to contribute to UN peacekeeping 
operations. During the early and mid-1950s, India focused on 
promoting Afro-Asian cooperation and the Non-Alignment 
Movement. The 1962 Sino-Indian War compelled India to be 
cautious in its expectations from the international institutions 
and marked a shift from idealistic institutionalism to a more 
restrained and realistic engagement. 

Scholarly assessments of the Nehruvian phase are 
mixed. Nehru’s intellectual outlook was shaped by liberal 
internationalism, anti-imperialism, and a strong faith in 
international cooperation. The supporters of the Nehruvian 
foreign policy applaud it for preserving autonomy, avoiding 
Cold War entanglements, and establishing India’s international 
credibility, even at a time when a newly independent nation 
was vulnerable.

Critics counter this by highlighting the excessive idealism 
and underestimation of security threats, which weakened India’s 
strategic position.  Most contemporary scholars adopt a balanced 
view, recognising that Nehruvian foreign policy reflected the 
constraints and possibilities of a newly independent, resource-
poor country. Its emphasis on autonomy, non-alignment, and 
multilateralism continues to influence India’s foreign policy 
even in later phases (Prasad, 1996; Bajpai & Pant, 2013).

1.3.1.2 The Post-Liberalisation Phase of India’s 
Foreign Policy

The post-liberalisation phase marks a major shift in India’s 
foreign policy following the 1991 economic reforms. It may be 
seen as a reflection of the changing domestic economic priorities, 
a transformed international system after the sudden end of the 
Cold War, globalisation, and India’s growing engagement with 
global markets and institutions. India’s shift from a closed, 
state-led economy to a more open and market-oriented system, 
with economic reforms that reduced trade barriers, encouraged 
foreign investment and integrated India more closely with 
the global economy. During this phase, foreign policy began 
to emphasise economic growth, access to technology, energy 
security, and trade relations. 

India faced a severe balance-of-payments crisis in 1991, 
with low foreign-exchange reserves and declining economic 
growth. This, along with the end of the Cold War, following 

	� Legacy of the 
Nehruvian Phase 

	� The Transition 
Period of Early 
1990s (1991-
1995)
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the collapse of India’s long-standing strategic partner, created 
strong pressure for policy change. India initiated economic 
liberalisation, opening its economy to global markets, foreign 
investment and trade, to manage the domestic and international 
crises. Subsequently, diplomacy began to focus on securing 
financial assistance and rebuilding international confidence. 

In the mid-1990s, the unipolar international system saw 
India’s foreign policy focus shift from resistance to engagement. 
India began to improve relations with East and Southeast 
Asia, as well as countries it had previously kept at a distance. 
Ideology and rigid principles cleared the way for long-term 
national interests while still upholding multilateralism and a 
rule-based international order.

The nuclear tests conducted by India in 1998 represented 
a clear assertion of India’s strategic autonomy and security 
concerns. They signalled that economic openness did not mean 
strategic dependence. The tests initially led to international 
sanctions, but soon India was seen as a responsible nuclear 
power and an emerging strategic actor. The circumstances 
reshaped India’s foreign policy identity as one that is firm on 
security issues and flexible in diplomacy. 

Since the beginning of the 21st century, India has expanded 
strategic partnerships with multiple major powers, regional 
actors, and developing countries, focusing on cooperation rather 
than formal alliances. Exclusive alignments were avoided, 
and issue-based cooperation was pursued. These partnerships 
covered defence, energy, technology, and trade. This multi-
directional diplomacy reflected confidence gained from 
economic growth and improved international standing. India 
also became more active in regional and global institutions. 
This phase reflects a mature post-liberalisation approach with 
a more visible, proactive, and outcome-oriented foreign policy. 

While India had always supported multilateralism, its 
engagement with international institutions during the post-
liberalisation phase became more active, strategic, and 
interest-driven. In the 1990s, India engaged more closely with 
the International Monetary Fund, World Bank and the World 
Trade Organisation to stabilise its economy and gain access 
to global markets. The earlier scepticism towards global 
economic institutions disappeared, and the association was 
pragmatic. As India’s international standing improved in the 
21st century, India began to participate actively in multilateral 
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negotiations on trade, climate change, development, and global 
governance reforms. It increasingly sought to represent the 
interests of developing countries. India’s evolution from a rule-
taker to a selective rule-shaper in some areas is reflected in its 
participation in global forums. Recently, India’s engagement 
with international institutions reflects its aspiration for greater 
global influence, and it is demanding reforms in global 
governance institutions, especially the United Nations. This 
stage is marked by a more strategic use of institutions- seeking 
leadership roles, building coalitions with like-minded states, 
and using multilateral platforms to address global issues like 
climate change, health, and digital governance, while protecting 
its strategic autonomy and national interest.

	�Greater global 
influence

Summarised Overview

Liberalisation has compelled India to strengthen its ties with major economic powers 
and emerging economies. This new strategy of economic diplomacy became central, 
replacing earlier ideological alignments. At the other end, while avoiding formal military 
alliances, India maintained its strategic autonomy and participated in the United Nations 
and other global forums. India continues to maintain multilateralism and issue-based 
cooperation with multiple powers, allowing the country to engage simultaneously with 
different countries on trade, security, and technology without binding commitments. 
This outcome-oriented foreign policy focuses on tangible benefits rather than symbolic 
positions.

Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 What were the two central principles of the Nehruvian phase of India's foreign 
policy, and what did each mean in practice?

2.	 What is the Non-Aligned Movement, and why did Nehru believe it was important 
for India and other newly independent countries?

3.	 What are the five Panchsheel principles? Why did Nehru consider them important 
for India's relations with China?

4.	 How did the 1962 Sino-Indian War affect India's foreign policy? Did India com-
pletely abandon the Nehruvian principles after the war?

5.	 What domestic and international pressures led India to undertake economic liberal-
isation in 1991, and how did this change the focus of its foreign policy?

6.	 Why did India conduct nuclear tests in 1998, and how did this event reflect the idea 
of "strategic autonomy" in the post-liberalisation phase?
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7.	 How is India's engagement with international institutions different in the post-liber-
alisation phase compared to the Nehruvian phase? Give one example of this change.

8.	 Is there a common thread connecting the Nehruvian and post-liberalisation phases 
of India's foreign policy? Identify one principle that has remained consistent across 
both phases.

Assignment 

1.	 Critically assess the Nehruvian vision of world affairs. How did idealism, multilat-
eralism, and the concept of a 'third force' define India's international role between 
1947 and 1964?

2.	 Analyze the significant shifts in India's foreign policy during the 1970s and 1980s. 
How did the 1971 Bangladesh War and the Cold War's bipolar dynamics alter In-
dia's strategic calculus?

3.	 Examine the post-1991 liberalization as a turning point in India's foreign policy. 
How did economic reform, the collapse of the Soviet Union, and the 1998 nuclear 
tests collectively reorient India's global engagement?

4.	 Compare the idealism of the Nehruvian era with the strategic pragmatism of the 
post-liberalization period. Is there a coherent thread of continuity connecting the 
two phases, or do they represent a fundamental rupture?
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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After studying this unit, the learner will be able to:

Parliament

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
1

Background 

•	 explain the constitutional position of Parliament in India’s foreign policy-making 
process

•	 identify the ways in which Parliament exercises oversight over foreign policy  
decisions

•	 analyse the role of parliamentary debates and committees in foreign policy  
matters

•	 examine Parliament’s role in the approval of treaties and international  
commitments

•	 evaluate the limitations of parliament in an executive-driven foreign policy system

In the contemporary world, the distinction between domestic and foreign policy 
has become increasingly blurred. Issues such as trade, security, migration, climate 
change, and global health directly affect citizens' daily lives. Foreign policy can no 
longer remain the exclusive domain of diplomats and executive authorities. Hence, 
in democratic states, while the executive, that is, the government, is constitutionally 
assigned the predominant task of foreign policy-making, there is a growing demand 
for greater transparency, accountability, and public participation, and the legislature is 
found to influence foreign policy decisions through debates, questions, committees, and 
financial approval. Understanding the legislature’s role helps explain how democratic 
control operates in an area often seen as secretive and technical. This unit examines 
the role of the Indian Parliament in the foreign policy-making process. It explains 
Parliament’s constitutional position, its instruments of influence, and the limitations it 
faces in shaping foreign policy outcomes.
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Parliamentary Oversight, Executive Authority, Treaties, Foreign Policy Accountability, 
Budgetary Control

Keywords

Discussion
Foreign policy-making in India is primarily an executive 

function, carried out primarily by the Prime Minister, the 
Ministry of External Affairs, and the Cabinet. However, it does 
not operate in a democratic vacuum. The Parliament, as the 
supreme legislative body, provides an essential institutional 
space for scrutiny and accountability, shaping the context, 
legitimacy, and public justification of those decisions. Let 
us understand the role of the Parliament in India's foreign 
policy-making in institutional and political terms, by analysing 
its constitutional position, procedural mechanisms, and 
practical influence, as well as the limitations of parliamentary 
intervention. 

According to the Indian Constitution, the Parliament is 
involved in the country’s foreign policy-making process 
through the principle of executive dominance combined 
with legislative oversight. It places foreign affairs within the 
domain of the Union government, recognising that matters 
such as diplomacy, war, peace, and international negotiations 
require centralised authority. Parliament is entrusted with the 
role of legislation, supervision, and democratic accountability. 
Together, they balance the practical need for efficiency and 
secrecy in foreign affairs. 

Foreign affairs is listed under the Union List (List I) of the 
Seventh Schedule of the Indian Constitution, which gives the 
Parliament exclusive power to legislate on matters related to 
external relations. The key entries relevant to foreign policy 
include: 

•	 Entry 10- Foreign affairs; all matters which bring the 
Union into relation with any foreign country.

•	 Entry 11- Diplomatic, consular, and trade representation.
•	 Entry 12- United Nations and international organisations.
•	 Entry 13- Participation in international conferences, as-

sociations and other bodies, and implementing decisions 
made thereafter.

	�Constitutional 
Role of 
Parliament in 
Foreign Policy
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•	 Entry 14- Entering into and implementing international 
treaties and agreements

•	 Entry 15- War and peace

At the same time, Article 73 of the Indian Constitution extends 
the Union executive's power to all matters within the legislative 
competence of Parliament. In practice, this provision allows the 
executive to conduct diplomacy, negotiate treaties, and manage 
international relations without prior parliamentary approval. As 
scholars point out, treaty-making and diplomatic negotiations 
in India are therefore largely executive prerogatives, unlike in 
countries such as the United States, where legislative approval 
plays a stronger role.  

Parliament’s most significant constitutional role in foreign 
policy arises at the stage of implementation of international 
agreements. Under Article 253, Parliament is empowered to 
make laws for implementing international treaties, agreements, 
and conventions. It ensures that international commitments 
affecting domestic law, federal relations, or citizens’ rights 
require parliamentary legislation. The Berubari Union Case 
(1960) affirms the power of the Parliament to legislate over 
matters involving territorial integrity, while the executive may 
have the power to enter into treaties. 

Parliament employs various procedural and institutional 
instruments to exercise influence over the executive in foreign 
policy-making.  These instruments are not intended to reverse 
executive decisions, but shape political narratives, signal 
domestic constraints, and legitimise or contest foreign policy 
choices. The following are the major parliamentary instruments 
used in foreign policy oversight.

a.	 Parliamentary debates

Parliamentary debates are held on a wide range of 
international issues, including bilateral relations, regional 
security developments, international crises, treaty negotiations, 
and India’s role in global institutions. Through these debates, 
Members of Parliament articulate diverse political viewpoints; 
thereby, the debates perform an important agenda-setting 
function and help reveal the level of political consensus or 
disagreement on international questions. These interventions 
can influence the executive’s diplomatic posture, although their 
impact is often limited by time constraints and party dynamics. 

	� Parliamentary 
Instruments 
Influencing 
Foreign Policy-
Making

	�Agenda-setting 
function

SG
O

U



49SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science - Foreign Policy of India

b.	 Question Hour & Other Parliamentary Questions

During Question Hour, Members of Parliament raise starred, 
unstarred, or short-notice questions on diplomatic relations, 
foreign visits, international agreements, security concerns, 
trade disputes, the welfare of citizens abroad, and India’s 
stance in multilateral forums. The government is required 
to place official information on record. Scholars argue that 
Question Hour plays a crucial role in ensuring transparency. 
In addition, instruments such as Calling Attention Notices 
and Short Duration Discussions allow MPs to draw attention 
to urgent international developments. These mechanisms 
enable Parliament to respond quickly to unfolding global 
events, although their effectiveness depends on political will 
and executive cooperation. The limitation is that the executive 
may withhold sensitive information on grounds of national 
security. One can conclude that these mechanisms enhance 
accountability and information disclosure/transparency, rather 
than control decision-making. 

c.	 Parliamentary Committees on External Affairs

Parliamentary Committees, such as the Standing Committee 
on External Affairs, can be created to examine the functioning 
of the Ministry of External Affairs or study specific foreign 
policy issues in detail and present reports to the Parliament 
after thorough interaction with officials, experts, and 
diplomats. Committee reports often contain detailed analysis 
and constructive recommendations on diplomatic priorities, 
institutional reforms, and strategic challenges. Even though 
these are effective parliamentary instruments that enable 
sustained discussion and expert input, the recommendations' 
non-binding nature is a significant constraint. 

d.	 Parliament and Treaty-making

Treaty-making in India is largely an executive function. 
Article 73 empowers the government to negotiate and sign 
international agreements without mandatory prior approval 
of Parliament. Parliamentary involvement becomes necessary 
only when a treaty requires changes in domestic law or imposes 
financial obligations. Hence, one can say that parliamentary 
discussion of treaties is usually post-facto, focusing on 
implementation rather than negotiation.
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e.	 Budgetary Control and Financial Oversight

All expenditure related to foreign policy, including diplomatic 
missions, international organisations, aid commitments, and 
foreign travel, requires parliamentary approval. Although 
Parliament rarely rejects foreign policy budgets, its financial 
powers ensure a financial scrutiny that provides an additional 
layer of accountability. It also allows Parliament to connect 
foreign policy decisions with domestic economic priorities and 
public interest. 

f.	 Parliamentary Diplomacy

In recent years, Parliament has also been part of diplomacy, 
with MPs participating in international parliamentary forums 
and bilateral exchanges. Though it does not replace executive-
led foreign policy, scholars consider such initiatives to enhance 
India’s soft power and democratic image. 

Taken together, parliamentary instruments provide indirect 
but meaningful influence over foreign policy. They enhance 
transparency, improve accountability, and legitimise executive 
action. However, executive dominance, secrecy, and procedural 
constraints limit Parliament’s ability to shape policy outcomes. 
As scholars conclude, Parliament in India acts more as a forum 
of review and legitimacy than as a centre of foreign policy 
decision-making.

Empirical cases reveal how Parliament engages with major 
foreign policy decisions and also highlight the structural limits of 
parliamentary intervention in an executive-dominated system. 
Several important foreign policy issues of recent decades have 
been the subject of serious discussion in Parliament. 

One prominent example is the India-United States Civil 
Nuclear Agreement, the “123 Agreement”, formalised in 
2008. The Agreement generated intense debate in Parliament, 
particularly regarding sovereignty, strategic autonomy, and 
India’s non-aligned tradition. The issue became politically 
sensitive because the government at the time was operating 
under a coalition arrangement, making it vulnerable to shifts in 
parliamentary support. The Left parties, which were providing 
outside support to the government, strongly opposed the 
agreement, arguing that it would compromise India’s independent 
foreign policy. In 2008, they withdrew support, leading to a 
confidence vote in Parliament, where the government narrowly 

	� Financial scrutiny

	� Parliamentary 
Engagement with 
Foreign Policy: In 
Practice

	� “123 Agreement”

SG
O

U



51SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science - Foreign Policy of India

survived. Although Parliament did not negotiate the agreement, 
these developments demonstrate how foreign policy decisions 
can create serious political vulnerability for the executive, 
especially in coalition regimes, and highlight the importance of 
securing democratic legitimacy. This episode is often cited as 
one of the clearest examples of parliamentary pressure shaping 
the political feasibility of foreign policy decisions in India.

Another instance of intense discussion was on India’s 
engagement with multilateral trade negotiations, including 
debates around India’s withdrawal from the Regional 
Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP). Members 
of Parliament raised concerns about the domestic industry, 
farmers’ interests, and economic sovereignty. The discussion 
reflected how foreign economic policy become linked with 
domestic political priorities, even when the final decision rests 
with the executive.

Parliament has always engaged with security-related foreign 
policy issues, such as border tensions and regional conflicts. 
Statements by the government following major developments 
are often followed by parliamentary questions and debates, 
which help place executive actions under public scrutiny. 

One major limitation of Parliament’s role in foreign policy-
making is executive dominance. Foreign policy decisions 
are often taken by a small group within the executive, with 
Parliament being informed only after key choices have been 
made. Consequently, another limitation is the reactive nature of 
parliamentary engagement. Debates and questions usually occur 
after events unfold, reducing Parliament’s ability to shape policy 
at the formulation stage. Access to classified information is 
limited, further constraining meaningful scrutiny. Scholars also 
point to procedural and political constraints. Time limitations, 
party discipline, and lack of specialised expertise among MPs 
reduce the effectiveness of parliamentary oversight. Committee 
recommendations are non-binding, and follow-up mechanisms 
are weak, limiting long-term impact. As a result, Parliament’s 
influence remains largely indirect, operating through political 
pressure rather than institutional control.
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Summarised Overview

Most scholars agree that Parliament in India plays a supportive rather than decisive 
role in foreign policy-making. It functions as a forum for debate, oversight, and 
legitimacy, but not as a centre of decision-making. This pattern is not unique to India; 
executive dominance in foreign policy is common across democracies. However, the 
extent of parliamentary involvement varies significantly across countries. Scholars 
assessed that strengthening parliamentary committees, improving access to information, 
and increasing pre-decision consultation could enhance Parliament’s role without 
undermining executive efficiency. Overall, Parliament should be understood as an 
institution that democratises foreign policy, even if it does not control it. Its importance 
lies in ensuring that foreign policy decisions remain connected to democratic debate and 
public accountability.

Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Why is Parliament’s role in foreign policy considered indirect?

2.	 What is the significance of Question Hour in foreign policy oversight?

3.	 Why is Parliament’s role in treaty-making limited?

4.	 What is meant by parliamentary diplomacy?

5.	 Analyse the instruments through which Parliament influences foreign policy.

Assignment 

1.	 Critically examine the constitutional and institutional role of the Indian Parliament 
in shaping foreign policy. How does the absence of a dedicated foreign affairs com-
mittee limit parliamentary oversight?

2.	 Analyze three significant parliamentary debates on foreign policy issues — such as 
the India–US Civil Nuclear Deal, the Doklam standoff, or India–China relations — 
and evaluate Parliament's impact on actual policy outcomes.

3.	 Discuss the limitations of parliamentary engagement in foreign policy in India. 
How do executive dominance, party discipline, and information asymmetry con-
strain meaningful deliberation?

4.	 Comparatively assess the role of the legislature in foreign policy-making in India 
and the United States. What institutional reforms could strengthen India's parlia-
mentary role in foreign affairs?
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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After studying this unit, the learner will be able to:

PMO, Ministry of External 
Affairs and National  

Security Council

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
2

Background 

•	 explain the institutional structure of foreign policy-making in India

•	 identify the role of the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO) in foreign policy decisions

•	 analyse the functions of the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) in policy formu-
lation and implementation

•	 examine the role of the National Security Council (NSC) in coordinating foreign 
and security policy

•	 evaluate how coordination among these institutions shapes India’s foreign policy 
outcomes

Foreign policy-making is not the output of the efforts of a few individuals or even an 
institution. In modern states, foreign policy is the result of coordination among multiple 
executive bodies, each with specific roles and responsibilities. As international issues 
become more complex, foreign policy-making requires expertise in diplomacy, security, 
economics, and strategy. In India, foreign policy is formally conducted by the executive. 
Over time, the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO), the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA), 
and the National Security Council (NSC) have emerged as the most important institutions 
in this process. Each of these bodies contributes differently- the PMO provides leadership 
and direction, the MEA manages diplomacy and implementation, and the NSC focuses 
on strategic and security coordination. Understanding how these institutions function 
and interact is essential for explaining how foreign policy decisions are actually made, 
beyond constitutional provisions or broad principles. This unit focuses on these key 
institutions to explain the internal workings of India’s foreign policy-making process.
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NSC, Foreign Policy Coordination, Executive Authority, Policy Implementation

Keywords

Discussion

This unit examines three central institutions involved in 
India’s foreign policy-making process: the Prime Minister’s 
Office (PMO), the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA), and 
the National Security Council (NSC). These institutions do 
not function in isolation. Their interaction determines how 
information is processed, how options are evaluated, and how 
final decisions are taken. By analysing these institutions in this 
unit, we can understand the practical mechanics of decision-
making, explain why foreign policy decisions sometimes 
reflect continuity, sometimes change, and often involve trade-
offs between competing interests.

Foreign policy-making in India follows a centralised but 
coordinated institutional framework. The Prime Minister 
occupies a key position in this framework, but decision-making 
involves constant interaction with ministries, advisors, and 
security institutions. While the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO) 
sets the priorities, coordinating among ministries, and providing 
final approval on major decisions, the Ministry of External 
Affairs (MEA) acts as the principal diplomatic institution, 
responsible for negotiations, diplomatic communication, and 
policy implementation and the National Security Council (NSC) 
brings together strategic, defence, and security perspectives to 
support informed decision-making. In the following pages, 
let us analyse these institutions and how their interaction and 
coordination shape foreign policy outcomes. 

A.	 Prime Minister’s Office and Foreign Policy-Making

In India, constitutionally, executive authority is vested in the 
President of India, but in practice, real power lies with the Prime 
Minister and the Council of Ministers. Over time, foreign policy 
has become increasingly prime minister-centric, with major 
strategic decisions being taken at the highest political level. 
Scholars note that this concentration of authority reflects the 
need for coherence, speed, and political legitimacy in handling 
sensitive international issues. The Prime Minister represents 

	� Evolution and 
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India in high-level diplomatic engagements, including bilateral 
summits, multilateral forums, and international negotiations. 
These interactions often set the overall tone and direction of 
foreign policy. It is then operationalised by the bureaucracy. 
Hence, one can argue that India's foreign policy priorities 
frequently reflect the Prime Minister’s political vision, leadership 
style, and strategic assessment of global developments.

Originally the Prime Minister’s Secretariat, a small support 
unit under Nehru, the PMO has evolved into India’s central 
power hub, reflecting India’s growing governance complexity 
and the PM’s increasing central role, despite remaining an 
extra-constitutional body. Under Indira Gandhi and Rajiv 
Gandhi, it expanded for greater coordination and tech, and over 
time, it grew in terms of personnel, expertise, and influence, 
becoming a strong policy coordination centre in the 1990s, a 
consultative body during the UPA, and consolidating power 
further under Modi. It consists of senior civil servants, advisors, 
and specialists who assist the Prime Minister by providing 
policy inputs, coordinating among ministries, and monitoring 
implementation. In foreign policy-making, the PMO performs 
several crucial functions. It receives inputs from the Ministries 
of External Affairs, Defence, and Home Affairs, as well as from 
economic ministries. These inputs are analysed and synthesised 
to present consolidated policy options to the Prime Minister. 
This process helps reduce inter-ministerial conflict and ensures 
that foreign policy decisions align with broader national 
priorities.

One of the most important roles of the PMO is inter-
ministerial coordination. Foreign policy issues often overlap 
with defence, trade, energy, technology, and internal security. 
The coordination of these diverse policy domains has become 
especially important in an era of globalisation, where domestic 
and foreign policy concerns are deeply interconnected. An 
example is trade negotiations, which involve the MEA, 
the Ministry of Commerce, and the Ministry of Finance, 
while security issues involve coordination with defence and 
intelligence agencies. The PMO acts as the final converging 
point where competing perspectives are balanced and 
reconciled. Scholars agree that this centralised coordination 
has increased decision-making efficiency, though others argue 
that it has reduced the autonomy of individual ministries. 

The Ministry of External Affairs is the primary institution 
responsible for diplomacy, but it’s not incorrect to say that its 
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functioning is closely shaped by the PMO. Major foreign policy 
initiatives and strategic agreements are typically vetted by the 
PMO before implementation. This does not mean that the MEA 
is marginalised. Rather, the MEA provides expertise, diplomatic 
assessments, and institutional memory, while the PMO provides 
political direction and final approval. The balance between 
these two institutions varies across governments, depending 
on leadership style and administrative preferences. However, 
the growing role of the PMO has clearly reinforced political 
control over diplomatic decision-making.

The role of the PMO in foreign policy has been strengthened 
by the presence of the National Security Council, led by the 
National Security Advisor (NSA). The NSA, located within 
the PMO, serves as the principal advisor to the Prime Minister, 
and the NSC provides independent assessments that often 
complement inputs from the MES and defence establishments. 
This arrangement has enhanced strategic coordination, 
especially in areas such as border management, counter-
terrorism, and regional security. The NSA’s proximity to the 
Prime Minister ensures that security considerations are fully 
integrated into foreign policy decisions. At the same time, 
scholars note that this has further centralised decision-making 
authority within the PMO.

In recent decades, Indian foreign policy has witnessed a 
rise in prime ministerial diplomacy, where the Prime Minister 
personally leads diplomatic initiatives. Several major foreign 
policy decisions illustrate the PMO’s influence. High-profile 
bilateral visits, participation in international summits, and 
direct engagement with world leaders have become defining 
features of India’s foreign policy practice. These interactions 
often produce political commitments that guide subsequent 
bureaucratic action. It ensures coherence, rapid decision-
making, and clear political leadership. Such diplomacy 
enhances India’s global visibility and allows the Prime 
Minister to directly communicate national priorities. However, 
it also underscores the PMO's importance in preparing briefing 
materials, coordinating follow-up actions, and ensuring policy 
coherence. And, critics argue that over-reliance on the PMO 
may strain administrative capacity and limit policy innovation. 
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B.	 Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) and Foreign  
Policy-Making

The Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) is the central 
administrative institution responsible for conducting India’s 
foreign relations. It functions as the government’s primary channel 
for diplomacy, negotiation, and international communication. 
While strategic direction comes from the political leadership, 
the MEA provides the institutional continuity, expertise, and 
operational capacity required for foreign policy formulation 
and execution. Scholars consistently describe the MEA as the 
“permanent arm” of India’s foreign policy, ensuring stability 
across changes in governments and leadership. The MEA 
represents India in bilateral and multilateral engagements, 
manages diplomatic missions abroad, and serves as the main 
interface between India and the international system. It also acts 
as the repository of institutional memory, preserving diplomatic 
experience and policy precedents accumulated over decades.

The MEA is headed by the Minister of External Affairs, 
assisted by Ministers of State, with the Foreign Secretary as the 
top administrative official. While the Minister provides political 
leadership and represents India in international forums, the 
Foreign Secretary coordinates policy formulation, supervises 
diplomatic missions, and ensures the smooth functioning of 
the ministry. The ministry is organised into several territorial 
divisions (like East Asia, Latin America), functional divisions 
(like Consular, Passport & Visa), and specialised desks (Like 
Disarmament, UN) and is managed through a hierarchy of 
Secretaries, Additional Secretaries, Joint Secretaries, Directors, 
Deputy Secretaries, and Under Secretaries. The bureaucratic 
hierarchy enables coordination between political direction and 
diplomatic practice. MEA also has an overseas presence through 
Embassies/High Commissions, headed by Ambassadors/High 
Commissioners, and Consulates, headed by Consul General. 

a.	 Policy Formulation: The MEA plays a crucial role in pol-
icy formulation by providing analysis, policy briefs, and 
diplomatic assessments to the political leadership. The 
MEA synthesises inputs from Indian missions abroad, in-
telligence assessments, and inter-ministerial consultations 
to prepare policy options. Although final decisions are tak-
en at the political level, the MEA shapes the range of avail-
able choices through analysis and advice. In this sense, the 
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MEA is not merely an implementing agency but an active 
participant in the policy-making process.

b.	 Diplomatic Negotiations: Indian diplomats conduct ne-
gotiations on treaties, agreements, joint statements, and 
multilateral resolutions. These negotiation strategies are 
prepared based on technical expertise, cultural under-
standing, and long-term engagement, and are consulted 
with other ministries. Scholars agree that India’s ability 
to operate effectively in multilateral forums such as the 
United Nations, World Trade Organisation, and regional 
groupings depends heavily on the professional compe-
tence of its diplomatic corps. 

c.	 Implementation of Policy Decisions: The MEA ensures 
that foreign policy decisions are translated into concrete 
diplomatic action. This includes issuing diplomatic in-
structions, coordinating with Indian missions abroad, and 
monitoring compliance with international commitments. 
Implementation also involves crisis management, such as 
evacuating Indian citizens abroad, handling international 
disputes, and responding to global emergencies. 

d.	 Inter-Ministerial Cooperation: Foreign policy increas-
ingly overlaps with economic policy, security policy, 
technology, and domestic governance. The MEA plays an 
important coordinating role by working with ministries 
such as Defence, Home Affairs, Commerce, Finance, and 
Energy. Joint working groups and inter-ministerial con-
sultations help align external commitments with domestic 
priorities. However, scholars note that the MEA’s coordi-
nating role has become more challenging as other minis-
tries have become increasingly involved in international 
engagement. While this reflects the expanding scope of 
foreign policy, it has also reduced the MEA’s exclusive 
control over external relations. 

The MEA’s greatest strength lies in its professional diplomatic 
service, institutional memory, and global network of missions. 
It ensures continuity and stability in foreign policy across 
political changes. At the same time, the MEA faces limitations, 
including staff shortages and reduced influence in high-level 
strategic decisions. Scholars argue that while the MEA remains 
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indispensable, its role has been reshaped by greater political 
centralisation and the growing role of specialised agencies. To 
summarise, it provides expertise, continuity, and operational 
capacity, even as political leadership and strategic direction 
increasingly come from the PMO.

C.	 National Security Council and Foreign Policy-Making

The National Security Council (NSC) was established by 
the former Prime Minister of India, Atal Bihari Vajpayee, on 
19 November 1998, to address the growing complexity of 
India’s security and foreign policy environment. As India’s 
international engagement expanded and security challenges 
became more interconnected, the NSC was created to provide a 
coordinated institutional mechanism supporting the traditional 
ministerial institutions in integrated strategic planning. The 
rationale for the NSC lies in recognising that foreign policy and 
national security are closely linked. The NSC assesses issues 
such as border management, terrorism, regional instability, 
cyber threats, and great power rivalry, and formulates strategic 
responses that bring together diplomatic, military, intelligence, 
and strategic perspectives under a unified framework. 

The NSC has a three-tiered structure: the apex NSC (chaired 
by the Prime Minister), the operational Strategic Policy Group 
(SPG) for coordination, and the advisory National Security 
Advisory Board (NSAB) for long-term analysis, all supported 
by the National Security Council Secretariat (NSCS). The 
National Security Advisor (NSA) heads the Secretariat and 
plays a crucial role in integrating inputs and advising the PM on 
strategic matters. Chaired by the PM, the core members of the 
NSC include senior ministers responsible for external affairs, 
defence, and home affairs. The NSA serves as the principal 
advisor to the PM on security and foreign policy matters and 
acts as the key link between the NSC, the PMO, and various 
security agencies. The NSC provides long-term strategic 
assessments for foreign policy decisions. The NSA’s location 
within the PMO further centralises strategic decision-making.

The primary function of the NSC is to provide strategic 
advice to the PM and the cabinet. Unlike the MEA, which 
focuses on diplomacy and negotiation, the NSC concentrates 
on long-term security planning, threat assessment and crisis 
management. It evaluates regional and global developments 
that have implications for India’s foreign policy and national 
security. It prepares strategic reviews and advisory inputs to 
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help the political leadership understand the broader context 
of policy-making. In other words, the NSC has contributed to 
the development of a more strategic culture in India’s foreign 
policy- from reactive responses to more proactive planning.

The NSC operates within a closely interconnected 
institutional network involving the PMO and the MEA. While 
the PMO provides political leadership and final authority, and 
the MEA manages diplomacy, the NSC focuses on strategic 
coherence and security integration. This division of labour 
allows foreign policy decisions to be informed by both 
diplomatic and security considerations. The presence of the 
NSC within the PMO ensures close coordination between these 
institutions. However, scholars also note that this arrangement 
has increased centralisation and reduced the autonomy of 
ministries. Effective coordination depends on cooperation 
rather than competition among these bodies.

The NSC’s main strength lies in its ability to integrate diverse 
perspectives. By bringing together political leaders, diplomats, 
military officials, and intelligence agencies, it reduces policy 
fragmentation and enhances coordination. However, the 
dominance of the NSA and the PMO may marginalise the role 
of professional diplomats and military planners. There are 
also concerns about transparency and accountability, as NSC 
deliberations are not subject to parliamentary scrutiny. 

D.	 Institutional Coordination in Foreign Policy-Making

Foreign policy-making in India does not occur within isolated 
institutions. Instead, it emerges from continuous interaction 
and coordination among the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO), 
the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA), and the National 
Security Council (NSC). Each institution performs a distinct 
function, but effective foreign policy outcomes depend on 
how well these roles are aligned and integrated. Coordination 
among these bodies occurs through formal mechanisms such as 
inter-ministerial consultations, strategic briefings, and advisory 
processes, as well as informal interactions at senior levels. 
While centralisation enhances coherence and speed, it can also 
reduce institutional autonomy and internal debate. Effective 
foreign policy-making, therefore, depends on maintaining a 
balance between political leadership and institutional expertise.
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Summarised Overview

Unit II highlights the executive-driven nature of India’s foreign policy-making 
process. The Prime Minister and the PMO occupy a dominant position, setting priorities 
and providing strategic direction. The MEA remains indispensable for diplomacy and 
implementation, while the NSC has strengthened strategic and security coordination. 
This institutional framework has enabled India to respond more effectively to complex 
international challenges. At the same time, it raises important questions about 
centralisation, transparency, and accountability. Understanding this balance is essential 
for analysing how foreign policy decisions are taken in practice.

Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Examine the role of the Prime Minister’s Office in India’s foreign policy-making 
process.

2.	 Analyse the functions and limitations of the Ministry of External Affairs.

3.	 Who is the National Security Advisor, and why is the post important?

4.	 Discuss the role of the National Security Council in integrating foreign and secu-
rity policy.

5.	 Evaluate the importance of institutional coordination in India’s foreign policy-mak-
ing.

Assignment 
1.	 Analyze the growing centralization of foreign policy decision-making in the Prime 

Minister's Office (PMO). What are the implications of PMO dominance for institu-
tional balance and diplomatic coherence in India?

2.	 Examine the structure, functions, and evolving role of the Ministry of External Af-
fairs (MEA) as the principal diplomatic institution. How effectively has the MEA 
adapted to India's growing global ambitions?

3.	 Critically assess the establishment and functioning of the National Security Council 
(NSC) in India. How does the NSC coordinate strategic planning across civilian 
and military institutions?

4.	 Compare the relative influence of the PMO, MEA, and NSC in major foreign policy 
decisions such as the Kargil War response, the India–US nuclear deal, and India's 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic diplomacy. What does this reveal about insti-
tutional dynamics?
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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After studying this unit, the learner will be able to:

Role of Diplomats and 
Think Tanks

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
3

Background 

•	 explain the role of professional diplomats in foreign policy-making

•	 analyse the functions of the Indian Foreign Service (IFS) in diplomacy and nego-
tiation

•	 understand the contribution of diplomatic practice and expertise to policy formu-
lation

•	 examine the growing role of think tanks in foreign policy debates and advisory 
processes

•	 evaluate the interaction between state actors and knowledge institutions in India’s 
foreign policy-making

Foreign policy is not shaped only by political leaders and formal institutions. It 
also depends heavily on professional expertise, negotiation skills, and knowledge 
production. In India, the Indian Foreign Service (IFS) has historically been responsible 
for conducting diplomacy, representing the country abroad, and advising political 
leadership on international developments. Alongside diplomats, think tanks and research 
institutions have emerged as important actors that provide analysis, policy ideas, and 
strategic assessments. These actors operate at the intersection of government, academia, 
and international policy networks. This unit examines how diplomats and think tanks 
contribute to foreign policy-making, how their roles have evolved, and how they 
complement formal executive institutions.
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Indian Foreign Service (IFS); Diplomacy; Policy Advisory; Strategic Analysis

Keywords

Discussion
The formulation and implementation of foreign policy 

decisions of the country rely heavily on two significant non-
political actors, namely, diplomats and think tanks. Diplomats 
provide continuity, expertise, and negotiation skills, while think 
tanks contribute ideas, research, and strategic perspectives. 
These actors do not exercise formal authority, but they shape 
the content, quality, and direction of foreign policy. Together, 
they help bridge the gap between political intent and policy 
outcomes. Understanding their role is essential for analysing 
how foreign policy works in practice.

Diplomats and Foreign Policy-Making in India

The origins of India’s diplomatic system can be traced back to 
the colonial period under British rule. During this time, foreign 
relations were managed by the British Indian administration, 
and diplomatic representation was limited and controlled from 
London. However, the late colonial period saw the emergence 
of an external affairs structure within India, particularly with 
the establishment of the External Affairs Department. The 
Indian Foreign Service (IFS) was formally created in 1946, 
just before independence, marking the transition from a 
colonial administrative framework to a sovereign diplomatic 
service. After 1947, the IFS was reorganised to reflect India’s 
independent foreign policy priorities, combining elements of 
colonial administrative experience with new national objectives.

Indian diplomats have played a significant role in 
shaping India’s international standing. They contributed to 
India’s leadership in multilateral forums, negotiations on 
decolonisation, peacekeeping, trade, and global governance. 
Their work has helped project India as a responsible international 
actor and articulate its interests in complex global settings. 
Over the decades, diplomats have also contributed to shaping 
India’s foreign policy identity—balancing principles such 
as autonomy and multilateralism with evolving strategic and 
economic priorities. Their role has been especially important in 

	�Recruitment and 
Training
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sustaining foreign policy coherence during periods of political 
change.

Indian diplomats are career civil servants belonging primarily 
to the Indian Foreign Service (IFS). The IFS is one of the three 
All-India central civil services dealing with the core sovereign 
functions of the state, alongside the Indian Administrative 
Service (IAS) and the Indian Police Service (IPS). Recruitment 
to the Indian Foreign Service is conducted through the Civil 
Services Examination administered by the Union Public Service 
Commission (UPSC). Diplomats are recruited, trained, and 
governed by formal service rules, which distinguish them from 
political appointees or temporary advisors. This career-based 
system ensures continuity, professionalism, and institutional 
memory in India’s foreign policy. Unlike elected representatives, 
diplomats are expected to remain politically neutral and serve 
successive governments regardless of ideological orientation. 
This neutrality allows foreign policy to retain stability even 
during political transitions. Scholars often describe diplomats 
as the “permanent executive” of foreign policy.

Some of the primary functions of diplomats are:

a.	 Agents of the State: Diplomats are the official representa-
tives of the state in the international system. Their primary 
responsibility is to represent national interests, maintain 
diplomatic relations, and communicate government po-
sitions to foreign counterparts. In India, this role is per-
formed mainly by officers of the Indian Foreign Service 
(IFS), who serve in embassies, high commissions, consul-
ates, and multilateral missions.

b.	 Policy Formulation and Advisory Functions: Inputs 
from Indian missions abroad, analytical assessments, and 
diplomatic cables form a key source of information for 
the Ministry of External Affairs and the Prime Minister’s 
Office. Senior diplomats often contribute to the draft-
ing of foreign policy documents, speeches, and strategic 
frameworks. Diplomats help political leaders understand 
international constraints, opportunities, and risks. Their 
advice is especially important in areas requiring historical 
knowledge, cultural sensitivity, and awareness of foreign 
political systems. In this way, diplomats shape the content 

	� Functions

	�Represent 
national interests
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and framing of foreign policy, even if authority rests with 
elected leaders.

c.	 Diplomacy, Negotiation, and Implementation: Negotia-
tion is at the core of diplomatic practice. Indian diplomats 
negotiate treaties, agreements, joint statements, and res-
olutions in bilateral and multilateral settings. Successful 
negotiation requires technical expertise, persuasion, and 
long-term relationship building. Diplomats also play a 
key role in implementing foreign policy decisions. They 
follow up on agreements, manage crises involving Indian 
citizens abroad, and coordinate with host governments.

d.	 Historical and Institutional Role: India’s diplomatic 
tradition predates independence. Early Indian diplomats 
helped articulate ideas of equality, justice, and anti-colo-
nialism in international forums. This legacy influenced 
post-independence diplomacy, particularly India’s em-
phasis on moral arguments and multilateral engagement. 
Scholarly studies highlight how Indian diplomats contrib-
uted to shaping India’s early foreign policy narrative and 
international. This tradition continues to inform India’s 
diplomatic style, even as strategic and economic consider-
ations have gained prominence.

India can boast of a long array of efficient career diplomats. 
Here are a few prominent diplomats:

•	 V. K. Krishna Menon (High Commissioner to the UK: 
1947–1952; Defence Minister later): One of the most in-
fluential figures in early Indian diplomacy. He played a 
major role in articulating non-alignment, anti-colonialism, 
and India’s position at the United Nations, especially on 
Korea and the Suez Canal.

•	 B. N. Rau (Permanent Representative to the UN: late 1940s) 
Represented India at the United Nations and contributed to 
shaping early international legal and diplomatic positions 
of India. As India's representative, he chaired the Securi-
ty Council when it recommended aid to South Korea in 
1950. He had served as the Constitutional Advisor to In-
dia’s Constituent Assembly.

	� Prominent Career 
Diplomats

	� Legacy
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•	 K. P. S. Menon (Senior) (Foreign Secretary: 1947–
1952): India’s first Foreign Secretary after independence. 
He played a foundational role in setting up India’s dip-
lomatic service and shaping early foreign policy princi-
ples, including non-alignment and engagement with major 
powers.

•	 K. P. S. Menon (Junior) (Ambassador to the USSR: 
1962–1967): A key figure in managing Indo–Soviet rela-
tions during the Cold War, especially after the 1962 Si-
no-Indian War. He contributed to strengthening India’s 
strategic partnership with the Soviet Union.

•	 T. N. Kaul (Foreign Secretary: 1973–1976): Played a key 
role in Indo–Soviet relations and diplomacy following the 
1971 Bangladesh War. Strong advocate of strategic real-
ism within non-alignment.

•	 K. R. Narayanan (Ambassador to China & USA: 
1970s–80s): One of India’s finest diplomats; helped re-
build India–China relations after 1962 and strengthened 
India–US ties. Later became the President of India.

•	 J. N. Dixit (Foreign Secretary: 1991–1994): Played an 
important role during the post–Cold War transition and In-
dia’s economic liberalisation period. He was closely asso-
ciated with neighbourhood diplomacy and India’s engage-
ment with South Asia.

•	 Shyam Saran (Foreign Secretary: 2004–2006): Involved 
in major strategic initiatives, including the India–US civil 
nuclear agreement. Later served as Special Envoy on cli-
mate change, representing India in global climate negoti-
ations.

•	 Nirupama Rao (Foreign Secretary: 2009–2011): One of 
India’s most senior women diplomats. Served as Ambas-
sador to China and the United States and contributed to 
managing complex bilateral relations with major powers.

•	 Harsh Vardhan Shringla (Foreign Secretary: 2020–
2022): Oversaw Indian diplomacy during the COVID-19 
pandemic and played a major role in vaccine diplomacy 
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and global outreach. Also coordinated diplomatic prepara-
tions related to India’s G20 presidency.

•	 S. Jaishankar (Foreign Secretary: 2015–2018): Served 
as Ambassador to China and the United States and as 
Foreign Secretary (2015–2018). Known for shaping con-
temporary Indian foreign policy thinking and strategic en-
gagement with major powers.

Think Tanks and Foreign Policy-Making

Think tanks have emerged as important knowledge 
institutions in India’s foreign policy-making process.
Traditionally, foreign policy analysis and advice were 
dominated by government institutions such as the Ministry of 
External Affairs and the diplomatic service. Over time, however, 
the growing complexity of international relations has created 
demand for specialised research, policy analysis, and long-
term strategic thinking beyond the formal bureaucracy. Think 
tanks function as organisations that produce research, policy 
briefs, and strategic assessments on international issues. They 
operate at the intersection of academia, government, and public 
debate. Although they do not possess formal decision-making 
authority, they influence foreign policy by shaping ideas, 
framing debates, and supplying expertise to policymakers.

Foreign policy Think Tanks perform several interconnected 
functions, such as:

a.	 Research, Advice and Debate: Think Tanks primarily 
conduct thorough evaluations of international develop-
ments, regional dynamics, and global governance issues 
to understand complex global trends and anticipate future 
challenges. Further, they provide policy advice through re-
ports, briefings, closed-door consultations, and participa-
tion in official dialogues. These inputs often complement 
bureaucratic assessments by offering alternative perspec-
tives or long-term strategic thinking. Think tanks also con-
tribute to public discourse by publishing articles, organ-
ising conferences, and engaging with the media, thereby 
shaping elite and public understanding of foreign policy.

	�Organisations that 
produce research

	�Offer alternative 
perspectives
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b.	 Track II Diplomacy: Indian think tanks participate in bi-
lateral and multilateral Track II dialogues on security, re-
gional cooperation, and strategic stability. Track II diplo-
macy refers to informal dialogues involving academics, 
former officials, experts, and civil society actors. These 
dialogues operate alongside official diplomacy (Track I) 
and allow discussion of sensitive issues in a less rigid en-
vironment. Such dialogues help build mutual understand-
ing, test policy ideas, and maintain communication during 
periods of official diplomatic strain. The Ministry of Ex-
ternal Affairs has acknowledged the importance of think 
tank–led dialogues in strengthening India’s global intellec-
tual and diplomatic engagement.

c.	 Government Engagement: Such dialogues help build 
mutual understanding, test policy ideas, and maintain 
communication during periods of official diplomatic 
strain. The Ministry of External Affairs has acknowledged 
the importance of think tank–led dialogues in strengthen-
ing India’s global intellectual and diplomatic engagement. 

d.	 Strategic and Security Discourse: They analyse topics 
such as regional security architectures, maritime strategy, 
great power competition, and emerging security challeng-
es. Their research contributes to policy debates on long-
term strategic orientation rather than day-to-day diploma-
cy. By producing scenario-based analysis and strategic 
assessments, think tanks complement the work of institu-
tions such as the National Security Council.

e.	 Policy Innovation: One of the strengths of think tanks is 
that they bring together the specialised expertise of schol-
ars, former diplomats, military officers, economists, and 
technologists. This multidisciplinary expertise allows 
think tanks to address foreign policy challenges that cut 
across traditional domains. Think tanks often introduce 
new policy concepts and frameworks into foreign policy 
debates. While not all ideas are adopted, they expand pol-
icymakers' options. In this sense, think tanks function as 
idea incubators within the foreign policy system.

	� Prominent Think 
Tanks

	� Specialised 
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The following list highlights some of the most prominent 
Indian think tanks and their key contributions.

•	 Indian Council of World Affairs (ICWA): Established 
in 1943, ICWA is India’s oldest and most authoritative 
foreign policy think tank. It has traditionally served as a 
bridge between the government and the academic commu-
nity. ICWA conducts research on international relations, 
organises conferences, and supports Track II dialogues. It 
has played a significant role in shaping India’s engagement 
with multilateral institutions and regional organisations.

•	 Institute for defence Studies and Analyses (IDSA): Es-
tablished in 1965, IDSA focuses on defence, security, and 
strategic studies. It provides policy-relevant research to 
the government, especially on national security, military 
affairs, and regional stability. IDSA scholars frequently 
contribute to debates on India’s strategic posture and de-
fence diplomacy.

•	 Observer Research Foundation (ORF): Established in 
1990, ORF emerged during the post–Cold War period and 
has become one of India’s most visible think tanks global-
ly. It works on geopolitics, global governance, technology, 
climate change, and regional studies. ORF actively engag-
es with international policy networks and supports Track 
II diplomacy.

•	 Institute of Peace and Conflict Studies (IPCS):  Estab-
lished in 1996, IPCS focuses on peace, conflict resolution, 
and regional security, particularly in South Asia. It con-
tributes to Track II dialogues and research on conflict man-
agement and regional cooperation.

Think tanks contribute to the democratisation of foreign 
policy by expanding debate beyond government institutions. 
Through publications, public events, and media engagement, 
they help inform citizens and students about international affairs. 
They contribute research, expertise, and informal diplomacy, 
complementing the work of official institutions. While they do 
not wield direct power, their role in shaping ideas, informing 
debate, and supporting strategic thinking has grown steadily. 
This role is especially important in a democracy where foreign 

	�Democratisation 
of foreign policy
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policy is increasingly linked to domestic concerns. By promoting 
informed discussion, think tanks strengthen transparency and 
accountability, even if they do not control decisions.

Summarised Overview

This unit discusses the contribution of diplomats and think tanks to India’s foreign 
policy-making process. Diplomats of the Indian Foreign Service (IFS) play an important 
role in representing India, conducting negotiations, and guiding political leaders 
on international matters. Their experience and expertise help maintain stability and 
continuity in foreign relations. The unit also highlights the growing influence of think 
tanks in offering research, strategic ideas, and policy recommendations on global affairs. 
Institutions such as ICWA, IDSA, and ORF have become important centres for foreign 
policy discussion and analysis. Together, diplomats and think tanks support informed 
decision-making and strengthen India’s engagement with the international community. 

Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Examine the role of diplomats as civil servants in India’s foreign policy-making 
process.

2.	 Discuss the contribution of the Indian Foreign Service to India’s foreign relations.

3.	 Analyse the role of think tanks in shaping foreign policy ideas in India.

4.	 Evaluate the relationship between official diplomacy and Track II diplomacy.

5.	 Critically assess the limitations faced by diplomats and think tanks in influencing 
foreign policy decisions.

Assignment 

1.	 Critically evaluate the professional role and functions of Indian diplomats in ad-
vancing national interests abroad. How has the Indian Foreign Service (IFS) adapt-
ed to the demands of 21st-century diplomacy?

2.	 Analyze the growing influence of think tanks and the strategic community in shap-
ing India's foreign policy discourse. Provide examples from institutions such as the 
Observer Research Foundation, Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses, and 
Gateway House.

3.	 Examine the concept and practice of Track II diplomacy in India's foreign policy. 
How have informal channels complemented official diplomacy in managing rela-
tions with Pakistan, China, and Southeast Asian nations?
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4.	 Critically assess the role of public diplomacy — including cultural diplomacy, dig-
ital outreach, and people-to-people ties — in projecting India's image internation-
ally. How effective is India's public diplomacy infrastructure compared to leading 
global powers?
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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After studying this unit, the learner will be able to:

India as an Asian Power 

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
1

Background 

•	 explain the meaning of India as an Asian power in foreign policy

•	 identify the historical and regional foundations of India’s engagement with Asia

•	 analyse India’s relations with different Asian sub-regions in a structured manner

•	 understand the evolution of India’s Asian role across different historical phases

•	 assess India’s strengths and limitations as an Asian power

For India, Asia is not a distant region—it is home. Long before modern nation-states 
emerged, India was connected to Asia through trade routes, cultural exchanges, religious 
ideas, and migration. From Central Asia to Southeast Asia, Indian ideas, goods, and 
people travelled widely. These historical links shaped how India viewed its place in 
Asia even after independence. After 1947, India entered international politics as a newly 
independent country located at the heart of Asia. Its leaders believed that India had a 
natural role to play in Asian affairs because of its size, civilisation, and anti-colonial 
experience. During the Cold War, however, global power rivalry and regional conflicts 
limited India’s influence across much of Asia. Since the end of the Cold War, Asia has 
become the centre of global economic and strategic activity, and India has steadily re-
engaged with the region. Policies such as Look East and later Act East reflected this 
renewed focus. Understanding India as an Asian power, therefore, requires examining 
different regions of Asia, different time periods, and different forms of engagement.

Asian Power; Strategic Autonomy; Act East Policy

Keywords
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Discussion
To describe India as an Asian power is to recognise that 

India’s foreign policy is deeply shaped by its geography, 
history, and regional environment. It is established beyond 
doubt that India’s size, population, economy, military capacity, 
and civilisational influence give it the potential to act as an 
Asian power, playing a significant political, economic, and 
strategic role within Asia, even if it does not dominate the entire 
region. However, one must not mistake India’s role in Asia as 
having been uniform or uncontested. Its influence varies across 
different sub-regions such as South Asia, Southeast Asia, East 
Asia, Central Asia, and West Asia. In some regions, India has 
acted as a leader; in others, it has faced strong competition or 
structural limitations. These variations can only be understood 
by examining India’s Asian engagement region by region and 
tracing how this engagement has changed over time.

3.1.1 Conceptualising India as an Asian Power
An Asian power may be defined as a state that exercises 

significant influence within Asia through its political 
presence, economic relations, military capabilities, diplomatic 
engagement, and cultural connections. Such a power may 
not control the entire region, but it plays an important role in 
shaping regional outcomes and responses. India’s geographical 
location at the centre of South Asia gives it a natural stake in 
Asian affairs, even if its influence varies across sub-regions. 
India’s claim to Asian power status rests on several other 
structural factors as well. These include its large population, 
expanding economy, growing military capabilities, strategic 
location for maritime access, and long civilisational history. 
These structural features give India the potential to influence 
political, economic, and security developments across Asia. 
Having said this, one must not presume that being an Asian 
power means exercising constant leadership or dominance. 
Power in Asia is uneven and contested, with multiple strong 
actors, including China, Japan, and regional groupings such as 
ASEAN. India therefore operates in a complex environment 
where cooperation, competition, and constraints coexist. This 
makes India’s Asian role more situational and selective, rather 
than absolute or uniform. 

	� India as an asian 
power
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3.1.2 India and Various Regions of Asia
In the following sections, let us examine India’s relations with 

specific parts of Asia in detail to develop a clear understanding of 
how India qualifies as an Asian power with differential influence. 
We begin with South Asia, India’s immediate neighbourhood 
and the region where India’s influence, responsibilities, and 
limitations are most clearly visible. Further, we shall proceed 
to explore India and Southeast Asia, followed by other regions.

A.	 India and South Asia

South Asia includes Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, the 
Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka, with Afghanistan 
often included, though it may otherwise be classified as part 
of Central Asia. Primarily bound by geography, history, and 
culture, India’s relationship with South Asia has undergone 
transformations across various phases. India shares borders 
with almost all South Asian countries and occupies a central 
position in the region. Once administered as a single colonial 
unit, after 1947, the region was split into many sovereign 
states, with India at its centre, creating both opportunities and 
challenges for India. 

In the early years of independence, India sought to play a 
leadership role in South Asia, guided by principles of peaceful 
coexistence, non-interference, and regional cooperation. 
Indian leaders believed that shared anti-colonial experiences 
and economic interdependence would encourage cooperation. 
India supported regional stability and avoided formal military 
alliances within South Asia. However, political tensions, 
especially with Pakistan, limited the success of this approach. 

During the Cold War, India’s South Asian policy became 
increasingly shaped by security concerns. Conflicts with 
Pakistan, the 1962 war with China, and internal instability in 
neighbouring countries affected India’s regional posture. India 
intervened selectively when it believed its core security interests 
were threatened, most notably in the creation of Bangladesh in 
1971. Another important example was India’s intervention in 
Sri Lanka in 1987 through the Indo–Sri Lanka Accord, which 
led to the deployment of the Indian Peace Keeping Force 
(IPKF) to manage the ethnic conflict. While the intervention 
was intended to stabilise the region and prevent external 
involvement, it became controversial and faced resistance from 
local groups, eventually leading to India’s withdrawal in 1990. 

	� India and South 
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These interventions enhanced India’s role as a regional security 
actor but also contributed to perceptions of interventionism and 
mistrust among some neighbours.

The post-1991 period marked a shift toward a more pragmatic 
and economically oriented approach to South Asia. India 
focused on trade, connectivity, and development cooperation 
with its neighbours. Regional institutions such as the  South 
Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) 
were used to promote dialogue, although political tensions 
often limited their effectiveness. India also began to balance 
regional engagement with broader Asian and global priorities. 
In recent years, India’s influence in South Asia has faced new 
challenges. Smaller South Asian states, such as Nepal, Sri 
Lanka, Bangladesh, Bhutan, and the Maldives, have diversified 
their external partnerships to reduce dependence on India, and 
China’s growing presence in the region has altered the strategic 
environment. India continues to emphasise neighbourhood-first 
policies, development assistance, and connectivity projects, but 
its leadership is no longer uncontested. This reflects the limits 
as well as the responsibilities of being a regional power.

Overall, India’s engagement with South Asia shows that 
regional power does not guarantee regional dominance. 
India remains the most significant actor in South Asia, but its 
ability to shape outcomes depends on diplomacy, economic 
cooperation, and sensitivity to neighbours’ concerns. This 
complex relationship forms the foundation of India’s wider 
Asian role.

B.	 India and Southeast Asia

Southeast Asia is a diverse region in Asia, split into mainland 
(Myanmar, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam) and island 
(Indonesia, Philippines, Malaysia, Singapore, Brunei, Timor-
Leste) areas. India and Southeast Asia share deep historical 
roots. India has maintained strong cultural, religious, and 
commercial links with the region for centuries. These early 
connections created a sense of familiarity and shared heritage, 
which later shaped India’s perception of Southeast Asia as a 
natural extension of its Asian engagement. Post-independence, 
however, India’s engagement with Southeast Asia became 
limited and cautious. The Cold War period saw Southeast Asia 
emerge as a region of intense great power rivalry, and many 
countries in the region aligned themselves with the power blocs. 
At the same time, India was focused on South Asia and non-
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alignment, largely at the global level. Consequently, India’s 
presence in Southeast Asia declined relative to its support for 
regional peace and independence movements. 

India-Southeast Asia relations took a turn in 1991 with the 
launch of the Look East Policy. The policy was the outcome 
of India’s deliberate effort to reconnect with Southeast Asia in 
response to changing global and regional conditions. Basically, 
the compulsions of economic liberalisation at home and the 
rapid growth of Southeast Asian economies- many of which 
were recording annual GDP growth rates of 8–12% in the 
late 1980s and early 1990s, compared to India’s growth of 
around 3–5% before reforms- encouraged India to rethink its 
foreign policy towards the region and take steps to expand 
trade, investment, and institutional ties with the region. The 
relation was reinforced through a series of formal agreements 
and investment linkages. At the same time, India strengthened 
relations with the  Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) and began participating more actively in regional 
forums. India became a Sectoral Dialogue Partner of ASEAN 
in 1992, a Full Dialogue Partner in 1996, and signed the 
ASEAN-India Free Trade Agreement (AIFTA) in 2009, as 
well as separate FTAs with major East Asian partners. In 2003, 
India acceded to the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation (TAC), 
signalling its commitment to peaceful coexistence and respect 
for sovereignty in Southeast Asia. 

The Look East Policy gradually evolved from an initial 
economic focus to include strategic partnerships, security, 
and infrastructure development. In 2014, the policy was 
renamed “Act East,” signalling a more assertive and proactive 
approach to strengthening ties, including connectivity. Security 
cooperation and political dialogue. Infrastructure projects, 
maritime cooperation, and countering China’s influence 
became important components of India’s Southeast Asia 
strategy. ASEAN was recognised as central to India’s regional 
engagement. 

In recent years, India has given greater importance to 
relations with Southeast Asia due to strategic and maritime 
considerations. The region's proximity to key sea routes 
connecting the Indian and Pacific Oceans makes it vital for 
trade and energy flows. India has increased naval cooperation, 
defence dialogues, and strategic partnerships with Southeast 
Asian countries, while continuing to emphasise inclusiveness 
and regional stability. The scenario is not free of constraints. 
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Competition from other major powers, especially China, 
connectivity limitations, and gaps in economic integration 
restrict India’s influence. Therefore, India is threading carefully 
in the region, fostering cultural links to strategic partnerships, 
leveraging its image as a stabilising and cooperative partner 
rather than a dominant power. This region represents one of 
the most successful examples of India’s post-Cold War re-
engagement with Asia. 

India–ASEAN trade patterns further illustrate the growing 
but still evolving nature of this relationship. In recent years, total 
trade between India and ASEAN has reached approximately 
USD 130–135 billion, making ASEAN one of India’s largest 
trading partners. Of this, India’s exports to ASEAN amount 
to around USD 40–45 billion, mainly petroleum products, 
machinery, and pharmaceuticals, while imports from ASEAN 
are significantly higher at about USD 85–90 billion, including 
electronics, machinery, palm oil, and coal. This has resulted 
in a persistent trade deficit for India, indicating structural 
imbalances in the trade relationship. Despite steady growth in 
overall trade, ASEAN’s share of India’s global trade remains 
moderate, suggesting that the full potential of economic 
integration between India and Southeast Asia has yet to be 
realised.

C.	 India and East Asia

East Asia is  a major subregion of Asia, culturally and 
geographically defined by countries such as China, Japan, South 
Korea,  North Korea, and  Mongolia, as well as  Taiwan  and 
the Special Administrative Regions of Hong Kong & Macau. 
India’s engagement with East Asia, particularly with China, 
Japan, and the Republic of Korea, has been central to its 
evolution as an Asian power. Interestingly, East Asia hosts 
some of the world’s major centres of political and technological 
power, as well as advanced economies. India has therefore been 
cautious in its approach to this region, combining diplomacy, 
economic cooperation, and strategic balancing, and has been 
influenced by changing regional and global conditions. 

The early relations between India and East Asian countries 
were influenced by post-independence idealism and Asian 
solidarity. Amongst these countries, the association with China 
has been quite complicated. Diplomatic relations with China were 
established in 1950, and India was among the first non-socialist 
countries to recognise the People’s Republic of China. The 
Panchsheel Agreement (1954) was significant for establishing 
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the  Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence  (mutual respect 
for sovereignty, non-aggression, non-interference, equality, 
and peaceful coexistence) between India and China, aiming 
to build trust, cooperation, and stability in a post-colonial 
world. It significantly influenced the Non-Aligned Movement 
and promoted a vision for new international relations based 
on harmony, though later challenged by conflict, it remained 
a diplomatic ideal. The 1962 Sino-Indian War fundamentally 
altered India’s approach, leading to prolonged mistrust and 
limited engagement with China in the years that followed. 

India’s engagement with Japan represents one of the 
strongest pillars of its East Asia policy. Diplomatic relations 
date back to 1952, following the San Francisco Peace Treaty. 
In the early decades, India’s non-aligned posture and Japan’s 
close alignment with the United States made the relationship 
between the two countries cordial but limited in strategic depth. 
Japan viewed India primarily as a developing country rather 
than a strategic partner, while India focused more on relations 
with the Soviet Union and Asian solidarity movements. The 
engagement was largely confined to diplomatic exchanges, 
cultural contacts, and limited economic interaction. But ties 
deepened significantly after the 1990s. The India–Japan Global 
Partnership (2000) and its elevation to a Special Strategic and 
Global Partnership (2014) marked major milestones. Concrete 
cooperation is visible in infrastructure projects such as the 
Mumbai–Ahmedabad High-Speed Rail, supported by Japanese 
investment and technology, and in defence agreements, 
including the Acquisition and Cross-Servicing Agreement 
(2020). 

Relations with the Republic of Korea (South Korea) have 
also expanded steadily. During the Cold War, relations were 
largely shaped by ideological and geopolitical factors. India 
maintained a non-aligned position during the Korean War 
(1950–1953) and supported a peaceful resolution rather 
than military intervention. India chaired the Neutral Nations 
Repatriation Commission (NNRC) after the war, playing an 
important diplomatic role in managing prisoner repatriation. 
South Korea’s strong alliance with the United States and India’s 
closer ties with socialist and non-aligned countries reduced 
the scope for deeper engagement. Economic and political ties 
expanded only slowly and gained momentum mainly after the 
end of the Cold War. The India–Korea Comprehensive Economic 
Partnership Agreement (CEPA), signed in 2009, strengthened 
trade and investment ties. South Korean companies have played 
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a visible role in India’s manufacturing and technology sectors. 
Political relations were further upgraded with the establishment 
of a Special Strategic Partnership in 2015, reflecting growing 
convergence on regional stability and economic cooperation.

It is evident that in the early years of the Cold War, India’s 
relations with countries in East Asia were mostly reluctant. A 
gradual re-engagement with East Asia began in the late Cold 
War and early post-Cold War period. India normalised relations 
with China through a series of confidence-building agreements, 
including the Agreement on the Maintenance of Peace and 
Tranquillity along the Line of Actual Control (1993) and the 
Agreement on Confidence Building Measures in the Military 
Field (1996). These agreements helped stabilise the border 
and allowed broader diplomatic and economic engagement 
to resume. However, in recent years, especially after the 
2020 border crisis, India–China relations have become more 
strained, highlighting the limits of earlier confidence-building 
mechanisms.

Beyond bilateral ties, India has engaged East Asia through 
regional institutions and multilateral forums. Participation 
in the East Asia Summit (since 2005) and regular strategic 
dialogues with Japan, South Korea, and China have allowed 
India to articulate its views on regional security, connectivity, 
and economic cooperation. In recent years, this engagement has 
expanded through Act East Policy initiatives, growing strategic 
partnerships with Japan and South Korea, and participation in 
broader Indo-Pacific discussions. These platforms give India a 
voice in shaping the East Asian regional order without relying 
on formal alliances. 

Despite expanding engagement, India’s East Asia policy 
faces structural constraints. Economic interdependence with the 
region remains uneven, and relations with China continue to be 
marked by competition and periodic crises. India’s decision to 
stay out of the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
(RCEP) in 2019 also reflects concerns about trade imbalances 
and domestic economic vulnerabilities. India, therefore, 
pursues a cautious strategy that combines engagement with risk 
management, reflecting the realities of power politics in East 
Asia.

D.	 India and Central Asia

The term Central Asia usually refers to five countries that 
became independent after the breakup of the Soviet Union 
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in 1991. These countries are geographically located between 
Eastern Europe, South Asia, and East Asia and share historical, 
cultural, and strategic linkages. The countries are Kazakhstan, 
Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan, 
collectively called the Central Asian Republics (CARs). India’s 
engagement with Central Asia is rooted in long-standing 
historical and cultural connections. For centuries, trade routes 
such as the Silk Route connected the Indian subcontinent with 
Central Asian societies, enabling exchanges of goods, ideas, and 
people. These links weakened during the colonial period and 
the Cold War, but they continued to shape India’s perception 
of Central Asia as part of its extended Asian neighbourhood. 
During the Cold War, India had little direct engagement with 
individual CARS because the region formed part of the Soviet 
Union, although India maintained close relations with the 
Soviet leadership. As a result, India’s presence in the region 
remained largely diplomatic and symbolic rather than economic 
or strategic.

After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, India promptly 
established diplomatic relations with the independent CARs. 
Energy security and connectivity have been central to India’s 
Central Asia strategy. India has shown interest in Central Asian 
oil and gas resources and supported regional connectivity 
projects to improve access. Although geographical constraints 
have limited overland access, India has sought alternative 
routes and diplomatic mechanisms to remain engaged with the 
region. Recognising the region’s importance, India launched 
the “Connect Central Asia” policy in 2012, focusing on political 
dialogue, economic cooperation, security engagement, and 
people-to-people contacts. India also became a full member 
of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) in 2017, 
alongside the CARs, which provided a platform for dialogue 
on security, counter-terrorism, and regional stability. Further, 
the India–Central Asia Dialogue and the ministerial meetings 
discussed cooperation in trade, security, and development.

India continues to increase high-level diplomatic 
engagement with the region. The first India-Central Asia 
Summit, held in 2022, marked an important milestone, 
underscoring India’s intention to play a more visible role in 
the region. Joint statements and cooperation agreements have 
focused on security, capacity-building, digital connectivity, and 
cultural exchange. Despite these efforts, India’s role in Central 
Asia faces structural limitations. Geographic distance, limited 
connectivity, and competition from other regional powers 
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constrain India’s influence. As a result, India’s engagement 
remains selective and partnership-oriented rather than dominant. 
This reflects a realistic approach to exercising regional power 
within constraints.

E.	 India and West Asia

West Asia (often called the Middle East) includes the 
following countries with which India maintains diplomatic 
relations: Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Oman, 
Kuwait, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Palestine, and Yemen. It is a region 
of immense historical depth, often called the “Cradle of 
Civilisation,” with diverse cultures and faiths. India’s relations 
with these countries vary significantly due to differences in 
religion, political systems, regional conflicts, and strategic 
interests. India’s engagement with West Asia has historically 
been shaped by three core interests: energy security, diaspora 
welfare, and regional stability. Given the complexities of the 
region's political environment, India pursued a balanced and 
pragmatic approach, maintaining relations with rival states and 
conflicting parties. 

During the Cold War, India’s relations with West Asia were 
shaped mainly by non-alignment, anti-colonial solidarity, and 
political restraint. India avoided formal alliances and sought to 
maintain friendly relations with different countries in the region, 
despite ideological divisions and regional conflicts. India 
supported Arab nationalism and opposed colonial influence, 
thereby building goodwill among Arab states. India also 
adopted a cautious position on regional conflicts. It supported 
the Palestinian cause and advocated a peaceful resolution to 
the Arab–Israeli conflict, while avoiding direct involvement in 
military or political disputes. This approach reflected India’s 
broader foreign policy preference for diplomacy and moral 
leadership rather than power politics.

Relations with the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
countries, especially Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Qatar, Oman, and 
Kuwait, form the backbone of India’s West Asia policy. Since 
the 1970s, these countries have been major suppliers of crude 
oil and natural gas to India. Importantly, millions of Indian 
workers live and work in Gulf countries, making the region vital 
for remittances and employment. Beyond economic ties, GCC 
countries hold significant political importance for India due to 
their influence in regional geopolitics, their role in the Islamic 
world, and their strategic position in global energy markets and 
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maritime routes. Stable relations with these states are therefore 
essential for India’s energy security, diaspora protection, and 
broader foreign policy objectives.

The end of the Cold War brought major changes to India’s 
West Asia policy. Economic liberalisation in India, combined 
with changing global and regional conditions, led to a more 
pragmatic and interest-driven approach. Over time, relations 
expanded to include trade, investment, defence cooperation, 
and counter-terrorism. In recent years, political engagement has 
deepened through strategic partnerships, security cooperation, 
and coordination on regional issues, including maritime 
security and extremism. Diplomatic relations expanded rapidly, 
with high-level visits, strategic dialogues, and institutional 
agreements becoming more frequent, strengthening strategic 
and economic ties. 

A notable feature of the post–Cold War phase has been 
India’s ability to maintain relations with multiple and sometimes 
rival actors in West Asia. This multi-directional diplomacy 
reflects India’s emphasis on strategic autonomy. India also 
institutionalised economic relations through agreements, 
investment frameworks, and comprehensive partnerships. 
Diaspora diplomacy became a key pillar, with greater attention 
to the protection and welfare of Indian workers in the region. 
In recent years, India’s West Asia engagement has further 
expanded to include technology, food security, renewable 
energy, and digital cooperation. Despite ongoing conflicts 
and instability in parts of the region, India has avoided taking 
rigid political positions and has continued to emphasise 
dialogue, cooperation, and neutrality. This reflects a realistic 
understanding of both India’s interests and the complexities of 
West Asia.

3.1.3 India and Other Asian Powers
To better understand the diversity of India’s West Asia 

policy, it is necessary to examine its bilateral relations with 
major regional powers. 

a.	 Saudi Arabia is one of India’s largest suppliers of crude 
oil. Along with other Gulf producers, it forms part of the 
group that accounts for nearly 46% of India’s crude oil im-
ports. India and Saudi Arabia share a relationship rooted in 
energy cooperation and economic engagement, which has 
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expanded to include strategic dialogue, defence coopera-
tion, and counter-terrorism collaboration. 

b.	 The UAE is a key economic and strategic partner, with 
India’s exports to the country alone reaching over USD 
37 billion in 2024, making it one of India’s largest trading 
partners. It also serves as a major logistics and financial 
hub linking India to global markets. The UAE hosts a large 
Indian diaspora and is one of India’s largest trading part-
ners in the region. Relations were elevated with the signing 
of the India–UAE Comprehensive Economic Partnership 
Agreement (CEPA), in 2022, marking a major milestone 
in institutionalising economic relations.

c.	 Qatar is an important supplier of liquefied natural gas 
(LNG) to India. Oman has historically supported India’s 
maritime interests in the Arabian Sea and Indian Ocean, 
while Kuwait has been a long-standing energy partner.

d.	 India’s relations with Iran have been shaped by historical 
ties, energy interests, and regional geopolitics. Iran has 
been an important source of crude oil for India, although 
international sanctions have periodically disrupted trade. 
India has also cooperated with Iran on connectivity ini-
tiatives, most notably the Chabahar Port project, which 
provides India access to Afghanistan and Central Asia. At 
the same time, India has had to carefully balance its Iran 
policy with its relations with other West Asian states and 
major global powers.

e.	 India’s engagement with Iraq has largely focused on ener-
gy imports and post-conflict reconstruction. Iraq is a sig-
nificant oil supplier to India. India has also been involved 
in humanitarian assistance and capacity-building efforts 
during periods of instability. Relations remain important 
but are limited by Iraq’s internal political and security 
challenges.

f.	 India formally established full diplomatic relations with 
Israel in 1992. Since then, cooperation has expanded rap-
idly, particularly in defence, agriculture, technology, and 
innovation. Israel has become a key defence partner for In-
dia, supplying advanced military equipment and technol-
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ogy. India has pursued closer ties with Israel while main-
taining its traditional support for the Palestinian cause, 
reflecting a policy of diplomatic balance.

g.	 India has historically supported the Palestinian cause, 
backing the creation of an independent Palestinian state 
through peaceful means. India maintains diplomatic re-
lations with Palestine and has provided development as-
sistance and humanitarian aid. This support coexists with 
India’s growing relations with Israel, highlighting India’s 
balanced West Asia policy.

The contemporary significance of West Asia has become 
even more evident in the context of recent regional conflicts, 
including tensions involving Iran. India’s dependence on the 
region is substantial across multiple dimensions. In terms of 
energy security, around 50–60% of India’s crude oil imports 
and nearly two-thirds of its natural gas supplies originate from 
West Asia, making it a critical source of hydrocarbons. At the 
same time, over 9 million Indians live and work in the Gulf 
region, forming one of the largest expatriate communities. 
These workers contribute significantly to India’s economy, 
with the Gulf accounting for around 35–40% of India’s total 
remittance inflows, amounting to tens of billions of dollars 
annually. Trade linkages are also extensive, with India’s total 
trade with West Asia estimated at around USD 170–180 billion 
annually, alongside significant exports routed through the 
region’s maritime corridors. These economic, demographic, 
and strategic linkages underscore that instability in West Asia 
directly affects India’s energy security, economic stability, and 
diaspora welfare, underscoring the region’s critical geopolitical 
importance to India.

Viewed across phases, India’s relations with West Asia 
show a clear evolution from principle-driven diplomacy during 
the Cold War to pragmatic multi-alignment in the post–Cold 
War period. While the core interests of energy security and 
regional stability remain constant, the methods and intensity 
of engagement have changed significantly. This phase-wise 
perspective helps explain India’s ability to sustain long-term 
relations across a highly diverse and sensitive region.
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Summarised Overview

India’s role as an Asian power has not been static. It has evolved through distinct 
historical phases, shaped by global politics, regional developments, and domestic 
capacities. In the early years after independence, India viewed Asia largely through 
the lens of civilisational unity and anti-colonial solidarity. India supported Asian unity, 
peaceful coexistence, and independence movements across the continent. However, this 
phase relied more on ideas and diplomacy than on material power. The Cold War imposed 
significant constraints on India’s role in Asia. Regional conflicts, great-power rivalry, 
and security challenges constrained India’s ability to act as a regional leader. Relations 
with some Asian regions weakened, while others became shaped by strategic concerns 
rather than cooperation. The end of the Cold War and India’s economic liberalisation 
marked a major shift. India re-engaged with Asia through economic diplomacy, regional 
institutions, and connectivity initiatives. Policies such as Look East reflected India’s 
renewed focus. In recent years, India’s Asian policy has become more pragmatic, 
differentiated, and interest-driven. India engages different Asian regions in different 
ways—leadership in some areas, partnership in others, and cautious balancing where 
competition exists. Strategic autonomy remains central, shaping India’s preference for 
flexible arrangements over rigid alliances. India’s Asian power, therefore, lies not in 
dominance but in consistent engagement, strategic restraint, and adaptability.

Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Analyse India’s role as an Asian power using a region-wise approach.

2.	 Examine the evolution of India’s Asian engagement across different historical 
phases.

3.	 Discuss India’s relations with Southeast and East Asia since the 1990s.

4.	 Assess the importance of West Asia and Central Asia in India’s foreign policy.

5.	 Critically evaluate the strengths and limitations of India as an Asian power.

Assignment 

1.	 Analyze India's geopolitical and strategic position in Asia. How do geography, de-
mography, economic weight, and military capability together define India's profile 
as an Asian power?

2.	 Critically examine India's bilateral relationships with China and Japan and their 
significance for India's role as an Asian power. How does the India–China rivalry 
shape India's broader regional strategy?
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3.	 Assess India's participation in multilateral institutions such as ASEAN, the Shang-
hai Cooperation Organisation (SCO), and the East Asia Summit (EAS). How effec-
tively do these forums advance India's interests as an Asian power?

4.	 Evaluate the nature and extent of strategic competition and cooperation in Asia. 
How does India balance its relationships with competing powers — particularly the 
United States and China — in the evolving Asian order?
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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After studying this unit, the learner will be able to:

India and Indo-Pacific

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
2

Background 

•	 explain the meaning and origin of the Indo-Pacific concept

•	 analyse why the Indo-Pacific has become important in India’s foreign policy

•	 understand India’s official approach to the Indo-Pacific region

•	 identify the opportunities and challenges India faces in the Indo-Pacific

•	 assess India’s role as a regional actor within the Indo-Pacific framework

For many decades, India’s foreign policy was shaped mainly by continental concerns 
and its immediate neighbourhood. Oceans were important for trade, but they were not 
always seen as central to regional strategy. Over time, this situation changed. Global trade 
expanded rapidly, energy flows increased, and sea routes connecting Asia became more 
important than ever. At the same time, Asia itself underwent a major transformation. 
Economic growth in East and Southeast Asia, the rise of new powers, and increased 
competition over maritime space created a new regional reality. In this context, the idea 
of the Indo-Pacific emerged to describe a connected region spanning from the Indian to 
the Pacific Oceans. India’s growing economic interests, dependence on sea lanes, and 
expanding diplomatic partnerships gradually brought the Indo-Pacific into the centre of 
its foreign policy thinking. Understanding this shift is essential to understanding India’s 
contemporary regional strategy.

Indo-Pacific; Maritime Security; Strategic Autonomy; Regional Order; Connectivity; 
Multilateralism
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Discussion
The term Indo-Pacific refers to a broad strategic and 

geographical space that links the Indian Ocean and the Pacific 
Ocean. It is not only a geographical idea, but also a way of 
understanding how power, security, and cooperation operate 
in contemporary Asia. For India, the Indo-Pacific represents 
an expansion of its regional outlook beyond continental Asia. 
It highlights India’s growing maritime role, its economic 
integration with East and Southeast Asia, and its interest in 
maintaining open and stable sea routes. At the same time, 
India has been careful to frame its Indo-Pacific engagement 
as inclusive, cooperative, and non-exclusive, consistent with 
its long-standing emphasis on strategic autonomy. This unit 
examines India’s approach to the Indo-Pacific by tracing the 
evolution of the concept, analysing India’s official position, and 
assessing the opportunities and challenges that arise from this 
emerging regional framework.

3.2.1 Indo-Pacific: Key Characteristics

The Indo-Pacific refers to a broad strategic and geographical 
region that connects the Indian Ocean and the Pacific Ocean 
into a single, continuous maritime space, extending from East 
Africa to the Americas. Unlike earlier concepts such as “Asia-
Pacific,” the Indo-Pacific highlights the growing importance 
of oceans, sea routes, and maritime connectivity in shaping 
international politics. The concept gained wider acceptance 
in the early twenty-first century as global trade, energy flows, 
and security challenges became increasingly ocean-based. 
It represents a major global geopolitical and economic hub, 
accounting for over 60% of global GDP and nearly half of 
maritime trade, with key focus areas in the South China Sea 
and the Strait of Malacca. 

Various major powers, including Japan, the United States, 
Canada, and the European Union, have articulated their own 
Indo-Pacific strategies, reflecting both shared concerns and 
differing priorities. Japan was among the earliest to promote 
the idea of a “Free and Open Indo-Pacific,” emphasising rule-
based order, connectivity, and maritime security. The United 
States views the Indo-Pacific primarily through a strategic 
lens, focusing on maintaining regional balance and countering 
China’s growing influence. The European Union’s Indo-Pacific 
strategy highlights sustainable development, multilateralism, 
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and economic partnerships, while Canada’s approach combines 
security concerns with trade diversification and regional 
engagement. Although these visions converge on principles 
such as openness, inclusiveness, and rule of law, they differ 
in emphasis, scope, and strategic intent, reflecting each actor’s 
geopolitical interests.

Another important feature of the Indo-Pacific concept is the 
lack of a universally agreed geographical definition. Different 
countries interpret the Indo-Pacific region differently. For 
some, particularly the United States and Japan, the Indo-Pacific 
extends from the western shores of the Americas to the eastern 
coast of Africa. Others adopt a narrower view, focusing primarily 
on the Indian Ocean and the Western Pacific. The European 
Union tends to emphasise maritime connectivity between the 
Indian Ocean and Pacific Ocean, while some Southeast Asian 
perspectives prioritise ASEAN centrality within a more limited 
regional scope. These variations reflect differences in strategic 
priorities and underscore the flexible, evolving nature of the 
Indo-Pacific concept.

3.2.2 Characteristics of Indo Pacific
Let us look into the key characteristics of the Indo-Pacific:

a.	 One major characteristic of the Indo-Pacific is its maritime 
orientation. The region contains some of the world’s busiest 
Sea Lanes of Communication (SLOCs), through which a 
large share of global trade and energy supplies pass. Eco-
nomic interdependence in the region makes maritime se-
curity and protection of trade routes central concerns for 
regional actors. 

b.	 Another defining feature of the Indo-Pacific is its strategic 
diversity. The region includes developed economies, devel-
oping countries, island states, and major military powers. 
Political systems, security interests, and economic priori-
ties vary widely across the region. This diversity makes the 
Indo-Pacific a complex and dynamic space where cooper-
ation and competition coexist. No single power dominates 
the entire region, leading to overlapping partnerships and 
flexible alignments.

c.	 Many regional actors stress respect for international law, 
peaceful resolution of disputes, and freedom of navigation. 
India has consistently supported this approach, arguing that 
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stability in the Indo-Pacific depends on cooperation rather 
than confrontation. India’s position differs from some other 
interpretations by emphasising that the Indo-Pacific should 
remain inclusive and exclude no country. 

d.	 Issues such as climate change, disaster relief, piracy, cyber 
threats, and maritime pollution affect all countries in the re-
gion. These shared challenges require collective responses, 
reinforcing the idea that the Indo-Pacific is a space for both 
cooperation and competition. 

Taken together, the Indo-Pacific is best understood as a 
connected maritime region, shaped by trade, security, diversity, 
and cooperation. For India, it represents an extension of 
its regional role as an Asian power, grounded in openness, 
inclusiveness, and strategic autonomy. 

3.2.3 Evolution of India's Indo - Pacific Approach
India’s engagement with the Indo-Pacific did not emerge 

suddenly. For a long time after independence, India’s foreign 
policy remained largely continent-focused, shaped by land 
borders, regional conflicts, and non-alignment. Maritime 
issues were important for trade, but they did not form the core 
of India’s strategic thinking. During this period, India did not 
use the term “Indo-Pacific” and instead engaged Asia through 
sub-regional and bilateral frameworks. A gradual shift began 
after the end of the Cold War. Economic liberalisation in the 
early 1990s increased India’s dependence on external trade 
and maritime routes. As India’s trade with East and Southeast 
Asia expanded, the security of sea lanes connecting the Indian 
Ocean and the Pacific became more important. The Look East 
Policy laid the groundwork for a broader maritime outlook. 

India’s Indo-Pacific thinking became more visible in the 
2000s, as India expanded naval outreach, participated in 
regional forums, and strengthened ties with East and Southeast 
Asian countries. India began to be described by some observers 
as a “net security provider” in the Indian Ocean region. 
However, Indian officials remained cautious in their language 
and avoided formal strategic labels that could suggest alliance 
politics or exclusionary blocs. A clear articulation of India’s 
Indo-Pacific approach came in 2018, when the Prime Minister 
outlined India’s vision at the Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore. 
India defined the Indo-Pacific as a free, open, inclusive, and 
rules-based region, stretching from Africa’s eastern coast to 
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the western Pacific. Importantly, India emphasised that the 
Indo-Pacific was not directed against any country and should 
promote cooperation, connectivity, and respect for sovereignty. 

Subsequently, India’s Indo-Pacific approach has moved 
into a phase of consolidation and implementation. India has 
increased engagement through diplomatic dialogues, maritime 
cooperation, development partnerships, and participation in 
regional institutions. At the same time, India has continued to 
stress strategic autonomy, avoiding binding military alliances 
and maintaining flexibility in its partnerships. This reflects 
continuity with India’s long-standing foreign policy principles, 
even as the regional framework has evolved.

3.2.4 " India's Vision and Principles in the Indo - Pacific"
Indian officials have consistently emphasised that the Indo-

Pacific is best understood as a geopolitical construct, rather 
than a fixed geographical or institutional entity. It reflects a 
strategic perspective on the interconnected Indian and Pacific 
Oceans and the evolving balance of power in the region. In 
this context, India has also clarified that the Indo-Pacific is not 
a military bloc or a closed strategic arrangement, particularly 
in response to perceptions linking it to groupings such as 
the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD). Instead, India 
presents it as a shared regional space based on cooperation, 
respect for international law, and mutual benefit. This vision 
has been formally articulated in India’s official statements 
over the past few years. India’s approach to the Indo-Pacific 
is guided by a clearly stated set of principles, rather than by 
alliance commitments or power projection. Let us look into 
them closely. 

a.	 India has repeatedly stated that the region should remain 
open to all countries that respect international rules and 
sovereignty. India has avoided naming any country as an 
adversary and has rejected interpretations that frame the 
Indo-Pacific as a tool of containment. This emphasis on 
inclusiveness reflects India’s long-standing preference 
for non-exclusionary regional arrangements and dia-
logue-based engagement.

b.	 India supports freedom of navigation, peaceful settlement 
of disputes, and adherence to international maritime law, 
particularly the United Nations Convention on the Law of 
the Sea (UNCLOS). India argues that stability in the In-

	�Consolidation of 
India's strategy

	� India's Indo - 
Pacific approach

	� Inclusiveness

	�Respect for 
international law 

SG
O

U



99SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science - Foreign Policy of India

do-Pacific depends on rules rather than unilateral actions. 
This position aligns with India’s broader support for mul-
tilateralism in global and regional affairs.

c.	 India recognises ASEAN as an important platform for re-
gional dialogue and cooperation and supports ASEAN-led 
mechanisms such as the East Asia Summit. By emphasis-
ing ASEAN centrality, India seeks to promote balance, 
avoid dominance by any single power, and strengthen re-
gional institutions that encourage consensus-building.

d.	 India supports transparent, sustainable, and inclusive con-
nectivity initiatives that respect national sovereignty and 
financial responsibility. Infrastructure development, ca-
pacity-building, and digital cooperation are seen as tools 
to promote shared growth across the region. India posi-
tions itself as a development partner rather than a domi-
nant power.

e.	 Even while engaging multiple partners in the Indo-Pacif-
ic, India maintains flexibility in its foreign policy choices. 
It avoids formal military alliances and prefers issue-based 
cooperation. This allows India to pursue its interests with-
out being tied to the strategic priorities of any single pow-
er.

f.	 Disaster relief, humanitarian assistance, climate change, 
piracy, and maritime safety are areas where India pro-
motes joint action. These shared challenges reinforce In-
dia’s argument that the Indo-Pacific should be a space for 
collaboration rather than confrontation.

India’s Indo-Pacific vision is best understood as normative 
and principle-driven. It seeks to balance engagement with 
autonomy, openness with stability, and cooperation with 
restraint. 

3.2.5 " India's Engagement and Initiatives in the Indo 
- Pacific "
India’s engagement in the Indo-Pacific is carried out 

through a combination of diplomatic, economic, maritime, 
and institutional initiatives. Rather than relying on a single 
platform, India participates in multiple regional mechanisms 
and partnerships. This approach reflects India’s preference for 
multi-layered engagement and flexible cooperation, consistent 
with its emphasis on strategic autonomy. 
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a.	 India plays an active role in ASEAN-led institutions, 
which form the core of its Indo-Pacific engagement. The 
East Asia Summit and the ASEAN Regional Forum are 
among the forums in which India participates, and they 
allow India to engage with a wide range of regional actors 
on political, security, and economic issues, while support-
ing ASEAN centrality in regional architecture.

b.	 India conducts naval exercises, coordinated patrols, port 
visits, and capacity-building programmes with countries 
across the region. The Indian Navy plays an important role 
in ensuring maritime safety, providing humanitarian assis-
tance, and conducting disaster relief operations.

c.	 Projects related to ports, roads, digital connectivity, and 
capacity-building aim to enhance regional integration and 
economic growth. India presents these initiatives as devel-
opment partnerships that promote connectivity.

d.	 India has expanded trade, investment, and supply-chain 
cooperation with countries in East and Southeast Asia. 
While India has adopted a cautious approach to large mul-
tilateral trade agreements, it continues to pursue bilateral 
and regional economic partnerships.

e.	 India has emerged as an important provider of humanitar-
ian assistance and disaster relief in the Indo-Pacific. The 
Indian Navy and Air Force have been involved in relief 
operations following natural disasters, reinforcing India’s 
image as a responsible regional actor.
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Summarised Overview

This unit examined India’s engagement with the Indo-Pacific, an emerging regional 
framework that connects the Indian and Pacific Oceans through maritime trade, security, 
and cooperation. The unit began by defining the Indo-Pacific and identifying its key 
characteristics, such as maritime connectivity, diversity, and the importance of a rules-
based order. The discussion traced the evolution of India’s Indo-Pacific approach, showing 
how India gradually moved from a continent-focused outlook to a broader maritime 
perspective. The unit highlighted India’s official vision of the Indo-Pacific as inclusive, 
cooperative, and non-exclusive, with strong emphasis on ASEAN centrality, strategic 
autonomy, and respect for international law. The unit also examined India’s engagements 
and initiatives in the Indo-Pacific, including participation in regional institutions, maritime 
cooperation, development partnerships, and humanitarian assistance. Overall, the unit 
showed that India’s Indo-Pacific strategy extends its role as an Asian power, shaped by 
pragmatism, flexibility, and long-standing foreign policy principles.
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Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Trace the evolution of India’s Indo-Pacific approach.

2.	 Explain the key principles guiding India’s Indo-Pacific vision.

3.	 Examine India’s major engagements and initiatives in the Indo-Pacific.

4.	 Analyse the opportunities and challenges India faces in the Indo-Pacific.

5.	 Critically assess India’s Indo-Pacific strategy in the context of strategic autonomy.

Assignment 

1.	 Critically examine the evolution of the Indo-Pacific as a strategic construct. How 
has India's understanding and operationalization of the Indo-Pacific concept evolved 
under the 'Act East Policy' and the 'SAGAR' doctrine?

2.	 Analyze India's partnerships with the United States, Japan, and Australia within the 
Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (Quad). What are the strategic objectives, limita-
tions, and risks for India in participating in the Quad?

3.	 Evaluate India's approach to economic and infrastructure connectivity in the In-
do-Pacific. How do initiatives such as the Asia-Africa Growth Corridor (AAGC) 
and India's port development projects compare to China's Belt and Road Initiative?

4.	 Assess the strategic implications of India's growing naval presence and maritime 
diplomacy in the Indo-Pacific. How does India's maritime strategy address the twin 
challenges of Chinese expansionism and ensuring freedom of navigation?
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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After studying this unit, the learner will be able to:

India and BRICS

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
3

Background 

•	 explain the origin and objectives of BRICS

•	 analyse the importance of BRICS in contemporary global politics

•	 examine India’s role and interests within BRICS

•	 understand the institutional mechanisms associated with BRICS

•	 assess the opportunities and challenges BRICS presents for India’s foreign policy

In the years following the Cold War, the global political and economic order began to 
change. Power gradually shifted away from a small group of Western countries toward 
emerging economies. Countries from Asia, Africa, and Latin America started demanding 
a greater voice in global decision-making. At the same time, dissatisfaction grew over 
the dominance of Western-led institutions such as the IMF and World Bank. It was in 
this context that groupings of emerging powers gained importance. These platforms 
allowed countries with shared development concerns to coordinate positions, increase 
bargaining power, and promote a more balanced international order. BRICS emerged as 
one such forum, reflecting the growing importance of the Global South in world politics. 
For India, participation in BRICS has been closely linked to its search for strategic 
autonomy, economic development, and reform of global governance structures.

BRICS; Emerging Powers; Global South; Multilateralism; Global Governance; 
Multipolar World

Keywords

SG
O

U



105SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science - Foreign Policy of India

Discussion

3.3.1 Origin, Composition and Characteristics of BRICS
BRICS is an intergovernmental grouping of ten major 

emerging economies that seek to enhance cooperation and 
reform the international system. Although BRICS is not a formal 
international organisation with a permanent secretariat, it has 
developed into an important platform for political dialogue, 
economic coordination, and development cooperation. BRICS 
is a flexible multilateral platform central to India’s Global South 
diplomacy, and it serves multiple purposes. This unit examines 
BRICS as an instrument of India’s foreign policy, focusing on 
its evolution, institutions, achievements, and limitations.

The term BRIC was first coined in 2001 by Goldman 
Sachs economist Jim O’Neill to describe four fast-growing 
economies—Brazil, Russia, India, and China. Initially, it was 
an economic label rather than a political project. However, 
these countries soon recognised the potential value of collective 
engagement and began meeting at the political level. The first 
BRIC summit was held in 2009, marking the transformation 
of the concept into a diplomatic forum. South Africa joined in 
2011, expanding the grouping into BRICS. Unlike traditional 
alliances, BRICS is based on consensus, voluntary cooperation, 
and respect for sovereignty. It does not function as a military 
bloc or ideological alliance. Instead, it focuses on shared 
interests such as development, reform of global governance, 
and cooperation among emerging economies. 

In recent years, the BRICS has undergone significant 
development, with the decision to expand its membership. 
Originally comprising five countries, the grouping agreed 
to invite additional members as part of a broader effort to 
enhance the representation of the Global South. Subsequently, 
from 2024, the membership was extended to Egypt, Ethiopia, 
Indonesia, Iran and the UAE. Collectively, BRICS comprises 
more than a quarter of the global economy and nearly half the 
world's population.

On 24 October 2024, an additional 13 countries, namely 
Algeria, Belarus, Bolivia, Cuba, Indonesia, Kazakhstan, 
Malaysia, Nigeria, Thailand, Turkey, Uganda, Uzbekistan and 
Vietnam, were invited to participate as "partner countries". 
The partner status would allow these countries to engage with 
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and benefit from BRICS initiatives. This expansion reflects 
the growing interest among developing countries in alternative 
multilateral platforms. Supporters of expansion argue that it 
strengthens BRICS’ legitimacy, increases its global reach, and 
enhances its ability to influence international institutions. At 
the same time, critics point out that a larger membership could 
make consensus-building more difficult due to differences 
in economic size, political priorities, and regional interests. 
Expansion also raises questions about institutional capacity. 
Existing mechanisms, such as the New Development Bank and 
ministerial forums, may need adjustment.

Let us examine the institutional framework of the BRICS. 
Although BRICS is often described as an informal grouping, 
it has gradually developed a structured institutional framework 
to support cooperation among its members. The most important 
institutional requisites are:

a.	 At the core of the BRICS framework are the annual BRICS 
Summits, where heads of state and government meet to set 
broad priorities and issue joint declarations. These sum-
mits provide political direction and signal collective posi-
tions on global and regional issues.

b.	 These meetings allow coordination on specific policy ar-
eas such as global governance reform, economic coopera-
tion, counter-terrorism, and development issues. Sectoral 
working groups have also been established to promote co-
operation across areas such as health, education, science 
and technology, energy, and climate change.

c.	 Headquartered in Shanghai, the NDB was established in 
2014 to finance infrastructure and sustainable develop-
ment projects in BRICS and other developing countries. 
The bank represents a concrete effort to provide alterna-
tives to traditional Western-led financial institutions, while 
operating on principles of equality and shared governance.

d.	 BRICS has also created several supporting mechanisms, 
such as the BRICS Business Council, BRICS Think Tank 
Council, and forums for civil society and academia. These 
platforms aim to deepen people-to-people contacts, policy 
research, and private-sector engagement. Together, these 
institutions provide BRICS with continuity beyond an-
nual summits, even though it remains a flexible, consen-
sus-based grouping.
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The BRICS has implemented other initiatives that could 
reform the global financial system, such as the  BRICS 
Contingent Reserve Arrangement,  BRICS PAY  , and the 
BRICS Joint Statistical Publication. It has also advanced de-
dollarization  to reduce the use of the  U.S. dollar  as  reserve 
currency. In its first 15 years, BRICS has established almost 
60 intragroup institutions and an extensive network, including 
think tanks and dialogues. Some commentators consider 
BRICS the alternative to the G7 and a major political force in 
the global international order.

3.3.2 Characteristics of BRICS
The key characteristics of BRICS are:

a.	 Unlike traditional alliances, BRICS is based on consensus, 
voluntary cooperation, and respect for sovereignty. It does 
not function as a military bloc or ideological alliance. In-
stead, it focuses on shared interests such as development, 
reform of global governance, and cooperation among 
emerging economies.

b.	 BRICS countries differ widely in political systems, lev-
els of development, regional priorities, and global align-
ments. While China is the largest economy, India, Brazil, 
and South Africa play important balancing roles within the 
group.

c.	 BRICS countries differ widely in political systems, lev-
els of development, regional priorities, and global align-
ments. While China is the largest economy, India, Brazil, 
and South Africa play important balancing roles within the 
group.

India’s participation in BRICS is guided by a combination of 

economic, political, and strategic interests. For India, BRICS 
is not an alliance but a platform to increase its voice in global 
governance while preserving strategic autonomy. Some of the 
prominent reasons for India joining the BRICS would be:

•	 Reforming global governance: India has consistently 
used BRICS forums to support demands for reform of 
institutions such as the United Nations Security Council, 
the International Monetary Fund, and the World Bank. 
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Through collective statements and coordination, India 
seeks to strengthen the case for greater representation of 
developing countries in decision-making structures.

•	 Economic cooperation: India supports initiatives that 
promote development financing, infrastructure invest-
ment, and trade cooperation. The creation of the New De-
velopment Bank is particularly significant for India, as it 
provides access to development finance without the policy 
conditionalities often associated with traditional lenders. 
India has also supported discussions on the use of local 
currencies and financial cooperation within BRICS.

•	 Trade relations: India’s economic engagement with 
BRICS is also reflected in its trade relations with mem-
ber countries. In recent years, total trade between India 
and BRICS countries has grown significantly, reaching 
over USD 300 billion, with China accounting for the larg-
est share, followed by Russia, Brazil, and South Africa. 
While India exports pharmaceuticals, chemicals, agricul-
tural products, and engineering goods to BRICS coun-
tries, it imports large volumes of machinery, electronics, 
energy resources, and raw materials. Despite this growth, 
intra-BRICS trade remains uneven and under-diversified, 
highlighting both the opportunities and constraints in using 
the BRICS as a platform for deeper economic cooperation.

•	 South-South cooperation: India also views BRICS as a 
platform for South–South cooperation. By working with 
countries from different regions of the Global South, In-
dia seeks to strengthen collective bargaining power and 
share development experiences. This aligns with India’s 
long-standing commitment to solidarity among develop-
ing countries and its broader Global South diplomacy.

•	 Engage major powers: At the strategic level, BRICS 
allows India to engage major powers such as China and 
Russia in a multilateral and structured setting. This helps 
manage differences through dialogue and reduces the risk 
that bilateral tensions will dominate relations. At the same 
time, India carefully avoids allowing BRICS to be used in 
ways that could undermine its independent foreign policy 
choices.

•	 Forum to address global challenges: India has also played 
an active role in shaping BRICS’ agenda and institutions. 
During its BRICS presidencies, India has promoted issues 
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such as counter-terrorism, digital public infrastructure, 
health cooperation, and people-to-people exchanges.

3.3.3 India's Role in BRICS Institutional Frameworks
India has played an active role in shaping and strengthening 

the institutional mechanisms of BRICS. From the early years 
of the grouping, India supported the development of regular 
summits, ministerial meetings, and sectoral working groups 
to ensure continuity and coordination. India has consistently 
argued that BRICS should remain inclusive, development-
oriented, and consensus-based, rather than becoming a rigid or 
ideological bloc.

•	 Annual Summits: India has been an active participant 
since the first summit in 2009. India has hosted BRICS 
annual summits  three times: in 2012 (New Delhi), 2016 
(Goa), and virtually in 2021 (13th Summit) under its chair-
manship, marking its third hosting role with the theme 
"BRICS@15". Indian leaders have used summit declara-
tions to emphasise issues such as multilateralism, reform 
of global governance, counter-terrorism, and respect for 
sovereignty. When India hosted BRICS summits (e.g., 
2012, 2016, 2021), it deliberately selected developmental 
and people-centric themes, such as inclusive growth, dig-
ital cooperation, and health collaboration. This reflects In-
dia’s attempt to anchor BRICS in functional cooperation, 
rather than ideological positioning.

•	 Ministerial meetings: India plays an important role in min-
isterial-level BRICS meetings, especially those of foreign 
ministers, finance ministers, and trade ministers. Through 
these forums, India coordinates positions on global issues 
emphasising the importance of dialogue-based conflict 
resolution and adherence to international law. In foreign 
ministers’ meetings, India has consistently:

	f Supported multilateralism without alignment,

	f Avoided endorsing language that could be inter-

preted as anti-Western, and

	f Insisted on references to international law and 

sovereignty.
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•	 New Development Bank: India is a founding member 
and equal shareholder, reflecting the BRICS principle of 
equality among members. India is among the largest recip-
ients of NDB funding for infrastructure, renewable energy, 
transport, and sustainable urban development projects.

•	 BRICS Business Council: India views the Business Coun-
cil as a platform to enhance economic engagement, and In-
dian business representatives have participated in working 
groups focused on infrastructure, energy, manufacturing, 
and digital economy. However, India has remained cau-
tious due to concerns over trade imbalances, especially 
with China. As a result, India uses the Business Council 
mainly as a dialogue and networking platform, not as a 
mechanism for binding economic commitments.

•	 BRICS Think Tank Council & Academic Forums: Indian 
research institutions regularly contribute policy papers, 
analysis, and recommendations to BRICS discussions. 
These forums enable India to advance ideas on develop-
ment models, governance reform, and South–South coop-
eration.

Indian administration considers BRICS to be a platform 
for addressing the demands of the Global South and to affirm 
its stance on terrorism and ensuing conflicts across the globe. 
In summary, India’s engagement with BRICS institutions is 
deliberate, selective, and pragmatic. India invests most heavily 
in institutions:

•	 Deliver development outcomes (NDB),

•	 Enhance diplomatic coordination (summits, ministerials), 
or

•	 Amplify India’s normative voice (think tanks).

3.3.4 India and China within BRICS: Cooperation,  
Competition, and Constraints
India and China are the two largest Asian members of 

BRICS, and their interaction significantly shapes the internal 
dynamics of the grouping. Despite bilateral tensions, BRICS 
has provided a multilateral setting in which India and China 
continue to engage diplomatically. This coexistence highlights 
the functional importance of the BRICS as a forum that 
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enables cooperation even amid rivalry. India and China have 
collaborated on issues such as global governance reform, 
development finance, climate change negotiations, and South–
South cooperation. At the same time, India–China relations 
within BRICS are shaped by structural asymmetries, particularly 
economic imbalance. China’s larger economy and greater 
financial capacity create concerns about disproportionate 
influence within BRICS institutions. One important function of 
BRICS has been its role as a buffer mechanism during periods 
of heightened India–China bilateral tension. For instance, the 
Sino-Indian border dispute, such as the  2020 Galwan Valley 
clash, has been a bilateral non-issue within BRICS. In another 
example, the 2017 Doklam standoff, which served as a "forcing 
event' for the BRICS summit, saw India threaten to withdraw 
from the Xiamen Summit. This led China to reduce its troops, 
allowing India to attend the summit.

At the same time, BRICS is marked by significant political and 
economic contradictions that limit its coherence as a unified bloc. 
Politically, member states differ in their strategic orientations 
and global alignments. For instance, India’s relations with 
China are shaped by competition and periodic tensions, while 
Russia and China often display closer strategic convergence. 
Similarly, differences in political systems, governance models, 
and foreign policy priorities complicate consensus-building. 
Economically, BRICS is highly asymmetrical, with China 
accounting for the largest share of the group’s GDP and trade, 
leading to imbalances in influence. Trade relations within 
BRICS, particularly between India and China, are also uneven, 
with persistent deficits. These divergences highlight that while 
BRICS provides a platform for cooperation among emerging 
economies, it is not a fully integrated or cohesive economic or 
political bloc.
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Summarised Overview

This unit examined BRICS as a major multilateral platform and analysed India’s 
role within it. The unit explained how BRICS emerged from an economic concept 
into a political and developmental forum representing major emerging economies. It 
highlighted the objectives, characteristics, and evolving agenda of BRICS in the context 
of a changing global order. The unit discussed the institutional framework of BRICS and 
India’s engagement with each institution. Overall, the unit demonstrated that BRICS is 
an important, but not exclusive, pillar of India’s foreign policy.
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Assignment 

1.	 Trace the origins and evolution of BRICS from an investment concept to a geo-
political forum. What has been India's role in shaping the BRICS agenda from its 
founding to the recent expansion?

2.	 Critically analyze India's strategic and economic interests within BRICS. How does 
BRICS membership advance India's goal of reforming multilateral institutions such 
as the IMF, World Bank, and the UN Security Council?

3.	 Examine the tensions and convergences within BRICS, particularly in the context 
of India–China rivalry. How has India navigated the partnership while simultane-
ously engaging in strategic competition with China?

4.	 Assess the strategic implications of BRICS expansion to include new members 
such as Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Egypt, and Ethiopia. Does enlargement strengthen 
or dilute India's position and influence within the grouping?

Reference

1.	 Cooper, A. F., & Farooq, A. B. (2016). BRICS and the privileging of informality 
in global governance. Global Policy, 7(4), 561–567. https://doi.org/10.1111/1758-
5899.12355

2.	 O'Neill, J. (2001). Building better global economic BRICs (Global Economics Pa-
per No. 66). Goldman Sachs.

3.	 Patel, S. (2013). India in BRICS: Rationale and limitations. Strategic Analysis, 
37(3), 316–326. https://doi.org/10.1080/09700161.2013.782267

Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Explain the evolution of BRICS from an economic concept into a multilateral plat-
form for political and economic cooperation. 

2.	 Examine India’s objectives and interests in participating in BRICS. 

3.	 Analyse the major institutional mechanisms of BRICS and evaluate India’s role in 
shaping them. 

4.	 Discuss the significance of BRICS for South–South cooperation and reform of 
global governance. 

5.	 Evaluate the opportunities and challenges in India–China relations within the 
BRICS framework.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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After completing this unit, students should be able to:

Maritime Policy 

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
1

Background 

•	 understand the historical evolution of India’s maritime consciousness

•	 analyse India’s maritime policy across pre-colonial, colonial, Cold War, and post-
Cold War phases

•	 explain the strategic, economic, and security dimensions of India’s maritime en-
gagement

•	 evaluate contemporary maritime initiatives such as SAGAR, MAHASAGAR, and 
the Blue Economy

•	 assess India’s role in shaping the Indian Ocean and Indo-Pacific maritime order

India’s emergence as a potential global power reflects a gradual transformation in 
the way it understands security, influence, and international responsibility. While India 
initially focused on territorial consolidation, development, and post-colonial nation-
building, changing regional and global conditions increasingly pushed it to engage with 
wider strategic and diplomatic questions. Maritime expansion, nuclear capability, and 
soft power each represent different dimensions of this transformation. Together, they 
illustrate how India seeks to balance security concerns, strategic autonomy, economic 
interests, and international legitimacy. At the same time, these developments also reveal 
the tensions between idealism and pragmatism, restraint and assertion, and regional 
priorities and global aspirations in India’s foreign policy evolution.
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Maritime Security, Indian Ocean Region (IOR), Blue Economy, UNCLOS, Sea Lines of 
Communication (SLOCs), Indo-Pacific

Keywords

Discussion

4.1.1 Maritime Policy and its Relevance
India’s maritime policy has undergone a profound 

transformation from a largely continental and land-centric 
outlook to a maritime-oriented strategic vision. Despite 
possessing a coastline of over 7,500 km, an Exclusive Economic 
Zone (EEZ) of 2.37 million sq. km, and a central location in the 
Indian Ocean, India has historically underutilised its maritime 
potential in foreign and security policy. In recent decades, 
however, the oceans have emerged as a critical arena shaping 
India’s economic growth, energy security, regional influence, 
and global aspirations. This unit traces the historical evolution, 
strategic logic, and contemporary contours of India’s maritime 
policy, highlighting how maritime power has become integral 
to India’s rise as a global actor.

Maritime policy refers to the set of principles, laws, 
strategies, and actions adopted by a state to manage and protect 
its interests in the seas and oceans. It covers how a country uses 
the maritime domain for security, trade, economic development, 
environmental protection, and international cooperation. It 
usually involves multiple sectors, including the navy and coast 
guard, ports and shipping, trade, energy, fisheries, environmental 
protection, and maritime law. It is therefore a comprehensive 
and long-term policy, not just a military strategy.

Maritime policy is important because the seas are central 
to a country’s security, economy, and global influence. First, 
maritime policy is crucial for national security. Coastal 
states must protect their coastlines, territorial waters, and 
Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) from threats such as 
piracy, smuggling, terrorism, and illegal fishing. Control 
over surrounding seas also helps prevent external threats and 
ensures strategic stability. Second, maritime policy is vital 
for economic growth and trade. Most global trade is carried 
by sea. Countries depend on safe and open Sea Lines of 
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Communication (SLOCs) for the movement of goods, energy, 
and raw materials. A strong maritime policy supports ports, 
shipping, logistics, and offshore resources, directly contributing 
to economic development. Third, maritime policy supports 
energy and resource security. Many countries import oil, gas, 
and critical resources through sea routes. Oceans also contain 
fisheries, minerals, and renewable energy potential. Effective 
maritime governance helps ensure sustainable and secure 
access to these resources. Fourth, maritime policy enhances 
a country’s regional and global influence. Active engagement 
in maritime cooperation, disaster relief, and international 
maritime institutions allows states to project responsibility and 
leadership beyond their borders. Finally, maritime policy is 
important for environmental protection. Oceans are vulnerable 
to pollution, climate change, and overexploitation. Maritime 
policy helps regulate activities to protect marine ecosystems 
and ensure long-term sustainability.

India’s engagement with the seas is not a recent phenomenon. 
Archaeological and historical evidence shows that maritime 
activity formed a vital component of India’s civilisation, 
statecraft, and economy for millennia. Ancient India maintained 
extensive maritime trade networks with West Asia, East Africa, 
Southeast Asia, and China. The Harappan port of Lothal 
(c. 2300 BCE) is often cited as one of the world’s earliest 
tidal docks, underscoring early technological sophistication 
in maritime commerce. Classical texts such as Kautilya’s 
Arthashastra recognised the strategic and economic importance 
of ports, shipping, and naval forces, linking maritime control 
to state prosperity and security. During the Chola period (9th–
13th centuries), India reached the height of its maritime power. 
The Chola navy projected power across the Bay of Bengal, 
establishing influence over Sri Lanka, the Maldives, and parts 
of Southeast Asia, including present-day Indonesia. This phase 
demonstrates that India historically understood the seas as 
spaces of trade, diplomacy, and strategic projection, rather than 
mere geographical frontiers.

The European colonial powers fundamentally altered 
India’s maritime trajectory. The British imperial priorities took 
over indigenous maritime interests, dismantling indigenous 
shipbuilding, restricting navigation, and reorienting ports 
to serve colonial trade routes. Ports at erstwhile Bombay, 
Calcutta, and Madras were developed primarily to facilitate 
the export of raw materials rather than to reinforce maritime 
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power. Naval control remained under British authority, and at 
the time of independence, India inherited only limited naval 
capabilities and weak maritime infrastructure. The naval forces 
available to India were largely a continuation of the colonial-
era Royal Indian Navy, which was primarily designed to serve 
British imperial interests rather than India’s strategic needs. As 
a result, India inherited a small fleet consisting mainly of patrol 
vessels and outdated ships, with limited operational reach 
and minimal indigenous shipbuilding capacity. Additionally, 
key naval bases, training systems, and command structures 
had been oriented toward British control, leaving India with 
the task of reorganising and expanding its naval capabilities 
in the post-independence period. This colonial legacy explains 
why post-independence India initially prioritised territorial 
integrity, border security, and continental threats over maritime 
considerations.

After independence in 1947, India’s maritime policy 
developed slowly and cautiously. Indian leaders inherited a 
country with a long coastline and a central position in the Indian 
Ocean, but also with limited naval capability, weak maritime 
infrastructure, and pressing land-based security challenges. As 
a result, India’s early foreign and security policy focused more 
on territorial integrity, land borders, and internal consolidation 
than on maritime power.

4.1.2 Various Phases of India's Maritime Policy
a.	 Early Post-Independence Period 

In the early decades after independence, India’s maritime 
policy remained relatively subdued. Prime Minister Jawaharlal 
Nehru viewed the oceans primarily as spaces of peaceful 
interaction rather than military competition. Although India 
supported freedom of navigation and the peaceful use of seas, 
it avoided naval expansion and did not attempt to project 
naval power beyond coastal defence. The Indian Navy during 
this period was small and defensive in orientation, tasked 
mainly with protecting ports, coastlines, and nearby waters. 
One can assume that the country’s strong inclination towards 
non-alignment and anti-militarism may have led it to show 
disinterest in naval expansion or overseas military presence 
and to treat maritime issues as secondary to diplomacy and 
international law. 
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b.	 Cold War & the Indian Ocean as a “Zone of Peace”

The Cold War environment further constrained India’s 
maritime posture. The Indian Ocean became increasingly 
militarised, with a direct and measurable impact on India’s 
maritime policy. The United States, the Soviet Union, and later 
China established naval presence and bases in the region.

From the late 1960s, the US saw the Indian Ocean as key 
for naval power and energy security, especially after the 1973 
oil crisis, making sea route protection a priority. For instance, 
the United States developed a major military facility at Diego 
Garcia in the British Indian Ocean Territory, which became 
a key hub for its naval and air operations. For India, a major 
foreign military base nearby raised concerns about external 
intervention and militarization of its maritime area. The Soviet 
Union, India’s main Cold War strategic partner, while not 
establishing permanent bases of the same scale, secured access 
to port facilities in countries such as Ethiopia (Dahlak Islands), 
South Yemen (Aden), and Somalia (Berbera) to support its 
naval deployments. India kept close ties with the USSR but 
opposed permanent Soviet bases in the Indian Ocean, stressing 
that friendly nations should prevent military rivalry. China 
also began to show interest in the Indian Ocean through 
diplomatic and strategic engagement, but this was constrained 
by inward-looking policies and weak naval power. China’s 
direct naval presence in the Indian Ocean during the Cold 
War remained limited, but its later engagement with regional 
ports and infrastructure signalled growing strategic interest. 
These developments highlighted the increasing presence of 
extra-regional powers and reinforced India’s concern over the 
militarisation of the Indian Ocean.

India, lacking economic resources and wary of bloc politics, 
adopted a defensive maritime strategy focused on coastal 
security. India responded by promoting the idea of the Indian 
Ocean as a “Zone of Peace”. This concept called for reducing 
foreign military presence, opposing the establishment of military 
bases, and promoting the peaceful use of the region. Gradually, 
despite limited ambition, India began to strengthen its naval 
capabilities, establishing naval commands and participating in 
early discussions on maritime law. The Indian naval blockades 
significantly influenced the fate of the 1971 Bangladesh War. 
The period also saw India become a signatory to the United 
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) in 1982. 
Yet India avoided overseas bases, power-projection missions, 
and aggressive maritime doctrines. 
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c.	 India and the UNCLOS

UNCLOS is a comprehensive legal framework for the world’s 
oceans, negotiated from 1973-1982 to balance the interests of 
coastal states and maritime powers by defining maritime zones 
and rights. It established concepts such as territorial waters 
(12 nautical miles), Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) up to 
200 nautical miles, and the continental shelf, and set rules for 
navigation, environmental protection, research, and dispute 
resolution. It also declared the deep seabed beyond national 
jurisdiction as the “common heritage of mankind," preventing 
monopolization by powerful states. During the Cold War, 
UNCLOS was vital as it provided a legal alternative to power-
based control in a militarized environment. India strongly 
supported UNCLOS negotiations and upheld the concept of 
EEZs, the rights of coastal states over their maritime resources, 
equitable access to ocean resources for developing countries, 
and the regulation of deep-sea mining as the ‘common heritage 
of mankind.’ Ratified in 1995, India has upheld UNCLOS’s 
core principles, including navigation, the peaceful use of the 
seas, and dispute resolution. More than a legal framework, 
UNCLOS is a foreign policy tool that mitigates naval risks and 
promotes rule-based maritime governance in the Indian Ocean.

During the Cold War, India’s maritime policy was shaped by 
non-alignment, legalism, and strategic restraint. The end of the 
Cold War and India’s economic liberalisation in the early 1990s 
fundamentally changed this approach, allowing India to adopt 
a more assertive and comprehensive maritime strategy. Rapid 
growth in trade, energy imports, and overseas connectivity 
made maritime security central to national development. As 
of 2024-2025, approximately 95% of India’s trade by volume 
and nearly all its oil imports now transit through sea routes. 
This dependency is the key driver for the Maritime India Vision 
2030. Critical choke points such as the Strait of Hormuz, Bab-
el-Mandeb, and the Malacca Strait became directly linked to 
India’s economic stability. India began to recognise the strategic 
and economic importance of the Sea Lines of Communication 
(SLOCs), particularly in the Indian Ocean Region. Ports, 
shipping, coastal infrastructure, and naval protection of trade 
routes became important components of national planning. 
Naval modernisation accelerated, with increased focus on blue-
water capabilities, aircraft carriers, submarines, and maritime 
surveillance. Simultaneously, India began to define the Indian 
Ocean Region (IOR) as its primary maritime neighbourhood 
and expanded its maritime diplomacy through joint naval 
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exercises, port visits, humanitarian assistance, and disaster 
relief (HADR). The Indian Navy emerged as a first responder 
during regional crises, including piracy, enhancing India’s 
image as a ‘net security provider’ in the Indian Ocean.

Post-1991 maritime transformation was closely linked to 
naval modernisation and maritime multilateralism. The Indian 
Navy shifted from a brown-water, coastal focus to a blue-water 
orientation, capable of operating far from home waters. This 
included expanding aircraft carrier capabilities, developing 
nuclear submarines, strengthening maritime surveillance, and 
modernizing surface combatants. The Navy’s role expanded 
beyond war-fighting to include maritime domain awareness, 
evacuation operations, and humanitarian assistance. This period 
was also driven by new doctrines and policy frameworks. 
Maritime strategy began to integrate security, economic, and 
diplomatic objectives. India also strengthened coordination 
between the navy, coast guard, ports, and civilian maritime 
agencies. The SAGAR (Security and Growth for All in the 
Region) doctrine, launched in 2015, and the MAHASAGAR, 
launched in 2025, are examples of India’s strategic vision for 
maritime cooperation in the Indian Ocean region. At the global 
level, India actively embraced multilateralism and participated 
in regional forums, information-sharing mechanisms, and 
joint exercises. Institutions such as the Information Fusion 
Centre – Indian Ocean Region (IFC-IOR), established in 2018, 
underscore India’s commitment to cooperative security and 
transparency. India’s approach remained inclusive and rule-
based, consistent with UNCLOS and freedom of navigation 
principles. By the 2000s and 2010s, maritime policy became 
closely tied to India’s global power aspirations. India is 
increasingly linking maritime governance with climate change, 
environmental protection, and sustainable development goals.

4.1.3 Strategic Shift in India's Maritime Doctrine
One of the earliest doctrinal shifts was reflected in the 

Indian Navy’s evolving Maritime Doctrine, which moved 
from a coastal defence role to a blue-water focus. It identified 
three main goals: safeguarding Sea Lines of Communication 
(SLOCs), protecting India’s maritime zones, including the 
EEZ, and supporting stability in the Indian Ocean Region. This 
clarity enabled India to justify naval modernisation and long-
range deployments within a defensive, rule-based framework. 
The 2015 SAGAR initiative framed India’s maritime role as 
inclusive and cooperative, rather than dominance-oriented. 
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It emphasises collective action, blue economy development, 
disaster response, and countering threats such as piracy, 
positioning India as a responsible maritime power that offers 
cooperative solutions rather than competition. SAGAR 
positions India as a stabilising force and ‘net security provider’ 
committed to a free, open, and rules-based maritime order. In 
March 2025, India upgraded its vision to the MAHASAGAR 
(“Great Ocean”) approach, signalling an expanded geographical 
and strategic horizon that links the Indian Ocean with the Indo-
Pacific.  The key focus areas are maritime domain awareness, 
capacity building, disaster relief, and economic integration. 
Other key initiatives, such as Sagarmala, coastal economic 
zones, port-led development, and the promotion of the Blue 
Economy, reflect India’s effort to align maritime strategy 
with domestic growth and global responsibilities. The Indian 
Maritime Doctrine 2025 (IMD 2025) is the most recent official 
articulation of India’s maritime thinking issued by the Indian 
Navy. It is the naval force's internal strategic guide focusing on 
technological adaptation (AI, cyber) and multi-domain threats, 
including countering Chinese influence. According to the 
Indian Navy, “the doctrine reflects India's vision of harnessing 
the oceans for  Viksit Bharat 2047, recognises multi-domain 
and grey-zone threats, formalises the No-War-No-Peace 
spectrum, and emphasises adoption of emerging technologies 
and jointness to strengthen India's role and influence across the 
region.”

Summarised Overview

India’s maritime policy evolved through historical phases, reflecting domestic 
priorities, international conditions, and strategic shifts. Despite a long coastline and a 
central location in the Indian Ocean, maritime concerns were not central to national 
strategy after independence. India maintained a cautious maritime outlook, shaped by 
non-alignment, limited naval power, and a preference for international law. During the 
Cold War, India viewed the seas mainly as areas for peaceful cooperation, not conflict. 
The growing US and Soviet presence in the Indian Ocean led India to promote diplomatic 
solutions, such as the Indian Ocean as a Zone of Peace. India also contributed to 
UNCLOS to protect its maritime interests, even though its naval power was limited. The 
end of the Cold War and India’s 1991 economic liberalisation shifted maritime policy. 
The increased reliance on sea trade, energy imports, and global links made security 
vital to development. India refocused on the Indian Ocean, expanded its naval power, 
and adopted a more cooperative maritime stance. In the 2010s, India clarified maritime 
principles via SAGAR, emphasizing security, cooperation, and international law. This 
grew through MAHASAGAR, reflecting broader Indo-Pacific engagement. Policy-
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linked security is linked to economic growth, stability, and sustainability. The Indian 
Maritime Doctrine 2025 (IMD 2025) consolidates India’s maritime progress, blending 
security, economy, diplomacy, and governance into a comprehensive framework. It views 
the Indian Ocean and Indo-Pacific as connected, focusing on deterrence, cooperation, 
legal order, and government coordination. India’s maritime policy has shifted from 
restraint to capability, cooperation, and leadership, making maritime power key to its 
rise as a global power—linking security, growth, and responsibility through a rule-based 
approach.

Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Trace the evolution of India’s maritime policy from independence to the present.

2.	 Examine India’s maritime policy during the Cold War period.

3.	 Analyse the impact of economic liberalisation on India’s maritime strategy.

4.	 Discuss the role of UNCLOS in shaping India’s maritime policy.

5.	 Evaluate the significance of the Indian Maritime Doctrine 2025 in the context of 
India’s global power aspirations.

Assignment 

1.	 Analyze the strategic importance of maritime security for India. How do India's 
geographic location, dependence on sea lanes of communication, and growing na-
val capabilities shape its maritime strategy?

2.	 Examine India's doctrinal and policy frameworks for maritime security, including 
the Indian Maritime Doctrine (2004, 2009) and the SAGAR initiative. How do 
these frameworks translate into operational and diplomatic practice?

3.	 Critically assess India's maritime diplomacy in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR). 
How does India use naval exercises, port calls, capacity building, and humanitarian 
assistance to strengthen its position as the 'net security provider'?

4.	 Evaluate the strategic competition between India and China in the Indian Ocean. 
How does the 'String of Pearls' strategy challenge India's maritime interests, and 
what counter-measures has India adopted?
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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After completing this unit, learners should be able to:

Nuclear policy 

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
2

Background 

•	 understand the historical evolution of India’s nuclear policy

•	 explain the relationship between India’s foreign policy principles and the nuclear 
option

•	 analyse India’s position on global nuclear regimes such as the NPT, CTBT, and 
IAEA

•	 examine the development of India’s nuclear programme and doctrine

•	 assess the significance of the India–United States Civil Nuclear Deal

In the modern world, few issues generate as much fear, debate, and anxiety as 
nuclear technology. The fact that the same scientific knowledge and materials used for 
peaceful nuclear energy can also be used to develop nuclear weapons creates a moral 
and political tension. Managing this dual-use nature of nuclear technology is one of 
the central challenges of nuclear policy, requiring strict regulation, transparency, 
and international safeguards. For many countries, nuclear weapons are symbols of 
ultimate power; for others, they represent the gravest threat to human survival. India’s 
engagement with nuclear issues has always been complex and often uncomfortable. 
India’s early leadership, including Jawaharlal Nehru and V. K. Krishna Menon, spoke 
strongly against nuclear weapons, warning that their use could destroy civilisation itself. 
They consistently advocated global nuclear disarmament and emphasised the moral and 
humanitarian dangers posed by nuclear warfare.  At the same time, India invested heavily 
in nuclear science and technology, seeing it as a pathway to development, modernity, 
and national self-reliance. 

This tension between moral opposition and strategic necessity has shaped India’s 
nuclear policy for decades. India did not rush to acquire nuclear weapons, nor did it fully 

SG
O

U



128 SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science - Foreign Policy of India

reject the nuclear option. Instead, it followed a gradual, cautious, and often ambiguous 
path. External security threats, discriminatory global nuclear regimes, and regional 
rivalries slowly pushed India towards a nuclear weapons capability, even as it continued 
to advocate global disarmament. Understanding India’s nuclear policy, therefore, requires 
more than a study of weapons or treaties. It demands an examination of history, foreign 
policy principles, international norms, and strategic calculations. This unit explores how 
India navigated these competing pressures and how nuclear policy became a central 
component of India’s foreign and security policy.

Nuclear Policy, No First Use (NFU), NPT, CTBT, IAEA, Nuclear Doctrine

Keywords

Discussion

4.2.1  Evolution of India's Nuclear Policy
India’s nuclear policy has evolved gradually rather than 

abruptly. Unlike some nuclear powers that acquired nuclear 
weapons rapidly in response to military competition, India 
followed a slow and deliberate path shaped by its historical 
experience, ethical concerns, and security environment. In the 
early years after independence, India viewed nuclear energy 
primarily as a tool for peaceful development and scientific 
progress. However, changing regional and global conditions 
increasingly forced Indian policymakers to confront the 
strategic dimensions of nuclear technology.

India’s refusal to join major nuclear treaties such as the 
NPT and CTBT, its emphasis on nuclear disarmament, and its 
eventual decision to conduct nuclear tests reflect a consistent 
concern with sovereignty, equality, and security. At the same 
time, India has projected itself as a responsible nuclear power 
committed to restraint, civilian control, and global stability. 
This unit examines the major phases, debates, and policy 
choices that define India’s nuclear trajectory.

Nuclear policy encompasses a country's principles, decisions, 
and strategies on managing nuclear technology and weapons. It 
explains why it seeks nuclear capabilities, how it plans to use 
or restrain them, and the conditions for nuclear weapons use. It 
covers civilian aspects, such as nuclear energy for power and 
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research, and military aspects, such as weapons, deterrence, 
command, and doctrines such as No First Use. It also includes 
stances on treaties, arms control, and non-proliferation. Key 
aspects of a nuclear policy would include a long-term focus on 
national security, diplomacy, and global stability; centralised 
political authority and strict political oversight; emphasis on 
deterrence; involvement in legal and normative frameworks; 
and ambiguity and restraint. It is well understood that nuclear 
policy is vital for a country’s national security, foreign 
relations, economic growth, technological progress, and ethical 
considerations.

4.2.2 Various Phases of India's Nuclear Policy Doctrine
India’s nuclear policy has evolved through distinct historical 

phases, shaped by changing security concerns, foreign policy 
principles, and global nuclear norms. Unlike many nuclear-
armed states, India did not follow a sudden or aggressive path 
towards nuclear weapons. Instead, its nuclear policy developed 
gradually, balancing peaceful objectives, moral concerns, and 
strategic necessity.

a.	 Phase I: Peaceful Nuclear Vision (1947-1964)

In the years immediately after independence, India’s nuclear 
policy was firmly rooted in the peaceful use of nuclear energy. 
India established key institutions, such as the Atomic Energy 
Commission (AEC) in 1948 and the Department of Atomic 
Energy in 1954. Led by Dr Homi J. Bhabha (the father of India’s 
nuclear program), India heavily invested in nuclear research, 
reactors, and scientific training for peaceful purposes such as 
electricity, medicine, and agriculture. Institutions like Bhabha 
Atomic Research Centre (BARC) (established in 1954 as 
Atomic Energy Establishment, Trombay and renamed BARC in 
1966 in memory of Dr. Homi Jehangir Bhabha) became central 
to India’s nuclear capacity, supporting indigenous expertise 
and a peaceful nuclear commitment. Another significant step, 
the Atomic Energy Act of 1962, was enacted to keep atomic 
energy development and use under strict state control, ensuring 
national security and public safety. India supported global 
nuclear disarmament, viewing nuclear weapons as a threat. It 
adopted a ‘dual-track’ approach, fostering peaceful research 
and strategic capability under civilian control, showing its 
strengths and ambiguities.  
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b.	 Phase II: Strategic Awareness & Ambiguity (1964-1974)

Major external developments such as India’s defeat in 
the 1962 Sino-Indian War and China’s nuclear test in 1964 
significantly influenced India’s nuclear outlook during this 
period. These events exposed India’s strategic vulnerability and 
triggered debates about whether moral opposition alone could 
ensure national security. This period is often described as one of 
strategic ambiguity, where India neither confirmed nor denied 
its ability to develop nuclear weapons. The phase culminated 
in India’s first nuclear test in 1974 (code-named ‘Operation 
Smiling Buddha’ to signify a peaceful intent and exploit the 
date's significance), described officially as a “Peaceful Nuclear 
Explosion” (PNE). India argued that the test was not intended 
for weaponisation but rather to demonstrate technological 
capability. However, the test marked a clear shift from purely 
peaceful nuclear policy to strategic capability.

c.	 Phase III: Restraint under Pressure (1974-1998)

After the 1974 test, India faced international sanctions and 
restrictions from nuclear nations. Global regimes aimed to 
prevent proliferation, but India saw these as discriminatory. It 
refused to join the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) and 
later the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT), arguing they 
divided the world into nuclear “haves” and “have-nots.” Still, 
India pushed for universal, non-discriminatory disarmament. 
It maintained nuclear restraint, avoiding further tests or 
declarations as a nuclear state, balancing strategic aims with 
diplomatic caution.

d.	 Overt Nuclearisation (1998)

A major turning point came in 1998, when India conducted 
a series of five nuclear tests at Pokhran under the codename 
Pokhran-II (Operation Shakti), marking its emergence as a 
declared nuclear weapons state. With these tests, India openly 
declared itself a nuclear-weapon state. The government justified 
the decision by citing regional security threats, particularly 
from nuclear-armed neighbours, and the failure of global 
disarmament efforts. Following the tests, India announced a set 
of principles to guide its nuclear behaviour, including credible 
minimum deterrence and No First Use (NFU). These principles 
were intended to signal restraint and responsibility rather than 
aggressive intent. Although the tests initially led to sanctions, 
they also forced the international community to engage with 
India as a de facto nuclear power.

	� Strategic 
ambiguity and 
nuclear capability

	�Nuclear restraint

	�Declaration of 
India as a nuclear 
weapon state

SG
O

U



131SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science - Foreign Policy of India

e.	 Phase V: Doctrinal Consolidation & Responsible Nucle-
ar Power (Post-1998)

After 1998, India focused on consolidating its nuclear policy 
through clear doctrine, command structures, and international 
engagement. India emphasised that its nuclear weapons were 
meant solely for deterrence, not war-fighting. Over time, 
India sought integration into the global nuclear order without 
compromising strategic autonomy. This effort culminated 
in agreements such as the India–United States Civil Nuclear 
Deal, which recognised India’s nuclear status while allowing 
access to civilian nuclear cooperation. Also, the Civil Liability 
for Nuclear Damage Act (CLND), 2010, addresses liability 
and compensation for nuclear accidents. It primarily holds the 
government-owned nuclear operator responsible. This phase 
reflects India’s effort to combine strategic credibility with 
normative responsibility.

4.2.3 India & Nuclear Pragmatism: NPT, CTBT & the IAEA
India’s approach to nuclear weapons has been deeply 

shaped by the core principles of its foreign policy, especially 
non-alignment, strategic autonomy, and moral restraint. From 
independence, Indian leaders believed that security should be 
pursued through diplomacy, international cooperation, and 
ethical leadership rather than military alliances. Jawaharlal 
Nehru strongly opposed nuclear weapons and consistently 
called for universal nuclear disarmament. This moral position 
explains why India delayed acquiring nuclear weapons for 
decades and viewed nuclear technology primarily as a tool for 
peaceful development. At the same time, India’s commitment 
to strategic autonomy meant that it rejected reliance on nuclear 
protection from major powers and insisted on retaining 
independent decision-making in security matters. Over time, 
changing regional security conditions forced India to reassess 
the limits of moral idealism. The presence of nuclear-armed 
neighbours and the failure of global disarmament efforts led 
Indian policymakers to view the nuclear option as a necessary 
means of deterrence rather than a symbol of power or prestige. 
India’s foreign policy, which emphasises sovereignty and 
equality, also shaped its rejection of discriminatory global 
nuclear regimes such as the NPT and CTBT. Even after 
declaring itself a nuclear weapons state, India continued to 
emphasise restraint, civilian control, and doctrines such as 
credible minimum deterrence and No First Use. Thus, India’s 
nuclear policy represents an adaptation of its foreign policy 
principles to security realities, not a departure from them.
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India’s nuclear policy has been strongly shaped by its 
engagement with the global nuclear governance system. 
However, India’s relationship with international nuclear treaties 
and institutions has been selective rather than rejectionist. 
India has consistently supported nuclear non-proliferation and 
disarmament in principle, while opposing treaties and regimes 
that it considers discriminatory and unequal.

a.	 India and the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty

The Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) came into force 
in 1970 and divided the world into nuclear-weapon states (those 
that tested nuclear weapons before 1 January 1967) and non-
nuclear-weapon states. India opposed this structure, claiming it 
legitimised nuclear inequality. It refused to sign the NPT, as it 
allowed a few states to keep nuclear weapons while restricting 
others, without credible disarmament commitments. Leaders 
called it a “discriminatory treaty” violating sovereign equality. 
India argued that true non-proliferation requires nuclear states 
to disarm. Despite not signing, India maintained responsible 
nuclear management and export controls.

b.	 India and the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT)

The Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) seeks to ban 
all nuclear test explosions. Although India has long supported 
the goal of ending nuclear testing, it refused to sign the CTBT 
in 1996.

India’s objection was based on principle and security 
concerns. India argued the CTBT didn’t commit nuclear states 
to disarmament but froze the nuclear hierarchy, benefiting 
established powers and restricting countries like India. India also 
saw the negotiations as lacking genuine consensus, especially 
after its proposals linking the treaty to global disarmament 
were ignored. Consequently, India refused to sign, insisting 
that test bans should be part of a broader, fairer disarmament 
framework.

c.	 India and the International Atomic Energy Agency 

India maintains a long-standing, constructive relationship 
with the IAEA, unlike its rejection of the NPT and CTBT. 
As a founding member since 1957, India supports its role 
in promoting peaceful nuclear use and safety. It signed its 
Safeguards Agreement in 2009 after separating civilian and 
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military nuclear programs. Through the IAEA, India commits 
to nuclear safety standards, technical cooperation, and peaceful 
research, believing that international institutions should foster 
cooperation and safety without infringing sovereignty. This 
partnership also bolstered India's image as a responsible nuclear 
power, especially after 1998.

India’s positions on the NPT, CTBT, and IAEA together 
reveal a consistent pattern. India rejects unequal and 
discriminatory treaties, supports peaceful nuclear cooperation, 
and engages constructively with institutions that respect 
sovereignty and fairness. India’s positions on the NPT, CTBT, 
and IAEA together reveal a consistent pattern. India rejects 
unequal and discriminatory treaties, supports peaceful nuclear 
cooperation, and engages constructively with institutions that 
respect sovereignty and fairness.  

4.2.4 The Indo - US Civil Nuclear Deal
The India–United States Civil Nuclear Deal marked a key 

turning point in India’s nuclear policy, transforming its global 
nuclear engagement. Since its 1974 nuclear test, India has 
been mostly excluded from international nuclear cooperation 
and faced restrictions on technology and fuel access. The deal 
changed this by recognising India as a responsible nuclear power, 
despite not signing the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. Signed 
in 2005 and followed by legal and diplomatic steps, it enabled 
India to collaborate on civil nuclear projects while maintaining 
full control over its strategic nuclear arsenal. This was achieved 
by separating civilian and military nuclear facilities and placing 
civilian sites under IAEA safeguards. A key part of the deal 
was the civil–military separation plan, where India voluntarily 
placed civilian nuclear facilities under international safeguards, 
keeping military sites outside inspection. The deal respected 
India’s sovereignty and addressed non-proliferation concerns 
without dismantling nuclear weapons, abandoning doctrines, 
or signing treaties like the NPT or CTBT. It boosted India’s 
energy security by providing access to international nuclear 
fuel and technology, expanding civilian nuclear energy, and 
reducing fossil fuel dependence. The agreement enhanced 
India’s global standing, integrating it into the global nuclear 
economy. While critics argued it weakened non-proliferation 
and limited strategic freedom, for Indian policymakers, it was 
a diplomatic success, maintaining nuclear autonomy while 
gaining cooperation and legitimacy.
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4.2.5 The SHANTI Bill 2025 
The SHANTI Bill 2025 (Sustainable Harnessing and 

Advancement of Nuclear Energy for Transforming India) is a 
landmark Indian legislation introduced as part of the Nuclear 
Energy Mission, which was launched in the 2025-’26 budget 
as part of the ‘Viksit Bharat’ vision. The bill proposed to 
modernise the nuclear framework, opening India's nuclear 
sector to private and foreign investment for the construction 
and operation of power plants, while consolidating laws such 
as the Atomic Energy Act, 1962 , and the CLND Act, 2010. The 
bill received Presidential assent in December 2025. It grants 
statutory status to the Atomic Energy Regulatory Board (AERB) 
for stronger oversight. It introduces a revised liability regime, 
paving the way for significant expansion of nuclear energy 
capacity to meet clean energy goals.  Proposed key changes 
include allowing private entities to obtain licenses for nuclear 
plant construction and operation, shifting from state control. 
The AERB's independence and authority are strengthened, 
while operator liability is revised, but supplier defect liability 
is removed. Private players can handle plant operations, power 
generation, and equipment manufacturing, while strategic 
activities such as enrichment remain state-controlled. The new 
legislation aims to support India's clean energy transition and 
100 GW nuclear target by 2047. It leverages private capital 
for capacity expansion, freeing state resources for fuel-cycle 
development.

Summarised Overview

India’s nuclear policy evolved gradually, influenced by domestic priorities, regional 
security concerns, and the global nuclear order. After independence, India opposed 
nuclear weapons on moral and political grounds while investing in nuclear science for 
peaceful uses. Institutions like the Atomic Energy Commission supported development, 
self-reliance, and civilian research. During this phase, India promoted universal 
disarmament and saw nuclear weapons as a threat. The 1998 nuclear tests marked India's 
declaration as a nuclear-weapon state. In 2003, India outlined a doctrine emphasizing 
credible minimum deterrence, No First Use, retaliation, and civilian control, showing 
restraint rather than aggression. India reinforced nuclear laws through the Atomic Energy 
Act, 1962, and the Civil Liability for Nuclear Damage Act, 2010. The India–United 
States Civil Nuclear Deal further transformed India’s nuclear position by enabling civil 
nuclear cooperation without requiring India to join the NPT or abandon its nuclear 
weapons. Overall, India’s nuclear policy reflects a balance between ethical concerns, 
strategic necessity, sovereignty, and engagement with the global nuclear order.
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Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 What is nuclear policy?

2.	 Trace the evolution of India’s nuclear policy from independence to the present.

3.	 Explain the relationship between India’s foreign policy principles and the nuclear 
option.

4.	 Critically examine India’s position on the NPT and CTBT.

5.	 Analyse the significance of the India–United States Civil Nuclear Deal for India’s 
nuclear policy.

Assignment 

1.	 Trace the historical evolution of India's nuclear doctrine from the Pokhran-I test 
(1974) to the 1998 tests and the subsequent articulation of 'No First Use' (NFU). 
How has the doctrine evolved in response to strategic pressures from Pakistan and 
China?

2.	 Critically examine the institutional and strategic framework governing India's nu-
clear programme, including the role of the Atomic Energy Commission, the Strate-
gic Forces Command, and the National Security Advisory Board.

3.	 Analyze the India–US Civil Nuclear Agreement (2008) and its implications for In-
dia's integration into the global nuclear order. Did the deal represent a strategic gain 
or a compromise of India's autonomy?

4.	 Assess India's engagement with global nuclear arms control and non-proliferation 
regimes. How does India reconcile its status as a de facto nuclear weapons state 
with its commitment to global nuclear disarmament?
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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After studying this unit, learners will be able to:

Soft Power

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
3

Background 

•	 understand the concept of soft power and how it differs from hard power

•	 explain the main sources and tools of soft power in international relations

•	 analyse why soft power has become important in contemporary foreign policy

•	 examine the relevance of soft power for emerging powers like India

•	 assess the role of culture, values, and diplomacy in shaping global influence

Imagine two countries trying to influence others. One uses military threats or economic 
pressure. The other attracts people through its culture, values, and ideas. Both may gain 
influence, but in very different ways. In today’s world, many countries realise that force 
alone does not create long-term respect or cooperation. People’s opinions, global images, 
and shared values matter more than before. With globalisation, information travels fast. 
Films, food, education, social media, and traditions cross borders every day. As a result, 
countries are judged not only by their power, but also by how they are perceived. This 
has increased interest in a form of influence that works through attraction rather than 
coercion. India, with its long civilisation, cultural diversity, democratic experience, and 
global diaspora, is often seen as a country with strong soft power potential. However, 
this potential has not always been used in a planned manner. To understand India’s role 
as a soft power, we must first define soft power and explain how it operates in foreign 
policy.

Soft Power, Hard Power, Cultural Diplomacy, National Image

Keywords
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Discussion

4.3.1 Introduction
This unit aims to explain the concept of soft power, examine 

how it operates in international relations, and analyse India’s 
role as a soft power. Since soft power is a conceptual tool for 
understanding influence without force, it is important to first 
clarify its meaning, sources, and instruments. Only after this 
conceptual foundation is established can we meaningfully 
assess India’s soft power potential and practice.

Joseph S. Nye introduced the concept of soft power in the 
late twentieth century, emphasizing that power isn't just military 
or economic pressure but also shaping preferences through 
attraction. Soft power enables countries to influence others 
without the use of force, through culture, political values, and 
foreign policy. When a country’s culture is admired, its values 
are respected, and its policies are seen as legitimate, it becomes 
attractive, influencing opinion and easing cooperation. Unlike 
hard power, soft power develops slowly and relies on credibility 
and consistency. Today, it is vital in international relations, as 
issues like climate change, pandemics, migration, and terrorism 
require trust and cooperation. Soft power complements hard 
power, helping countries gain influence without domination.

•	 Definition of soft power: Soft power is a country's ability 
to influence others through attraction, not force. Defined 
by Joseph S. Nye, it involves making culture, values, and 
policies more appealing rather than relying on threats or 
payments. Soft power relies on others wanting to follow, 
not obey, and comes from culture, political values, and 
credible foreign policy. Unlike military or economic pow-
er, it is indirect, long-term, and builds trust, legitimacy, 
and influence in international relations.

•	 Sources of soft power: Soft power comes from sources 
making a country attractive, mainly culture—language, 
traditions, arts, food, films, lifestyles—which, when glob-
ally embraced, boost influence. Political values such as 
democracy, pluralism, the rule of law, and human rights, 
when practised domestically, enhance credibility abroad. 
A responsible, cooperative foreign policy adds moral legit-
imacy, while aggressive policies can undermine soft pow-
er despite noble claims.
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•	 Instruments of soft power: Sources such as culture, val-
ues, and foreign policy behaviour create a sense of attrac-
tion or appeal, while soft power instruments project this 
attraction through public diplomacy, cultural exchanges, 
educational programmes, broadcasting, aid, and engage-
ment. Universities, cultural centres, scholarships, events, 
and diaspora communities serve as carriers and bridges of 
soft power, shaping perceptions via interaction, success, 
and engagement. Recently, digital platforms and social 
media have become potent tools for spreading ideas, nar-
ratives, and culture globally.

•	 Soft power v. Hard power: Soft power differs from hard 
power, which relies on coercion through military force, 
sanctions, or threats. Soft power depends on persuasion 
and attraction, working slowly but fostering long-term 
cooperation. Most countries use both, but soft power is 
especially valuable when military action is costly or in-
effective. Today, influence depends more on legitimacy, 
credibility, and shared values, making soft power vital in 
foreign policy.

India is often seen as having strong soft power due to its 
history, culture, democracy, and global influence. Unlike hard 
power, India’s impact has mainly been through ideas, values, 
and moral authority rather than military force. Even before 
independence, its civilisational heritage and non-violent 
freedom movement drew global attention. These qualities 
have continued to define India’s international image after 
independence. 

India’s soft power is not only a passive outcome of 
culture and values; it has increasingly become a deliberate 
instrument of foreign policy. Soft power enables India to 
influence international opinion, build partnerships, and 
enhance cooperation without resorting to coercion or military 
pressure. This is particularly important for India, as it seeks 
influence while maintaining strategic autonomy and avoiding 
confrontation. Soft power tools help India build trust in 
regions where hard power projection is either undesirable or 
impractical. Cultural exchanges, development assistance, 
humanitarian aid, and educational cooperation are used to 
strengthen relationships, especially with developing countries. 
Through these instruments, India projects itself as a benign, 
cooperative, and responsible power.
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4.3.2 Key Sources of India's Soft Power
Key sources of India’s soft power are:

a.	 Civilisational and cultural sources of India’s soft power: 
India's ancient civilisation is a key source of its soft pow-
er. Its philosophy, spirituality, languages, literature, and art 
have travelled globally for centuries. Practices like yoga, 
meditation, Ayurveda, and classical music are popular 
worldwide, symbolising balance, peace, and well-being. 
Indian festivals, cuisine, films, and fashion enhance its cul-
tural image abroad. Bollywood, in particular, has shaped 
perceptions across Asia, Africa, the Middle East, and the 
West's diaspora, humanising India and forging emotional 
bonds beyond formal diplomacy.

b.	 Democracy, values, and moral authority: India’s status as 
the largest democracy boosts its soft power. Its commitment 
to democracy, constitutionalism, pluralism, and peaceful 
power transfer gives it moral credibility, especially among 
developing nations. Managing religious, linguistic, and 
cultural diversity has made India a model of governance. 
Its role in promoting non-alignment, peaceful coexistence, 
and disarmament bolsters its moral standing. Even when 
disagreeing with major powers, India’s principled stance 
fostered respect. This moral authority increased its influ-
ence in global forums, notably during the Cold War.

c.	 Diaspora: India’s influential diaspora is a major source of 
soft power, contributing to societies in education, technol-
ogy, medicine, business, and culture. Their success reflects 
positively on India and fosters goodwill. Diaspora net-
works serve as cultural bridges, promoting traditions and 
strengthening economic, educational, and political ties. In 
many areas, they help shape public opinion and enhance 
India’s image.

d.	 Education, knowledge, and developmental appeal: India’s 
contribution to education, science, and knowledge-sharing 
boosts its soft power. Its universities, training, and tech 
cooperation attract students from developing countries. 
Expertise in IT, healthcare, space science, and digital gov-
ernance enhances its reputation as a knowledge society. 
India’s development partnerships in South Asia, Africa, 
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and the Global South are positioned as cooperative, rein-
forcing its image as a responsible, supportive partner.

4.3.3 Evolution of India's Soft Power
India’s soft power has evolved through changing ideas, 

practices, and institutions. While attraction often flowed 
naturally from India’s values and culture, over the years, it 
became increasingly organised and institutionalised.

a.	 Phase I: Moral-Civilisational Soft Power & Early  
Institutions (1947-1964)

In the early years after independence, India’s soft power 
rested mainly on moral authority, civilisational heritage, 
and anti-colonial legitimacy. India’s peaceful independence 
movement garnered worldwide admiration; leaders like 
Martin Luther King Jr. acknowledged inspiration from it. 
Under Jawaharlal Nehru's leadership, India projected itself 
as a principled actor committed to peaceful coexistence and 
international cooperation. Institutionally, this phase was marked 
by the use of diplomatic forums and international organisations 
rather than specialised cultural bodies. India played an active 
role in the United Nations and supported decolonisation 
movements. Although formal cultural diplomacy institutions 
were limited, Indian embassies, educational exchanges, and 
intellectual engagement functioned as informal channels of soft 
power. India hosted international conferences and exchanges, 
thereby portraying itself as a peace-oriented, culturally rich 
nation. Its refusal to join Cold War alliances bolstered its image 
as an independent, principled actor. The foundations for later 
institutionalisation were laid during this period.

b.	 Phase II: Non-Aligned Leadership and Developmental 
Institutions (1964-1991)

From the mid-1960s onwards, India’s soft power became 
closely tied to its leadership role in the Non-Aligned Movement 
(NAM) and the developing world. India projected itself as 
a voice of the Global South, advocating peace, economic 
justice, and sovereign equality. This enhanced India’s appeal 
among newly independent countries in Asia, Africa, and Latin 
America. This phase saw the emergence of more structured 
institutional support. Educational and technical cooperation 
programmes expanded, allowing students and officials from 
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developing countries to study and train in India. The Ministry 
of External Affairs (MEA) coordinates cultural diplomacy 
and outreach. The Indian Council for Cultural Relations 
(ICCR) promotes Indian culture abroad via cultural centres, 
festivals, scholarships, and exchanges. Indian universities 
attracted large numbers of international students, particularly 
in medicine, engineering, and humanities. Programmes such 
as the Indian Technical and Economic Cooperation (ITEC) 
initiative, established in 1964, provide training and capacity-
building support to officials and professionals from developing 
countries. Diplomatic engagement through NAM summits, 
South–South cooperation initiatives, and multilateral forums 
became important instruments of India’s soft power. However, 
cultural outreach remained largely secondary, and economic 
constraints limited global visibility.

c.	 Phase III: Cultural, Diaspora, and Knowledge Institu-
tions (1991-2014)

After economic liberalisation in 1991, India’s soft 
power significantly transformed. Globalisation boosted the 
international profile of Indian culture, media, and society, with 
Indian cinema, cuisine, and popular culture gaining recognition. 
The growing diaspora enhanced India’s image abroad. Cultural 
and educational institutions expanded, promoting exchange, 
scholarships, and academic cooperation. The diaspora played 
a more visible role through networks and community groups. 
Universities and tech training contributed to India’s reputation 
as a knowledge-based society. India gained a reputation as a 
global IT and services hub, shaping its image as a knowledge-
driven economy. Scholarships and exchanges increased, 
drawing students from developing nations to Indian institutions. 
This phase’s soft power was market-driven and societal, less 
top-down and more people-to-people.

d.	 Phase IV: Strategic, Digital, and State-supported Soft 
Power (2014-present)

India’s soft power has become more strategic and coordinated 
in the contemporary period. Cultural diplomacy, public 
diplomacy, and international outreach are integrated into foreign 
policy. Cultural councils, scholarship programmes, and global 
events are more prominent. The International Day of Yoga was 
adopted by the United Nations and has attracted widespread 
global participation. Digital platforms, broadcasting, and 
symbolic initiatives help reach foreign publics. Humanitarian 
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aid, disaster relief, and development partnerships are key soft 
power tools, especially in neighbouring regions and the Global 
South. Coordination among diplomatic missions, institutions, 
and policy agencies has strengthened. However, credibility 
remains crucial; institutional growth alone won't sustain soft 
power if domestic and foreign practices undermine its values.

In recent years, India has made more conscious efforts to 
use soft power as a foreign policy tool. Cultural diplomacy, 
international days such as the celebration of yoga, engagement 
with foreign publics, and digital outreach have become more 
visible. Soft power is now seen as a complement to India’s 
growing economic and strategic capabilities. However, scholars 
also note that soft power must be supported by credibility 
and consistency. Domestic developments and foreign policy 
behaviour can either strengthen or weaken India’s soft power. 
Attraction cannot be manufactured; it must be sustained through 
practice.

4.3.4 Limitations of Soft Power
Although India possesses rich soft power resources, its ability 

to convert this potential into sustained global influence faces 
several limitations. Soft power does not work automatically. 
It depends on credibility, consistency, and long-term effort. In 
India’s case, gaps often exist between soft power potential and 
actual outcomes.

a.	 Credibility Gap between Values and Practice: A major lim-
itation of India’s soft power is the credibility gap between 
its global values and domestic issues. Soft power relies on 
attraction, which weakens if internal practices clash with 
democracy, pluralism, and social harmony. International 
audiences now judge countries by governance and social 
conditions, and visible tensions can erode soft power’s 
moral authority. While India has democratic credentials, 
soft power remains highly perception-sensitive and is not 
based solely on intent.

b.	 Fragmented Institutional Coordination: Institutional frag-
mentation hampers India’s soft power. Efforts across vari-
ous institutions, ministries, and programmes often lack co-
ordination, leading to parallel functions instead of a unified 
strategy. This reduces efficiency and impact, as soft power 
needs sustained narratives and continuity. Frequent policy 
shifts and limited integration weaken coherence.

	� Soft power in 
contemperary 
India's foreign 
policy

	�Credibility 
challenges

	� Institutional 
challenges
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c.	 Overdependence on Cultural Symbolism: India’s soft pow-
er often leans on cultural symbols like civilisation, spiritu-
ality, and heritage. While these are vital strengths, overre-
liance on symbolism can lessen appeal to audiences driven 
by economic prospects, governance, and innovation. Effec-
tive soft power pairs culture with education, technology, 
development aid, and global solutions. Without this combo, 
it risks being seen as symbolic rather than transformative.

d.	 Limited Reach in Certain Regions: India’s soft power var-
ies by region. While soft power is hard to measure directly, 
it is often gauged through indicators like cultural visibil-
ity (films, cuisine, yoga), diaspora presence, educational 
exchanges, rankings, and perception surveys. India’s soft 
power is strong in South Asia, parts of Africa, and among 
diaspora communities in the West, aided by yoga’s global 
spread, Indian cinema’s popularity in West Asia and Africa, 
and the diaspora’s influence in the US and UK. Conversely, 
India’s soft power is weaker in East Asia, Latin America, 
and parts of Europe, due to language barriers, lower media 
reach, and competition from countries with stronger cultur-
al industries and educational networks. Countries investing 
more in global media, higher education branding, and cul-
tural exports typically have broader influence. 

e.	 Measurement and Impact Challenges: Soft power is hard 
to measure because its impact is indirect and long-term, 
making it difficult for policymakers to assess and justify. 
As a result, soft power initiatives often receive less atten-
tion than hard power achievements and risk being symbolic 
without clear evaluation mechanisms.

	�Cultural 
symbolism

	�Regional 
limitations

	�Challenges in 
measuring soft 
power

Summarised Overview

Soft power has become a crucial part of modern foreign policy, relying on attraction, 
legitimacy, and shared values instead of coercion. It enables countries to influence 
others through culture, values, and credible diplomacy. In a connected world, soft power 
complements hard power by fostering trust and cooperation. India's soft power stems 
from its ancient history, cultural diversity, democratic traditions, and global diaspora. 
It evolved from moral authority and anti-colonial leadership post-independence, to 
advocating global justice during the Cold War, and expanding through cultural industries 
and the diaspora after liberalisation. Recently, it has used cultural diplomacy, digital 
outreach, humanitarian aid, and development projects. However, India faces limitations, 
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including gaps between its values and practices, weak institutional coordination, over-
reliance on symbolism, uneven regional influence, and challenges in measuring impact. 
Soft power requires credibility, consistency, and long-term effort. When combined with 
economic and strategic strength, it can boost India’s global standing.

Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 Explain the concept of soft power and its relevance in contemporary international 
relations.

2.	 Trace the evolution of India’s soft power across different historical phases.

3.	 Examine the main sources and instruments of India’s soft power.

4.	 Discuss the role of institutions in promoting India’s soft power.

5.	 Analyse the limitations and challenges of India’s soft power.

Assignment 

1.	 Critically evaluate the concept of soft power as developed by Joseph Nye and as-
sess its applicability to India's foreign policy. What are India's primary sources of 
soft power, and how effectively has it leveraged them in its diplomacy?

2.	 Analyze India's cultural diplomacy through the activities of the Indian Council for 
Cultural Relations (ICCR), Yoga diplomacy, and the global celebration of events 
like the International Day of Yoga. How effective are these tools in advancing In-
dia's foreign policy objectives?

3.	 Examine the role of the Indian diaspora as a foreign policy resource. How has India 
engaged with diaspora communities in the United States, the United Kingdom, and 
the Gulf states to advance diplomatic and economic interests?

4.	 Assess India's use of development partnerships, media outreach, and educational 
exchanges as instruments of soft power. How do these tools compare to China's 
soft power strategy through the Belt and Road Initiative and Confucius Institutes?
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Model Question Paper Sets
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SREENARAYANAGURU OPEN UNIVERSITY
MODEL QUESTION PAPER - SET 1

QP CODE: ………	 	 	 	 	 	                       Reg. No: ………....	
	 	 	 	                                                                       Name: ……………
                    
                    FOURTH SEMESTER MA POLITICAL SCIENCE EXAMINATION

DISCIPLINE SPECIFIC ELECTIVE COURSE

      M23PS05DE – FOREIGN POLICY OF INDIA

Time: 3 Hours                                                                                                      Max Marks: 70

SECTION A

Answer any ten questions in a word or a sentence. Each question carries one mark.                                    

(10X1 = 10 Marks)

1.	 What is foreign policy?

2.	 Name the doctrine that forms the ideological basis of India's non-alignment.

3.	 What does 'Panchsheel' mean?

4.	 Who is considered the principal architect of India's foreign policy in the Nehruvian era?

5.	 What does PMO stand for in the context of India's foreign policy-making?

6.	 Name the ministry primarily responsible for managing India's external relations.

7.	 What is Track II diplomacy?

8.	 Define 'strategic autonomy' in foreign policy.

9.	 What is the Indo-Pacific as a strategic construct?

10.	Name the founding members of BRICS.

11.	What is India's declared nuclear doctrine known as?

12.	Define 'soft power' in international relations.

13.	What is the role of the National Security Council (NSC) in India?

14.	Name one multilateral forum in which India plays a significant role.

15.	What does diaspora diplomacy mean?
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SECTION B

Answer any five questions in two or three sentences. Each question carries two marks.

                                       (5X2 = 10 Marks)

16.	What are the key features of the Nehruvian approach to foreign policy?

17.	Briefly explain the concept of non-alignment as strategic autonomy.

18.	What is the role of Parliament in shaping India's foreign policy?

19.	Describe the significance of the Indo-Pacific for India's strategic interests.

20.	What is India's position within BRICS and why does it matter?

21.	How does India use cultural diplomacy as an instrument of soft power?

22.	What are the main functions of the Ministry of External Affairs?

23.	Briefly explain India's nuclear doctrine of 'No First Use'.

24.	What does post-liberalization realignment mean in Indian foreign policy?

25.	How do think tanks contribute to India's foreign policy thinking?

SECTION C

Answer any five questions in one paragraph. Each question carries four marks.                                         

(5X4 = 20 Marks)

26.	Examine the anti-colonial legacy and its influence on India's foreign policy orientation.

27.	Discuss how India's foreign policy shifted from Nehruvian idealism to post-liberalization 
pragmatism.

28.	Analyse the role of the Prime Minister's Office in centralizing India's foreign policy deci-
sions.

29.	Examine India's strategic position in Asia and its implications for regional diplomacy.

30.	Discuss India's engagement with the Indo-Pacific and the partnerships it has cultivated.

31.	Evaluate India's role and strategic interests within the BRICS grouping.

32.	Examine the significance of maritime security for India and its doctrinal approach.

33.	How has India's diaspora been leveraged as a tool of public and cultural diplomacy?
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SECTION D

Answer any three questions in two pages. Each question carries ten marks.                                         

(3X10 = 30 Marks)

34.	Trace the historical and ideological determinants of India's foreign policy from indepen-
dence to the present. How have anti-colonialism, non-alignment, and Panchsheel shaped 
India's approach to international relations?

35.	Critically examine the foreign policy-making process in India. What are the roles of the 
PMO, the Ministry of External Affairs, the National Security Council, and Parliament? 
How does the interplay among these institutions shape India's foreign policy outcomes?

36.	Analyse India's evolution as a regional power in Asia. How has India managed its bilateral 
and multilateral engagements in the region, and what are the key challenges and opportu-
nities in the Indo-Pacific?

37.	Examine India's nuclear policy in historical and strategic context. How has India's nuclear 
doctrine evolved, and what is India's role in the global nuclear order?

38.	Evaluate India's use of soft power as an instrument of foreign policy. Discuss the role of 
cultural diplomacy, diaspora engagement, and development partnerships in projecting In-
dia's influence globally.

39.	Assess India's engagement with BRICS and other multilateral forums. What are India's 
strategic calculations and what challenges does it face in shaping a new global order 
through these platforms?
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SREENARAYANAGURU OPEN UNIVERSITY
MODEL QUESTION PAPER - SET 2

QP CODE: ………	 	 	 	 	 	                       Reg. No: ………....	
	 	 	 	                                                                       Name: ……………
                    
                    FOURTH SEMESTER MA POLITICAL SCIENCE EXAMINATION

DISCIPLINE SPECIFIC ELECTIVE COURSE

      M23PS05DE – FOREIGN POLICY OF INDIA

Time: 3 Hours                                                                                                      Max Marks: 70

SECTION A

Answer any ten questions in a word or a sentence. Each question carries one mark.                                    

(10X1 = 10 Marks)

1.	 What is meant by 'national interest' in foreign policy?

2.	 Name the five principles that constitute Panchsheel.

3.	 Which Indian Prime Minister introduced the 'Gujral Doctrine'?

4.	 What is the full form of MEA?

5.	 Define 'coercive diplomacy'.

6.	 What does 'Look East Policy' (now Act East Policy) refer to?

7.	 Name the Indian institution responsible for strategic and nuclear planning.

8.	 What is 'public diplomacy'?

9.	 Define the term 'multilateralism' in international relations.

10.	What is India's stand on nuclear non-proliferation?

11.	Name one strategic partner of India in the Indo-Pacific region.

12.	What does 'maritime domain awareness' mean?

13.	Define 'economic diplomacy'.

14.	What is the significance of the Quad (Quadrilateral Security Dialogue) for India?

15.	Name one think tank that influences India's foreign policy debate.
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SECTION B

Answer any five questions in two or three sentences. Each question carries two marks.                                       

(5X2 = 10 Marks)

16.	What are the domestic determinants of India's foreign policy?

17.	Briefly describe the shift in India's foreign policy during the Cold War's later years 
(1970s–1980s).

18.	What is the role of Indian diplomats in advancing the country's foreign policy interests?

19.	How has India's 'Act East Policy' shaped its engagement with Southeast and East Asia?

20.	What are the strategic and economic dimensions of India's participation in BRICS?

21.	Briefly explain the concept of normative diplomacy as practised by India.

22.	What are the key challenges India faces as a rising power in global politics?

23.	Describe the significance of India's maritime doctrine for its Indo-Pacific strategy.

24.	What is the role of the National Security Council in India's strategic planning?

25.	How does India balance its relationships with competing major powers like the US, Rus-
sia, and China?

SECTION C

Answer any five questions in one paragraph. Each question carries four marks.

                                         (5X4 = 20 Marks)

26.	Examine the evolution of India's non-alignment from Nehru's era to the contemporary 
period of strategic autonomy.

27.	Analyse the role of Parliament in deliberating and influencing India's foreign policy deci-
sions.

28.	Discuss the strategic importance of the Indo-Pacific region for India's security and eco-
nomic interests.

29.	Examine the origins and evolution of BRICS and evaluate India's strategic role within the 
grouping.

30.	Discuss India's nuclear doctrine and its implications for regional stability in South Asia.

31.	How has India's liberalization-driven foreign policy realignment changed its bilateral and 
multilateral engagements?

32.	Examine the role of think tanks and the strategic community in shaping India's foreign 
policy discourse.
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33.	Analyse India's maritime policy and its significance for securing India's strategic interests 
in the Indian Ocean Region.

SECTION D

Answer any three questions in two pages. Each question carries ten marks.                                         

(3X10 = 30 Marks)

34.	Critically examine the Nehruvian era in Indian foreign policy. What were its defining 
ideological principles, and how did they influence India's position in the Cold War inter-
national order? Assess the continuities and changes in the post-Nehruvian phases.

35.	Analyse the role of institutional actors in India's foreign policy-making process. Discuss 
how the PMO, MEA, NSC, and diplomats interact, and evaluate whether India's foreign 
policy-making has become overly centralized.

36.	Examine India's aspirations as a global power. Discuss India's engagement with multilat-
eral forums such as BRICS, the G20, and the UN, and assess the opportunities and con-
straints India faces in reshaping the global order.

37.	Critically evaluate India's soft power strategy. How effective has India been in deploying 
cultural diplomacy, diaspora networks, media, and development partnerships to enhance 
its global standing?

38.	Analyse the evolution of India's maritime policy and its importance for India's strategic 
interests in the Indo-Pacific. How does India's maritime doctrine address both security and 
economic dimensions?

39.	Discuss the challenges and opportunities India faces in its nuclear diplomacy. How has 
India navigated its nuclear status within the international non-proliferation regime, and 
what role does nuclear policy play in its broader strategic ambitions?SG
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