India’s fate is tied to the rest of the world

It was through its global interactions that the country defined itself across its history as an independent nation
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ver since Independence, In-
Edia’s fate has been closely

tied to the rest of the world.
In some sense, it had no choice. A
large, newly independent, impo-
verished, and impossibly diverse
country required active engage-
ment with a variety of partners for
its survival, security, and develop-
ment.

But a constantly evolving inter-
national environment presented
India not just with opportunities
but numerous challenges. Its fron-
tiers were initially poorly demar-
cated and poorly integrated. India
came to have two nuclear-armed
neighbours with which it compet-
ed for territory. Several sources of
domestic insecurity benefited
from support from neighbouring
countries. And India often found
itself at odds with the great pow-
ers, ploughing a lonely furrow
when it felt its greater interests
were threatened, as on interven-
tion in Bangladesh, nuclear non-
proliferation, or trade.

An overview

Today, the troubles may seem
plenty leading with the raging CO-
VID-19 pandemic and its adverse
effects on economic growth pros-
pects, especially when coupled
with intensifying competition with
China and turmoil in Afghanistan.
At the same time, India has greater
means to tackle them: it is by some
measures the sixth largest econo-
my in the world, boasts a well-
trained and professional military,
and has a growing network of in-
ternational strategic and econom-
ic partners. This brief overview
suggests that India’s future, too,
will remain intertwined with glo-

bal affairs.

The long and winding road
India had to adopt a foreign and
security posture even before Au-
gust 15, 1947. Independence and
Partition left behind a messy terri-
torial legacy. India’s first leaders
opted for flexible and friendly rela-
tions with both the U.S. and the So-
viet Union and their respective al-
lies. In fact, India initially received
the bulk of development and mili-
tary assistance from the West; it
was only from the mid-1950s on-
wards that the Soviet Union ex-
tended support. India also played
an activist role in the decolonising
world, extending diplomatic and
(in some cases) security assistance
to independence movements in
Asia and Africa and sending mili-
tary missions to Korea and the
Congo.

India’s early efforts were argua-
bly successful in consolidating ter-
ritorial gains, in accelerating eco-
nomic growth, and in positioning
itself in a leadership role in the
post-colonial world. But all these
efforts suffered following the 1962
war with China. Despite that im-
mense setback, the world came
knocking at India’s door through-
out the 1960s. Pakistani military
adventurism picked up, resulting
in the 1965 war. The question of In-
dian nuclear weapons acquired
greater urgency following China’s
test, even as Indian forces pushed
back against China in Sikkim in
1967. There were also important
economic strides made, including
the Green Revolution, undertaken
with considerable foreign techni-
cal and financial assistance.

The 1970s and the 1980s pre-
sented India with a more con-
tained canvas. The Indo-Soviet
Treaty of Friendship and Coopera-
tion and the Bangladesh war al-
tered India’s relations with both
superpowers and shifted the dy-
namics of the rivalry with Pakis-
tan. The Indian economy re-
mained relatively closed at a time
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when other Asian economies had
begun to liberalise. This period
saw security challenges come clos-
er to home: the peaceful nuclear
explosion, the annexation of Sik-
kim, competition with Pakistan ov-
er Siachen, a stand-off with China,
an intervention in Sri Lanka, and a
countercoup in the Maldives.
Domestic security challenges also
assumed an external angle, wheth-
er in Punjab, Jammu and Kashmir,
Tamil Nadu, or the North-east.
Some efforts at resetting relations
with the United States, liberalising
the economy, and pursuing the
nuclear option were made, but the
outcomes were inconclusive.

After the Cold War

The post-Cold War era, therefore,
presented India with a range of
challenges. The 1991 Gulf war re-
sulted in a balance of payments
crisis and the liberalisation of the
economy. India then adopted a
range of reforms to liberalise the
economy, but it faced more than
just economic turmoil. The assas-
sination of Rajiv Gandhi, the 1993
Mumbai bombings, and the insur-
gency in Jammu and Kashmir pre-
sented grave new security chal-
lenges. Yet, the period that
followed witnessed some impor-
tant developments under the
prime ministership of P.V. Nara-
simha Rao: the advent of the Look
East Policy and relations with the
Association of Southeast Asian Na-
tions; the establishment of diplo-
matic ties with Israel; the signing
of a border peace and tranquility
agreement with China; initial mili-

tary contacts with the U.S., and
preparations for nuclear tests.

The Atal Bihari Vajpayee go-
vernment built further upon these
developments, conducting a se-
ries of tests in 1998, negotiating a
return to normal relations with
most major powers within two
years, and concluding an impor-
tant set of agreements with China
in 2003. At the same time, efforts
at normalising ties with Pakistan
were frustrated by the Kargil war,
the hijacking of Indian Airlines
flight IC-814 to Kandahar (Afghan-
istan), and the 2001 attack on In-
dia’s Parliament. These years also
witnessed a rapid growth of the In-
dian economy, fuelled by a boom
in information and communica-
tion technology companies, the
services sector, and a rising con-
sumer market.

After 2004, the Manmohan
Singh government worked exten-
sively to resolve the outstanding
question of India’s nuclear status.
By eliminating barriers to ‘dual
use’ technologies and equipment,
as well as a host of associated ex-
port controls, India had the oppor-
tunity to establish robust defence
relations with the U.S. and its al-
lies. Yet, the global financial crisis
in 2008-09 presaged a slight
change in approach, whereby In-
dia sought to partner with China
and other rising powers on institu-
tional reform, financial lending,
climate change, and sovereignty.
Coupled with an economic decel-
eration after 2011, India’s relations
with the U.S. and Europe grew
more contentious over the next
three years.

Beginning in 2013, a more asser-
tive China began to test India on
the border and undermine Indian
interests in South Asia and the In-
dian Ocean Region. After the se-
cond such border crisis in late
2014, a more competitive India-
China relationship emerged. With
further stand-offs at Doklam and
Ladakh between 2017 and 2021,
India opted to boycott China’s Belt

and Road Initiative, raise barriers
to Chinese investment, ban some
Chinese technology, and consult
more closely with other balancing
powers in the Indo-Pacific. Securi-
ty relations and understandings
with the U.S. and its allies (Japan,
France, Australia) accelerated af-
ter 2014. A greater emphasis on
neighbourhood connectivity was
adopted. While efforts were made
to engage with Pakistan between
2014 and 2016, a series of Pakistani
provocations resulted in a deep
freeze in India-Pakistan relations,
further reinforced by the terrorist
attacks at Uri and Pulwama and In-
dian reprisals. Meanwhile, India’s
relations with West Asian partners
assumed greater importance.

An international India

India’s objectives have been
broadly consistent: development,
regional security, a balance of
power, and the shaping of interna-
tional consensus to be more amen-
able to Indian interests. At the
same time, India’s means and the
international landscape have
changed, as have domestic politi-
cal factors. This necessitated diffe-
rent approaches to international
engagement between 1947 and
1962, between 1971 and 1991, and
between 1991 and 2008.

As India enters its 75th year of
independence, there are plenty of
reasons for cautious optimism
about its place in the world. Yet,
the ravages of COVID-19 and grow-
ing international competition also
underscore the difficulties that In-
dia will likely face as it attempts to
transform into a prosperous mid-
dle-income country, a secure poli-
ty, and a proactive shaper of inter-
national norms. What is certain is
that India will not have the luxury
to turn inwards. In fact, it was
through its global interactions that
India defined itself throughout its
history as an independent nation.
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