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INDIAN FOREIGN POLICYPHASES, SHIFTS AND THE FUTURE
India is on its way to emerge as a regional superpower with a significant
say in World affairs. Our Foreign policy is a crucial element in the projection of
this image and in the attainment of many of its goals. Many experts have
pointed out that the goals for Indian Foreign Policy can be encapsulated in 3
S’s – Space for Strategic Autonomy, Stability - Both within and in the
neighbourhood, Strength - Economic, Military and Soft Power to protect and
advance Indian interests.
The success of Indian foreign policy in attaining these goals is open to
debate. However, what is not open to debate is the fact that Foreign policy has
a very crucial role in India attaining her objectives as a nation in the near and
far away future.
Let’s take a look at the various phases of evolution of our Foreign policy and
the underlying factors which has shaped it.
Indian Foreign Policy can be divided into seven phases of evolution:
1. The Power of Ideas (1947-1962)
2. The Fractured Years (1962-1970)
3. The Idea of Power (1970-1989)
4. The Years of Reflection (1990-1998)
5. The Reality of Power (1998-2011)
6. Back to the Future (2011-2014)
7. Enlightened National Interest (2014 – Present)
1. The Power of Ideas (1947-1962)
At the time of independence, India was led by Jawaharlal Nehru who was
among the foremost leaders of the national movement. He occupied the
position of Foreign Minister along with being the Prime Minister. A staunch
idealist based on Gandhian and Socialist tradition, he shaped Indian foreign
policy for years to come.
The ideas per se were derived from the national movement and the
progressive ideologies predominant during the time. The bedrock of the Foreign
Policy during this time was Non-Alignment. Through the Non-Alignment
Movement (NAM), India assumed the leadership of the third world countries.

The emphasis was on avoiding entrapment in the Cold War block rivalry
between the United States and USSR. Issues were to be judged on merit, not
on neutrality. This era was driven by the principles of Panchsheel – the 5
principles of peaceful coexistence.
India supported the efforts towards decolonisation and took a strong AntiApartheid stance. We also stressed on disarmament and peace-making. This
was clear in our intervention during the Korean war and we also sponsored the
Partial Test Ban Treaty. The stress was also on development which was equitus
and inclusive, Afro-Asian Unity (Bandung Conference), and Multilateralism
through the UN, Commonwealth etc. India’s idealism led to the country having
a well-respected status among its peers and even among developed western
nations. The developing nations who were newly independent saw India as
their natural leader.

However, idealism had its limits. USA declared Non-Alignment as
“immoral.” When India took the Kashmir issue to the UN, both US and UK
interfered complicating things and this was the prime cause for non-resolution.
Perhaps the cruellest blow was the Sino-Indian war of 1962 where China, a
country vehemently supported by us since 1949 literally turned their backs on
us and attacked.
2. THE FRACTURED YEARS (1962-1970)
Following the Sino-Indian war, we also lost our Prime Minister, Mr.
Nehru. The leadership which followed in Lal Bahadur Shastri was steely but
not powerful as his predecessor in the global stage. This had an effect on
Indian Foreign Policy.
In 1965, we had to go into war again when Pakistan attacked us. Apart
from this, USA slapped food sanctions on us for criticising the US involvement
in Vietnam. This was also a period of introspection when we realised that the
world functioned based on realism and not idealism.
The later part of the decade saw the emergence of Smt.Indira Gandhi as
Prime Minister. The adversities we faced also provided for various opportunities
internally. The Sino-Indian war brought about the much needed modernisation
of the Indian military. The US sanctions were the trigger for the Green
revolution leading to food sufficiency. The 1965 Indo-Pak war also initiated
strategic thinking which would help India in years to come. The fractured years
provided the base for the shift in Indian Foreign policy for years to come.
3. THE IDEA OF POWER (1971-1989)
By 1971, Smt. Indira Gandhi had consolidated her power in India’s
political

system.

Her
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Centralization,

Authoritarianism and Courage in the face of adversity. For the first time,
Indian Foreign policy recognised the importance of power. In other words, we
went back to our Kautilyan roots.

The 1971 Indo-Pak war which resulted in the creation of Bangladesh
showcased the strength of India’s military might and diplomacy. We signed a
friendship treaty with USSR and was able to ward off pressure from USA. In
1974, we conducted our first Nuclear weapons test and pulled out of the Non
Proliferation Treaty alleging it to be discriminatory.
This era also saw a steady erosion of Non-Alignment with India getting
closer to the Soviet Union and also consolidation of Socialist Policies like
nationalization of Banks, stronger licensing norms etc. The economy was being
neglected through all this and it finally came to bite us in 1991.
4. THE YEARS OF REFLECTION (1990-1998)
The early ’90s were not so kind to India. The poor management of the
economy had led to a situation of foreign exchange crisis. The country was also
facing mutinies in Jammu and Kashmir, Punjab and North East. Our greatest
‘friend’ in the global stage – The Soviet Union quickly disintegrated leaving us
‘friendless’.
The crisis also led to some pragmatic shifts in the economy and foreign
policy. The New Economic Policy was adopted which was based on
Liberalisation, Privatisation and Globalisation. We reached out to the US and
stressed on improving ties. The strong performance of the Indian economy
masked the weakness of polity at home and set the tone for the next major
phase of Foreign Policy.
5. THE REALITY OF POWER (1998-2011)
India announced the new era of Foreign policy by conducting its second
Nuclear Tests in Pokhran (1998). While the first test and reaction to it was
cautious in nature, the second test announced without any doubt that India
was now a Nuclear Weapon State.
Though the US initially responded with sanctions, soon it was realised
that democratic India with its population and fast-growing economy can be an
ally for the future. This led to the Talbott-Jaswant Singh talks which helped
improve US-India relations by leaps and bounds.
Indian economy was now growing at close to 8 pc per annum. We
witnessed the IT revolution and the rise of a middle class. India also
strengthened its soft power based on its credentials as a democracy and a
powerful economy. The strong US ties were complimented with a Look East
Policy and improved ties with China. US and India signed the Civil Nuclear
Agreement in 2008 which was a major coup for India. The Indian diaspora’s
success in the US also helped in bringing the 2 countries together.

6. BACK TO THE FUTURE (2011-2014)
A group of thinkers brought out a document NAM 2.0 in 2011. This
stressed on Indian Foreign Policy to be based on Strategic autonomy.
Though it was criticised as it emphasized on the now outdated NonAlignment concept, Strategic autonomy has remained a significant driver of
India’s Foreign policy.
7. ENLIGHTENED NATIONAL INTEREST (2014 - Present)
2014 General elections saw the rise of Mr.Narendra Modi who is regarded
as India’s most powerful Prime Minister since Ms. Gandhi. A shift in foreign
policy commensurate with India’s clout in world order was seen with this
change in Government.
The present Indian foreign policy is guided by Enlightened National
Interest which simply implies ‘National Interest Plus.’ It is derived from
Aristotle’s Enlightened Self Interest which states that persons who act to
further the interests of others (or the interests of the group or groups to which
they belong), ultimately serve their own self-interest. Enlightened National
Interest is something above parochial national interest emphasizing on a
shared vision of the future for all. It is in line with the Indian concept of
‘VasudaivaKudumbakam’.

The emphasis is on Neighbourhood first, with a modificiation of the
Gujral Doctrine of the 1990s and on soft power. The cautious approach during
Non-Alignment has been replaced with confident “multi-alignment” with great
powers all the while preserving our strategic autonomy. Initially, there was a
greater willingness to engage with Pakistan but the attitude of that nation in
supporting terrorism has led to an impasse.

FOREIGN POLICY OF THE FUTURE
The present world order has been affected by uncertainties following the
rise of populist regimes across the Western world. The Western dominance has
diminished, but there is no power which is capable of taking the mantle from
them. US and China are in the middle of a trade war which is showing little
signs of abatement.
The most important element of Indian Foreign Policy moving forward
should be to balance the relations between US and China. Indo-US relations
are at its peak since independence but at the same time there has been little
movement in many areas. Some experts fear a plateauing of relations. There
has to be a strong movement in this regard which can be of benefit for India.
Indo-China relations are symbolised by competition on one hand and
cooperation on the other. The US-China trade war has given us a window to
improve our relations with China. This is an opportunity which must not be
missed.
An interlinked, integrated South Asia is an important Foreign Policy
priority. If Pakistan is not amenable to the same, the focus must be on the
remaining countries. The BBIN (Bangladesh Bhutan India Nepal) corridor is
one step in this direction. Linkage with South East Asian nations through
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Trilateral Highway can help in the development of Northeastern part of India.
A major stumbling block to India achieving its true potential in Foreign
Policy is the lack of capacity in diplomacy. For a country with aims to be a
world power, India has a shortage of quality diplomats. The Ministry of
External Affairs has to be transformed with linkage to Commerce and Defence
ministries. Track 2 diplomacy has to be encouraged to make maximum use of
the private sector, civil society synergies.
The great aim of stability while providing for inclusive growth can only be
attained at present through imaginative Foreign Policy. Further, India has to
ensure that it is part of the “rule-making” instead of the “rule-following”
elements of the global order. Membership in all important global organisations
along with Permanent membership of the UN is important for attaining this
aim.

