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Abstract: This forum comes from a 2016 panel at the annual meeting of
the International Studies Association. The forum participants offered mid-
term assessments of the foreign policy of Indian Prime Minister Narendra
Modi. This forum considers whether Modi heralded in a new era in Indian
foreign policy, or whether Modi’s policies just repackaged older policies.
The authors in this forum answer these questions by focusing on a range
of issues from the role of religion to economic issues, to the relations be-
tween India and major foreign partners. The authors conclude that while
Modi has undeniably put a personal stamp on foreign policy, substantive
changes have been minimal. The first significant change lies in the central-
ization of foreign policy decision-making in the Prime Minister’s Office.
Second, while religious diplomacy played an important role, the version of
Hinduism that Modi has adopted in foreign affairs is more inclusive than
the one on display in domestic politics. Third, India’s foreign economic
policy has adopted a distinct nationalist tone. Fourth, Modi has signaled
a “neighborhood first” focus in foreign policy. Finally, despite attempts at
imparting his personal stamp, India’s foreign policy towards major part-
ners and in most issue areas remains substantively similar to those of the
previous administrations.

Resumen: Este debate surgió a partir de un panel de la reunión anual de
la Asociación de Estudios Internacionales realizada en 2016. Los partic-
ipantes presentaron sus evaluaciones intermedias de la política exterior
de Narendra Modi, primer ministro de India. El debate analiza si Modi in-
stauró una nueva era en la política exterior india o si, por el contrario, sim-
plemente les dio un lavado de cara a las políticas anteriores. Para respon-
der estas preguntas, los autores del debate se centran en varias cuestiones:
desde el papel que juega la religión y los problemas económicos hasta las

Gupta, Surupa et al. (2019) Indian Foreign Policy under Modi:
A New Brand or Just Repackaging?. International Studies Perspectives, doi: 10.1093/isp/eky008
© The Author(s) (2018). Published by Oxford University Press on behalf of the International Studies Association.
All rights reserved. For permissions, please e-mail: journals.permissions@oup.com

mailto:journals.permissions@oup.com


2 Indian Foreign Policy Under Modi: A New Brand or Just Repackaging?

relaciones entre India y sus principales aliados extranjeros. Los autores
concluyen que si bien Modi puso su impronta personal en la política exte-
rior, los cambios representativos han sido mínimos. El primer cambio sig-
nificativo reside en la centralización de la toma de decisiones sobre temas
de política exterior en la oficina del primer ministro. En segundo lugar,
aunque la diplomacia religiosa tuvo un papel importante, la versión del
hinduismo que adoptó Modi en la política exterior es más inclusiva que
la que se muestra en las políticas nacionales. En tercer lugar, la política
económica exterior de India ha incorporado un tono nacionalista distin-
tivo. En cuarto lugar, Modi pone el foco en los países vecinos en lo que re-
specta a la política exterior. Por último, a pesar de los esfuerzos por darle
su propia impronta, la política exterior de India sobre las principales áreas
problemáticas y en lo que respecta a los aliados más importantes, no ha ex-
perimentado cambios relevantes en comparación con las administraciones
anteriores.

Extrait: Le présent forum a comme origine un panel constitué en 2016
lors de l’assemblée annuelle de l’International Studies Association. Les
participants du forum ont proposé des évaluations à mi-mandat de Naren-
dra Modi, ministre indien des Affaires étrangères. La question est de
savoir si M. Modi s’est fait le héraut d’une nouvelle ère dans la poli-
tique étrangère de l’Inde ou s’il n’a fait que présenter d’anciennes poli-
tiques sous un nouveau jour. Les auteurs de ce forum abordent la ques-
tion en réfléchissant à diverses problématiques, du rôle de la religion aux
problèmes économiques en passant par les relations entre l’Inde et ses
partenaires étrangers principaux. Les auteurs concluent que si Modi a
indéniablement imprimé sa marque sur la politique étrangère du pays,
les changements de fond sont restés mineurs. Le premier changement
d’importance est le recentrage du processus de prise de décisions en
politique étrangère sur le portefeuille du Premier Ministre. Le deuxième
changement, opéré dans un contexte où la diplomatie religieuse joue un
rôle important, est l’adoption d’une version de l’hindouisme plus solidaire
en politique étrangère que celle qui est affichée en politique intérieure.
Le troisième est l’apport d’une touche nettement nationaliste à la poli-
tique économique étrangère. Le quatrième est l’annonce par Modi d’une
politique étrangère axée en priorité sur les « pays limitrophes ». Enfin,
et en dépit des tentatives de Modi d’imprimer sa marque personnelle, la
politique étrangère de l’Inde envers ses partenaires principaux et dans la
plupart des domaines reste en substance similaire à celle des administra-
tions précédentes.

Keywords: India, Narendra Modi, foreign policy, diplomacy, na-
tionalism
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SURUPA GUPTA

University of Mary Washington

AND

RANI D. MULLEN

College of William & Mary

The year 2017, a little over halfway through Indian Prime Minister Modi’s tenure,
was a good time to evaluate Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s impact on Indian for-
eign policy. Has he heralded in a new era in Indian foreign policy, or have the
changes under Modi just been new dressing that mask continuity?

When Narendra Modi became Prime Minister of India in 2014, he had little prior
foreign policy experience. At the same time, his reputation as a strong and deci-
sive leader, and his ideological embrace of Hindutva, or Hindu nationalism, led
observers to expect a new foreign policy and indeed, even a Modi Doctrine. His
travels to China and Japan as the Chief Minister of the state of Gujarat prompted
some to believe that his foreign policy focus would accord preference to East Asia.
The United States’ refusal to grant him a visa in 2005 because of the 2002 commu-
nal violence under his watch led many to expect that his relations with the United
States would be less than cordial. Few anticipated the energy he would put into ex-
ternal affairs. Fewer predicted his engagement with countries in every corner of the
world, let alone his embrace of the United States and even Pakistan during the early
stages of his tenure.

This forum identifies the broad contours of Indian foreign policy under Modi.
Reading of his administration’s articulation and implementation of policies, what
exactly can we say about his foreign policy? Did his ideological preferences and
personality traits redefine Indian foreign policy? Or did structural and domestic
political factors continue to reign in agency? The essays in this forum suggest that
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Modi initially sought to carry out an activist and ideologically oriented foreign pol-
icy in several issue areas and demonstrated substantial personal initiative that was
congruent with his preferences. In other areas, such as making overtures to the
United States and Pakistan, he embraced pragmatism. Stylistically, he made his per-
sonal mark by centralizing foreign policy decision-making under his office and by
explicitly articulating India’s ambition as a “leading power” and as a counterweight
to Chinese dominance in Asia. However, given the structural and domestic con-
straints, we observe that Modi’s approach to foreign policy has made use of incre-
mental change rather than making sharp turns and breaks. Even in the case of
India’s relation with the United States, where—contrary to expectations—there has
been significant warming under Modi, with particularly dramatic increases in secu-
rity cooperation, the trajectory follows that set by the previous administration.

Speculation about the style and content of his foreign policy began even before
he became Prime Minister, and it gathered steam after he led the Bharatiya Janata
Party to an overwhelming majority in the Parliament (Miller 2014). On the one
hand, scholars suggested that in a large, democratic country, foreign policy would
not change dramatically with a change in leadership. On the other, there are those
who suggested that soon after his election there was clear evidence of an emerging
Modi Doctrine—one focused on building India’s regional as well as global power
status through a greater focus on economic diplomacy and more muscular foreign
policy (Chellaney 2014; Chaulia 2016; Tandon 2016a). Those who argue that Modi
has initiated a new foreign policy have also argued that, under Modi, India has
become a rule-maker rather than a rule-taker and that his foreign policy was marked
by new ideas and a never-before-seen pragmatism. After observing his foreign policy
for three years, which of these views do we, a group of scholars of Indian foreign
policy, find more support for?

Foreign policy decision-making usually is a product of systemic-, domestic-, and
individual-level factors. The seven essays presented in this forum look at different
aspects of Modi’s foreign policy by exploring the significance of these factors. India
has, in recent years, been identified as a rising middle power with an increasing level
of ambition, growing military and material power capabilities, a large and consoli-
dated democracy, and an expanding economy that was ranked the world’s seventh
largest in 2017 (World Bank 2017a). India has graduated from being labeled as
a less developed country to lower middle income country by the World Bank. In
1998, it became a nuclear power. While these are important milestones that pre-
sented opportunities for a foreign policy entrepreneur, Modi also came to power
at a time when India’s growth rate had fallen to a low not seen since 2002 (World
Bank 2017b), and rising multipolarity, particularly the economic and political rise
of China, posed not only opportunities but also several challenges.1

A key foreign policy challenge for the Modi administration has been how to man-
age its relations with China, the United States, and others in this environment of
emerging multipolarity at the systemic level. China has been assertive in recent
years, building islands in the South China Seas and constructing an international
institutional architecture that provides a potential alternative to the Bretton Woods
institutions. The United States responded with the pivot to Asia—an effort to both
contain China and bring it back into a set of norms that the United States and its al-
lies established after World War II. Though under President Trump there has been
a lack of a clear US policy toward and leadership in Asia, India has forged ahead
and sought pathways to acquiring military and material power that promise to bring
it closer to its goal of transforming India into a “leading power” (Jaishankar 2015).
The emerging multipolarity opened opportunities for India to both secure strategic
support through closer relations with the United States, Japan, and Australia, and

1
The only exception was 2008 when India’s growth rate dipped to 3.8 percent, but that was a year of worldwide

crisis.
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engage China by participating in the institutions that it is sponsoring. At the same
time, China’s effort at building up its Belt and Road Initiative makes New Delhi wary
of its intentions (Modi 2017). With China as its neighbor and largest trading part-
ner, Indian foreign policy needs to walk the tightrope of continued engagement
with China despite worries about its intentions.

A second major challenge is to use diplomacy and engagement with global gov-
ernance institutions to deliver economic development at home. Modi’s focus on
bilateral diplomacy with major economic partners, his focus on foreign investment
through his “Make in India” program, and his engagement with the multilateral
and regional trade negotiations offer us some indication of the direction his gov-
ernment has taken to meet this challenge.

Besides the demand for economic development, the domestic environment of-
fers Modi several opportunities and a few constraints. The overwhelming support
that Modi’s party enjoys in the lower house of parliament offers him a level of op-
portunity for effecting change few recent Indian prime ministers have enjoyed. In
fact, since 1989, all Indian prime ministers have led either a minority government
that was dependent on issue-based support from other parties or coalition govern-
ments in which the government’s survival was dependent on the support of coali-
tion members. Modi has been the first prime minister since Rajiv Gandhi to enjoy
this level of independence. Additionally, the party’s victory was very much seen as
a victory for Modi himself. The private corporate sector also sees Modi as a posi-
tive force. Together, the large political mandate for his party, the personal mandate
for Modi in a parliamentary system, and the significant support Modi enjoys in the
private sector translates into broad-based support for Hindutva as well as economic
nationalism. With the main opposition party, the Congress, largely decimated in
the 2014 national elections and the 2017 state-level elections, the primary institu-
tional constraint facing Modi might have come from two places: India’s permanent
bureaucracy of civil servants and the opposition-dominated upper house of parlia-
ment. The civil servants are committed to long-standing aspects of India’s foreign
policy, such as India’s support for the Palestinian cause, but the bureaucracy has
not emerged as a significant constraint. Similarly, while the upper house has, on oc-
casion, constrained Modi’s ability to deliver domestic economic reforms, it has had
little impact on foreign policy overall. The two main potential domestic sources
that might have constrained Modi’s foreign policy have turned out to be weak con-
straints at best.

At the individual level, Modi was a symbol of Hindu nationalism, and his election
led scholars to speculate that Hindutva might shape his foreign policy. His image as
a strong, decisive leader, with a proven record in economic development, led others
to expect prompt delivery of growth-friendly economic policies. However, the essays
in this forum demonstrate that the impact of Hindutva on his foreign policy has
been minimal. At the same time, the essays provide ample evidence that while the
Modi government has adopted occasional pro-growth policies such as the 2017 tax
reform, overall it has embraced economic nationalism rather than liberalism in the
areas of trade and aid.

Within this broad framework, each of the following essays focuses on specific ar-
eas of Modi’s foreign policy to elucidate these overarching themes. The first two
essays address Modi’s role in bringing Hindutva and religious diplomacy into In-
dian foreign policy. Rajesh Basrur argues that the expectation that an aggressive
version of Hindutva would shape Modi’s foreign policy has not been borne out by
reality: the version of Hindutva that Modi has embraced seeks to defend Indian
culture and civilization from foreign dominance. Rather than abandon the use of
religion in foreign policy, however, Ian Hall shows that Modi has used religious
diplomacy to an extent no prior Indian prime minister has. Hall agrees, however,
that Modi has adopted a version of Hinduism in foreign affairs that emphasizes the
kind and inclusive side of it while using this as a soft power tool in his foreign
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policy. It is important to distinguish this from the use of a more exclusive and
harsher version of Hinduism in domestic politics by groups closely associated with
the government.

Surupa Gupta and Rani D. Mullen focus on aspects of economic diplomacy.
Looking at India’s trade negotiations as well as the Modi government’s articula-
tion of policies on trade and investment, Gupta argues that while, under Modi,
no major changes are evident in the way India negotiates at multilateral and re-
gional settings, trade policy is articulated in more mercantilist language than in
previous years. Similarly, Mullen argues that there has been significant continu-
ity in Modi’s soft power approach to foreign assistance. In Modi’s trade and for-
eign aid policies, one observes both a greater focus on the neighborhood as well
as on an explicit “India first” strategy and mercantilist approach. Both authors
take note of the centralization of decision-making and analyze the role of strate-
gic imperatives, ideology, party, and interest group politics in the outcomes they
observe.

Nicolas Blarel and Manjeet Pardesi turn to analyze Modi’s foreign policy toward
the Middle East and East Asia, strategically important regions for India. Blarel ques-
tions the accepted understanding of Modi’s foreign policy engagement toward the
Middle East as one expected to tilt toward Israel after decades of support for Pales-
tine. Despite initial attempts at a pro-Israel policy, Blarel finds Modi has mainly
pursued the traditional policy of engagement with all relevant regional actors in
the Middle East. Pardesi similarly argues that Prime Minister Modi’s upgrading of
India’s “Look East” policy into an “Act East” is better understood as rebranding
rather than a wholesale new policy. Blarel and Pardesi explain these continuities as
a function of broad structural and domestic imperatives.

The final essay by Sumit Ganguly provides a summary of India’s foreign policy
under Modi. Systematically focusing on relations with key foreign policy partners in
regions important to India’s interests, the essay provides a broad survey of changes
and continuities one may observe in India’s external relations under Modi. The
author argues that where changes are noticeable, convergence of interests at the
systemic level, the need for economic development, and Modi’s personal equation
with partner country leaders have proved to be important factors.

Several key themes emerge from these essays. As expected, structural and do-
mestic factors continue to shape the broad contours of Indian foreign policy. The
administration has sought to manage emerging multipolarity at the systemic level
by engaging with partners on the basis of convergence of interests. The need for
delivering economic development at home has been an overarching theme: there
is both an effort to acknowledge global interdependence as well as to play up
economic nationalism to assuage domestic constituents’ concerns. At the domes-
tic level, the BJP’s legislative majority has afforded him substantial independence
from coalition partners as well as from bureaucrats. Finally, Modi’s personal stamp
shows up in numerous ways. He has practiced religious diplomacy even though he
has embraced the soft power aspect of Hindutva rather than an aggressive, mus-
cular version some expected him to adopt. By inviting all neighborhood heads of
state to attend his inauguration, he signaled his personal commitment to greater
engagement in India’s neighborhood. His personal engagement is also obvious
in his visits to 45 countries by early 2017, in his attempt to build personal equa-
tions with leaders of partner countries, and in his attempt to centralize decision-
making in both security and economic aspects of foreign policy. In sum, Modi’s
foreign policy engagements have shown that there is no clear Modi Doctrine—
Modi is neither a Hindutva ideologue, nor an adherent to liberal economic policies.
Prime Minister Modi’s foreign policy can best be described as those of a pragma-
tist who uses his large political mandate to espouse populist policies of economic
nationalism.
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Modi, Hindutva, and Foreign Policy
RAJESH BASRUR

Nanyang Technological University

Narendra Modi’s strong identification with the ideology of Hindutva (or Hindu-
ness) raises the question: to what extent does his ideational framework extend to
the realm of foreign policy? When Modi became prime minister in May 2014, there
was widespread expectation that he would give his personal stamp to Indian po-
litical life. Unlike his predecessor, Manmohan Singh, Modi has a strong, assertive
personality. Also unlike Singh, he was unhampered by the exigencies of coalition
politics—his Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) had won a majority in the Lok Sabha (the
lower house of the Indian parliament)—and he was comfortably in command of
his party. The BJP’s leanings as a right-wing Hindu party quickly became apparent
in domestic politics as it pursued an agenda that encompassed efforts to ban beef
consumption, reshape education in line with its ideational preferences, and clamp
down on anti-national political dissidence (Sampath 2016; Varshney 2016).

With respect to foreign policy, the BJP’s reputation as a “Hindu nationalist” party
has been equated with an emphasis on the symbols of national power, notably nu-
clear weapons, a willingness to use military power for force projection, and hostility
to Islam and Pakistan (Vanaik 2002; Chacko 2004; Ogden 2014; Ganguly 2015).
Gauging Modi’s adherence to Hindutva in external affairs is a matter of some sig-
nificance since it tells us something about India’s future trajectory as a rising power.
Will India be a more assertive state inclined to exert its growing material power?
Will it integrate smoothly with the international system or might it pose significant
challenges to the prevailing international order? I argue that Hindutva is a weak
and relatively insignificant component of Modi’s foreign policy and that Modi’s
worldview is not fixated on the assertion of national power. He has not departed
significantly from the policies of his predecessors on key foreign policy issues be-
cause his external worldview is not significantly different from theirs. Hindutva may
be aggressive within its homeland, but is defensive externally.

Hindutva’s Complex Weltanschauung

The notion that Hindutva involves an obsession with national power needs to be
placed in its historical context. V. D. Savarkar, M. S. Golwalkar, H. V. Sheshadri, and
other stalwarts who developed its ideational foundations believed that the golden
age of ancient Hindu civilization had been lost owing to material and moral weak-
ness, which had brought it under the prolonged subjugation of Muslim and Chris-
tian/British power (Karner 2006, 163–189, 208–215). They saw it as their mission
to rebuild Hindu civilization through the acquisition of power, erase the humili-
ation of a millennium of “foreign” rule, and spread the enlightening message of
Hinduism throughout the world. As Golwalkar put it, “[t]he supreme conviction
that we are a great people charged with a World Mission should ever be vibrant in
our breasts” (Karner 2006, 208). Conceivably, this could mean an abiding desire
to use power for spearheading a Hindu mission civilisatrice. On the political side,
Savarkar was an admirer of Kautilya (or Chanakya), the author of the Arthashas-
tra, a treatise on kingship that is in many ways a precursor of what goes by the
name of “offensive realism” today (Jabbar 2009, 87).2 In this worldview, kings/states
are caught in perennial conflict, and true security comes only from the attainment
of sarva-bhauma or universal empire (Sarkar 1919). Leaving aside world conquest,
a less ambitious conception of the compass of Hindu civilization was the idea of

2
For the leading contemporary statement of offensive realism, see Mearsheimer (2001).
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Akhand Bharat (Undivided India), which could span Bhutan and Nepal to the north,
Myanmar to the east, and Sri Lanka to the south (Bjornson 2012).

On closer investigation, however, Hindutva thinking does not conform to this
expansionist perspective. Savarkar and Golwalkar had a primarily defensive under-
standing of the world, emphasizing the importance of national power for preserv-
ing Hindu civilization from foreign invaders (Devare 2011, 168–176). Such post-
colonial concerns were hardly new to India, which has built up a foreign policy
framework centered on national autonomy since the time of Nehru. Even the rela-
tively limited conception of Akhand Bharat has drawn little interest from contempo-
rary votaries of Hindutva. In December 2015, when the general secretary of the BJP,
Ram Madhav, made public reference to it, his colleagues promptly downplayed the
idea (Hebbar 2015).

Narendra Modi’s personal worldview shows an awareness of the complexity of
the contemporary international system. First, he is conscious of the fact of global
interdependence and the impracticality of isolating India from it (Business Stan-
dard 2015). Second, he has publicly declared that he abides by the concepts of
Vasudaiva Kutumbakam (the world is one family), which non-BJP leaders have also
stressed (Kuber 2014), and Vishva Bandhuta (world brotherhood) and peace (Press
Information Bureau 2015). Third, and relatedly, Modi has—like his predecessors—
prioritized economics, which had indeed been central to his claim to national lead-
ership after a long innings as chief minister of Gujarat state (2001–2014).3 And
fourth, his enunciation of Panchamrit, or the five pillars of foreign policy, is sta-
ple foreign policy wisdom, encompassing honor (sammān), dialog (samvād), shared
prosperity (samriddhi), regional and global security (suraksha), and cultural and
civilizational linkages (sanskriti evam sabhyata) (Tiwari 2015).4 Without using the
nomenclature, all previous prime ministers have held the same principles.

The Evidence: Modi’s Policies

Unsurprisingly, Modi has followed a path chalked out by his predecessors on a wide
range of policies. Those who emphasize the influence of Hindutva on the BJP’s
policies frequently point to the party’s decision under Prime Minister A. B. Vaj-
payee to test nuclear weapons in 1998. One can certainly make a case that the BJP
dared to tread where others had not by testing nuclear weapons, but that overem-
phasizes its departure from established policy. The bomb was first tested by Indira
Gandhi in 1974 and stockpiled (covertly) circa 1989 onward by Rajiv Gandhi, both
Congress prime ministers. Narasimha Rao, also a Congress premier, had ordered
a test in 1995, but held back when coerced by the United States, which had come
to know of his intent (the actual tests in 1974 and 1998 took Washington by sur-
prise). Since the 1998 tests, India has kept to a uniform policy under prime minis-
ters of diverse political persuasion; they have all been committed to the continuous
development of weapons capability in order to build a nuclear triad and other ad-
vanced systems, and, simultaneously, adhered to a recessed or non-deployed posture
in which weapons are stored in an unassembled state. Under Modi, there has been
no departure from established practice.

With regard to conventional weapons, Modi has again stayed on a course charted
by earlier leaders, spending relatively large sums on military modernization. Indian
military spending rose from US $13.95 billion in 1998 to US $42.95 billion in 2015
(International Institute of Strategic Studies 1998, 299; 2016, 486). India became the
world’s largest importer of weapons during the period 2010–2014, a trend set by

3
For an insightful study that highlights the relationship between the illiberal politics of Hindutva and liberal eco-

nomic policy in Gujarat, see Sud (2012).
4
Panchamrit literally means a mixture of five foods—clarified butter (ghee), honey, milk, sugar, and yogurt—

commonly used during Hindu rituals.
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Manmohan Singh and continued under Modi (International Institute for Strategic
Studies 2016, 486). But while its power has grown, India has become less interven-
tionist in the post–Cold War era than it was in the 1970s and 1980s. Border wars with
Pakistan (1947–1948, 1965) and China (1962) aside, major Indian military action
outside its territory occurred in 1971 (the Bangladesh War) and 1987 (Sri Lanka),
lesser armed interventions were conducted in 1986 (Seychelles) and 1988 (the Mal-
dives), and one more (in Mauritius in 1983) was planned, but not carried out. More
recently, India has engaged in armed combat just once, when its troops fought Pak-
istan in Kargil in 1999 within Indian territory. Openings for external military action
have been met with prudent restraint in Sri Lanka (Vajpayee in 2000, Singh in the
mid-2000s), Iraq (Singh in 2003), and Syria (Modi in 2013). The picture, again, is
one of continuity and a distinct lack of interest in pursuing a policy of power pro-
jection. Modi did send troops on a brief counter-terrorism mission into Myanmar
(2015), but that was not new—India had been involved in joint missions in Bhutan
earlier, and, for that matter, Myanmar has sent troops into India as well (BBC 2015).
There is simply no evidence that Modi is inclined to employ Indian military power
outside the country’s borders.

Modi’s policies toward India’s adversaries—China and Pakistan—have, like those
of Singh and Vajpayee before him, been a mix of toughness and willingness to nego-
tiate. New Delhi has played a strategic balancing game with Beijing, countering an
enhanced Chinese profile in South Asia by strengthening military cooperation with
Australia, Japan, Singapore, Vietnam, and the United States. It has also built up se-
curity links in the Indian Ocean by providing arms to the Seychelles and Mauritius.
India under Modi has been less sensitive to Chinese concerns (compared to Singh)
while drawing closer to the United States and building triangular security relation-
ships with the United States, Japan, and Australia, which appears to have coalesced
into a democratic “quad” following a sub-ministerial meeting of all four in Novem-
ber 2017. The buildup of coalitions with other major powers is a trend that began
under earlier prime ministers, but these are not alliances—far from it. Rather, India
has developed strategic partnerships with the United States, Japan, Russia, and oth-
ers in which its arms purchases are distributed and its strategic commitments are
limited (Basrur 2017). Modi’s confrontational response to China’s road building
on the China-Bhutan border (the Doklam standoff in June–August 2017) is remi-
niscent of earlier standoffs dating back to at least 1986. At the same time, India has
continued to build economic relations with China: trade has risen sharply, growing
from US $188 million in 1992 to US $69.48 billion in 2016 (International Monetary
Fund n.d.), as has Chinese foreign direct investment in India, and Modi, like his
predecessors, has encouraged both.

With regard to Pakistan, belying expectations stemming from the BJP’s “Islamo-
phobia,” Modi has retained a broad policy established much earlier. On one hand,
like Vajpayee and Singh, he has talked tough, insisting that Pakistan put an end to
cross-border terrorist attacks emanating from its territory. On the other hand, like
Vajpayee, Modi has taken the initiative to travel to Pakistan (December 2015) and,
as did both Vajpayee and Singh, tried to break the deadlock between the two coun-
tries, though thus far to no avail. In short, Modi has not displayed a harder line
against India’s adversaries than previous Indian prime ministers.

Given the supposed predilections of Hindu nationalists, we might expect Modi to
take an inordinate interest in pursuing higher status for India among the commu-
nity of states. But there is nothing distinctive about his policy in this respect. The
quest for enhanced status has been a long-standing one (Nayar and Paul 2003).
As before, Modi’s India has sought membership of major international institutions,
most ambitiously the United Nations Security Council, but also the Nuclear Suppli-
ers Group (both as yet without success). It has gained a position among the second
tier of significant powers, such as the G20 and the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India,
China, and South Africa), as well as in regional organizations in Southeast Asia,
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Central Asia, and the Indian Ocean. India’s strategy as a rising power has also in-
volved the accumulation of symbols of power, both nuclear and conventional. But,
as we have seen, these have not been employed aggressively. On the contrary, In-
dia has tried to establish a reputation as being an exemplar (Sullivan 2015), a “re-
sponsible power” exercising military restraint and always ready to contribute to the
public good through disaster relief and anti-piracy missions. It is noticeable that
when Modi or his officials have spoken of India being a “leading” power, they have
emphasized these qualities rather than the traditional major power role of armed
intervention during crises (Jaishankar 2015).

Modi’s focus on international cultural links is not particularly novel. To the extent
that he has tried to develop diplomacy grounded in culture and religion (Mohan
2016a; Hall 2018), he has done so in relatively minor and not necessarily novel
ways, though he has certainly carried it forward appreciably. The focus on Indian
cultural influence via the vehicle of Buddhism (which Hindutva advocates is inte-
gral to Hinduism) and yoga is not new. The Indian Council of Cultural Relations,
established in 1950, has long been active in promoting Indian culture as a form of
“soft power.” Project Mausam (monsoon winds), aimed at reviving old trading and
cultural links in the Indian Ocean, was announced in 2014, but has yet to take off
(Sharma 2017). Relations with neighboring Hindu-majority Nepal have rarely been
cordial and are not particularly warm today. Intra-community cultural diplomacy
may have strengthened India’s diasporic links, but it is unclear how much.

Conclusion

The role of Hindutva in Modi’s foreign policy has not amounted to much. As an ide-
ology, it has emphasized national power, but has been primarily defensive in orien-
tation. Modi’s own perceptions as a protagonist of Hindutva do not accord with the
somewhat extreme depictions offered mainly (but not only) by critics. More telling
is the evidence drawn from foreign policy behavior. The acquisition of instruments
of power, the ways in which they are utilized, and strategic behavior toward adver-
saries and friends—all of this reflects a high degree of continuity drawing from
precedent and is almost entirely unrelated to religious belief. Where Hindutva does
play a role, it does so in relatively insignificant and unclear ways.

How do we explain the stark difference between the determined application
of Hindutva at home and its marginal role in shaping foreign policy? Externally,
because Hinduism does not have a history of active proselytization, the Hindutva
worldview is not deeply connected with power. At home, it sees itself as defensive,
fighting humiliation, and therefore needing to wield power. At heart, the difference
lies in territoriality. Hindutva was always embedded conceptually in the subconti-
nent (Bhatt 2001, 94–99). Savarkar, despite having lived abroad and engaged with
writings and developments in Europe, was not deeply influenced by the security
problematique embedded in European thought about inter-state relations. His Hin-
dutva remained centered on defending the land of the Hindus against outsiders.
Where it was outwardly oriented, it was ambitious—Savarkar held that “the only ge-
ographical limits to Hindutva are the limits of our earth!” (Bhatt 2001, 119)—but
this was a cultural ambition wholly focused on India as an exemplar and on exer-
cising cultural influence. From a foreign policy standpoint, there is no evidence
that Hindutva today conceives of the world any differently from the centrist liberal
worldview espoused by the Indian elite as a whole.5 Rather, it appears to have come
to terms with the limits posed by interdependence, both economic and military
(i.e., nuclear).

5
For the view that elite foreign policy debates are essentially between centrist perspectives, see Ollapally and Ra-

jagopalan (2011).
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It follows that Modi’s politics, whatever its domestic distortions, remains a de-
fensive realist one in the external realm. India as a rising power has stakes in the
system and does not have the intellectual-emotional drive to alter its trajectory from
the beaten path set by Modi’s predecessors and now being travelled by him.

Narendra Modi’s New Religious Diplomacy
IAN HALL

Griffith University

C. Raja Mohan argues that one of the few novel aspects of Narendra Modi’s con-
duct of Indian foreign policy is his commitment to “religious diplomacy” (2015,
180–185).6 While references to India’s philosophical and religious inheritance are
not uncommon in the speeches of past Indian prime ministers,7 Mohan maintains
that Modi’s devotion to religious diplomacy sets him apart from his predecessors. It
is so intense, indeed, that it is reportedly causing “unease,” “consternation[,] and
confusion” in India’s Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) (Ramachandaran 2015).

What is driving Modi’s engagement with religious diplomacy? At least five factors
are at play. First, there is widespread support within the BJP and the wider Hindu
nationalist community for a push to build India’s “soft power,” which is informed,
in part, by the perception that India’s religious traditions are a useful source of
that power. Second, it fits with the longer-running effort to improve India’s image
as a tourist destination, especially for East Asian visitors interested in Buddhist sites.
Third, it is linked to the effort to engage with India’s diaspora communities through
their religious traditions. Fourth, there is a connection to Modi’s ongoing effort,
which dates back into his time as Gujarat Chief Minister, to dissociate him person-
ally from the taint of communalism. And finally, his religious diplomacy appears
to be informed by Modi’s own beliefs about the role of religion in general, and
Indian religion in particular, in world politics, which draw on the ideas of Swami
Vivekananda. Together, these factors have opened a space for Modi to conduct his
religious diplomacy alongside more conventional diplomatic approaches.

Modi’s religious diplomacy has at least three components: first, prominent vis-
its to significant religious sites; second, engagement in conferences organized os-
tensibly for the purposes of inter-religious dialogue; and third, specific appeals to
religious thinkers, concepts, and arguments in speeches delivered to foreign au-
diences. Modi’s distinctive choices of gifts for foreign leaders are also significant—
Shinzo Abe, Xi Jinping, and Barack Obama each received copies of the Bhagavadgita
(Friedlander 2016, 79).8

Modi has made frequent visits to major Hindu, Buddhist, Sikh, and Muslim re-
ligious sites, including the Pashupatinath temple in Kathmandu, Nepal (August 4,
2014); the Tō-ji temple in Kyoto, Japan (August 31, 2014); the Buddhist holy town
of Anuradhapura and the Hindu Naguleswaram temple in Jaffna, both in Sri Lanka
(March 14, 2015). He also visited the Gurdwara Khalsa Diwan and Laxmi Narayan
temple in Vancouver, Canada (April 17, 2015); the Da Xingshan temple in Xi’an,
China (May 14, 2015); and the Ganda monastery in Ulan Bator, Mongolia (May 17,
2015). That same year, he visited the Dhakashwari temple in Dhaka, Bangladesh
(June 7, 2015), and the Sheikh Zayed Grand Mosque in Abu Dhabi (August 16,
2015).

6
The novelty of Modi’s foreign policy is much debated. See Hall (2015; 2016), Mohan (2015), and Tellis (2016).

7
India’s first Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, set the tone. See Nehru (1961).

8
The Bhagavadgita, which consists of passages from the epic Mahabharata, is a dialogue between a warrior-

protagonist, Arjuna, and Krishna, in which the latter explains the meaning of dharma (or, roughly, “duty”).
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Modi has also been involved in a series of high-profile inter-religious conferences
and events, especially the Samvad Global Hindu Buddhist Initiative on Conflict
Avoidance and Environment Consciousness in New Delhi and Bodh Gaya, Bihar
(September 3–5, 2015), the World Culture Festival (March 11–13, 2016), and the
World Sufi Forum, both in New Delhi (March 17–20, 2016). The Samvad was hosted
by the BJP-aligned think tank, the Vivekananda International Foundation (VIF),
sponsored by the Japanese Tokyo Foundation, and involved representatives from
India, Japan, Myanmar, and Sri Lanka. Modi addressed it twice, in New Delhi and at
Bodh Gaya, the place where Buddha reputedly achieved enlightenment. He spoke
on the now familiar themes of the contributions that Buddhist and Hindu thought
can play in devising better approaches to social conflict and climate change—
themes he developed when he was Gujarat Chief Minister (Modi 2011) and in a
series of speeches as prime minister (see, for instance, Modi 2014a). He also has
spoken at greater length on the need for philosophically minded dialogue between
religions that “produces no anger or retribution.” Modi has argued that Buddhism
has long been the “uniting and binding factor” in Asia and that, if an Asian Century
is to be realized, Buddhism’s truths and contribution must be recognized (Modi
2015a).

The World Culture Festival was organized by the Art of Living Foundation, es-
tablished by Sri Ravi Shankar in 1981 for the promotion of meditation, yoga, and
spirituality. The Festival was intended to encourage a sense of global “unity in diver-
sity,” involving cultural events and talks from speakers as diverse as the Dalai Lama,
former French Prime Minister Dominique de Villepin, former Pakistani Prime Min-
ister Syed Yousaf Raza Gillani, and Crown Prince Sheikh Mohammed bin Hamad al
Sharqi of the United Arab Emirates. Modi’s government was a prominent sponsor
of the gather, which according to the organizers was attended by 3.7 million people
(Art of Living 2016; cf. Modi 2016a).

The last of these events, the World Sufi Forum, was organized by the All India
Ulama and Mashaikh Board, which claims to represent and promote the interests
of Sunni Sufis in India (All India Ulama and Mashaikh Board 2017). Modi gave
the inaugural address, opening with a paean of praise to India as a “land that is a
timeless fountain of peace, and an ancient source of traditions and faiths, which has
received and nurtured religions from the world” (Modi 2016b). He also discussed
what he sees as the commonalities between Hinduism and Sufism. In the second
half of his speech, however, Modi shifted topic and tone, focusing on how the “mes-
sage of Sufism” can combat the scourge of terrorism and “dissolve the clouds of dis-
cord and war and spread goodwill, peace, and harmony among the people” (Modi
2016b).

Outside these contexts, Modi has appealed to Indian religious concepts or spiri-
tual traditions as sources of wisdom for addressing international insecurity and cli-
mate change, among other issues, as well as launching a successful bid at the United
National General Assembly for a World Yoga Day, now celebrated every June 21
(Modi 2014a; cf. Tandon 2016b, 60). He repeatedly refers—as earlier Indian PMs
have also done—to the Sanskrit concept of vasudhaiva kutumbakam (“the world is
one family”) as a supposed ideational lodestar for Indian foreign policy (see, for
example, Modi 2014a). More unusually, Modi major foreign policy speeches also
include prominent appeals to “de-link” religion and terrorism—a theme common
to his addresses to events like the World Sufi Forum and to speeches like that he
earlier gave to the East Asia Summit in November 2015 (Modi 2015b).

In general, Modi’s new religious diplomacy fits with the BJP’s concern with boost-
ing India’s so-called “soft power” and giving its public diplomacy a religious com-
plexion. India has of course long practiced public diplomacy—that is, attempts
by government to influence foreign public opinion—and since the mid-2000s, the
Ministry of External Affairs has invested significantly more resources in its pursuit
(see Hall 2012; Mullen 2015). During the 2014 election campaign, however, the BJP
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claimed that these efforts were not producing the results that they should, promis-
ing a renewed focus on public diplomacy and a more religious character to its con-
tent.

The BJP’s election manifesto opened with a grand and sweeping discussion of
the greatness of Indian civilization and the esteem in which Indian philosophy,
science, wisdom, and religious tolerance were once held by foreigners (Bharatiya
Janata Party 2014, 1–3). But it also complained that “India has long failed to duly
appreciate the full extent and gamut of its soft power potential,” and promised a
BJP-led government would harness “the magnetic power” of India, making it a vish-
waguru (“world guru”) once more (Bharatiya Janata Party 2014, 40). This concept,
in particular, clearly appeals to Modi, whose speeches since the election repeatedly
refer to India as vishwaguru (Mohan 2015, 197; Hall 2017, 114). It also suggests that
the push to leverage soft power rather than a harder edged Kautilyan strategy, rests
not only on an appreciation of the limits imposed on India by interdependence, as
Basrur suggests in this forum, but also on a deeper faith among some in the BJP
that an India inspired by the right version of Hinduism need not become a normal,
hard power-seeking state to play a full role in world politics.

Modi thus has political backing for his religious diplomacy from the BJP, even
if he lacks the support of career diplomats in the MEA (Ramachandaran 2015).
Importantly, as we have seen, he can also draw upon the resources of a range of
influential Hindu civil society groups, like the Art of Living Foundation, to support
his agenda. Nationalist intellectuals in new think tanks like VIF can also help frame
his efforts, as the VIF did with the Samvad conference.

Moreover, Modi is able to push his agenda in a benign environment in which
there is widespread support for the idea that more could be done to use India’s
religious inheritance for mundane purposes, especially boosting tourism. One re-
cent report by a leading think tank argues that India is “sitting atop a millennia-old
tourist mine”—its Buddhist sites and history (Stobdan 2016, 4; cf. Jacob 2015). Mal-
one notes that inbound tourists into India from East Asia and the Pacific more than
doubled between 2003 and 2007 and that interest in Buddhist history played a part
in driving that growth (2014, 221). In parallel with his visits to Buddhist sites across
Asia, Modi has moved to loosen visa regulations on citizens of a series of East Asian
states in a concerted effort to attract more visitors into India, and his government is
seeking to create Buddhist tourist “circuits” (Ghose 2015).

Connecting with India’s politically important diaspora is also driving Modi’s reli-
gious diplomacy. When he visited the Gurdwara Khalsa Diwan and Laxmi Narayan
temple in Vancouver in April 2015, Modi engaged the influential Sikh community
in British Columbia and the Canadian Hindu community, which, like those in Aus-
tralia, Europe, and the United States, had helped fund the BJP’s extraordinarily
expensive election campaign in 2014.9 When he went to the Grand Mosque in Abu
Dhabi in August 2015, Modi reached out to a different but no less politically signif-
icant diaspora, to Indian Muslims working throughout the Middle East, and espe-
cially to Biharis, who went to the polls for state elections in October and November
of that year (Deccan Herald 2015).

More personal motivations are also at work. For some time, Modi has made a
concerted effort to improve his image, tarnished in the early stages of his political
career. As a BJP firebrand and then as Gujarat chief minister, Modi became asso-
ciated with religious intolerance and communal violence (Jaffrelot 2008). Toward
the end of his time in Gujarat, however, as he emerged as a possible national leader,
Modi worked to contrive a new image, one of a vikas purush (or “development
man”) and as a reconciler, rather than generator, of differences between religious

9
Successive Indian governments have cultivated the diaspora since the mid-1990s (see Rana 2009). Some estimate

about US $5 billion was spent in the 2014 campaign in which the BJP spent far more than its opponents (Sridharan
2014, 28).
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communities (Mukhopadhyay 2013, 361, 371–372, 388). Although undercut by per-
sistent accusations that Modi continues to use communalism for political advantage,
his prominent role in occasions like the World Sufi Forum is an extension of this
effort, aiming to cast him—not wholly plausibly, to many—as a seeker of common
ground between religions both domestically and internationally.

Finally, Modi’s religious diplomacy seems also driven by his personal beliefs—
or at least by beliefs with which he wants to be associated. Modi is a committed
Hindu nationalist, but some of his biographers quote him as saying he is not per-
sonally religious (Marino 2014, 260). He does, however, claim to be devoted to the
ideas of Swami Vivekananda, the Bengali Hindu revivalist who famously travelled
to Chicago in 1893 and spoke eloquently about his religion, and who founded the
Ramakrishna Mission in Kolkata.10 Vivekananda argued that Hinduism—and by ex-
tension India—has a particular role to play as a vishwaguru who leavened Western
materialism with Eastern spirituality, uplifting the whole and generating a peaceful
world. India, he argued, was a spiritual “dynamo” capable of ending the “fanati-
cism and religious wars” that “mar the life of man and the progress of civilization”
(Vivekananda 1990, 13, 17). Modi’s diplomatic language, especially on terrorism,
echoes these sentiments—sincerely or otherwise (see Hall 2017).

Modi’s religious diplomacy is not, of course, unparalleled or unprecedented. Var-
ious analysts of contemporary diplomatic practice have noted the recent emergence
of “faith-based diplomacy,” especially that concerned with overcoming conflicts be-
tween religions, in a number of other contexts (see, for example, Cox and Philpott
2003; Johnston 2003; Troy 2008). And all Indian prime ministers have tried to lever-
age India’s religious and philosophical inheritance to boost its image or its influ-
ence (Thussu 2013).

Whether Modi’s version of religious diplomacy pays off is a moot point. The core
problem it faces is credibility. Modi’s message that Hinduism and India are models
of religious tolerance has been undermined by episodes of communal violence,
including those perpetrated by Hindu nationalists aligned with Modi’s party against
members of India’s Muslim minority, and accusations that religious freedom has
come under threat during this time in office (McCarthy 2015). The recent denial
of visas to members of the US Commission on International Religious Freedom
compounded the impression in parts of the West that Modi’s words on religious
tolerance are out of kilter with his government’s actions to uphold it (USCIRF 2016,
159–166). This impression, combined with longstanding doubts about Modi’s past
conduct as Gujarat chief minister, will likely stymie his attempts to boost India’s
influence with religious diplomacy. All this said it is nevertheless significant that
given the right alignment of political will, civil society support, relatively benign
institutional environment, significant economic interests, and personal drives, Modi
has been able to introduce a new element into the conduct of Indian foreign policy
where elsewhere he has arguably struggled to bring change.

India’s Trade Engagement: The More Things
Change, the More They Remain the Same

SURUPA GUPTA

University of Mary Washington

At the end of more than three years of Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s admin-
istration, the Indian government’s approach to trade policy and engagement with

10
On Vivekananda and contemporary Hindu nationalism, see Sharma (2013). On Modi’s supposed devotion, see

Mukhopadhyay (2013, 59–60).
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trade negotiations demonstrate some bold attempts at changing the discourse while
maintaining overall continuity in its positions. This essay looks at India’s approach
to multilateral and regional trade agreements as well as policy and advisory state-
ments by the prime minister and major economic departments within the govern-
ment to examine change and continuity in India’s approach to trade. It finds that
first, under Modi, the rhetoric on India’s trade policy initially has taken a decisively
nationalist turn. Second, while India’s position on negotiations and commitment
to multilateralism in trade remained unchanged, there has been an increasing fo-
cus on the neighborhood and also a continued effort at finding regional and sub-
regional options to prevent India’s isolation in the face of changing multilateral
trade architecture. Third, foreign policy making, even in economic issues, has be-
come increasingly centralized in the prime minister’s office.

The essay begins by articulating the long term consensus on trade in India. It
then goes on to discuss the domestic and international factors that would have led
us to expect change in trade policy. In section three, it examines the evidence on
India’s engagement with multilateral trade. It concludes by highlighting structural,
domestic, and individual level factors that explain the change and continuity in the
Modi government’s approach to trade.

Long-Term Consensus on Trade

A broad consensus on India’s engagement in trade emerged at the beginning of the
2000s. A comprehensive dialogue involving various stakeholders in trade ensued
when the Department of Commerce set out, in 2000, to determine India’s initial
negotiating positions on agriculture, non-agricultural market access, services, and
other issues for the World Trade Organization’s (WTO) Doha Round negotiations
(Department of Commerce 2000). During the subsequent decade and a half, that
consensus was revisited and reexamined in the light of India’s efforts to negotiate
the Doha Round and to sign free trade agreements with several of its trading part-
ners.

The consensus that Modi government inherited was made up of the following
elements. First, there was broad agreement that India has a strong interest in multi-
lateralism, including supporting the institutional framework of the WTO. However,
since there has been a global move toward regionalism since the late 1990s, it was
also agreed that India should negotiate regional and bilateral trade agreements.
Second, the content of all trade agreements India signed was largely determined
by the consensus on sectoral issues that emerged during consultation with stake-
holders in the post-2000 period. Third, its position remained largely protectionist
with respect to trade in agriculture and goods, while in certain aspects of trade in
services, India took a more liberal position. During 2000–2014, this consensus re-
mained largely unchanged.

Why Expect Change?

When Modi came to power with an overwhelming majority in May 2014, both inter-
national and domestic factors would have lead us to expect change in trade policy.
The Modi administration assumed power at the end of a ten-year rule by the United
Progressive Alliance (UPA), a government beset by policy paralysis during its sec-
ond term. The institutional architecture for international trade was changing both
inside and outside the WTO. The expectation among analysts was that the Modi
administration, unlike Singh’s before him, would initiate liberal economic reforms
(Jaishankar 2014; Varshney 2014).

The narrative that brought Modi to power was based on three factors. First,
India’s image as a “rising” economic power had taken a substantial beating after
2012. After achieving more than 9 percent growth during 2005–2006 to 2008–2009,
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India’s growth rate fell to 4.7 percent during 2013–2014 (Department of Economic
Affairs 2014, 2). During the post-crisis period, export growth fluctuated widely and
remained anemic. Due mostly to global economic downturn, export growth fell
from 21.9 percent in 2011–2012 to –1.3 percent in 2014–2015 (Department of Eco-
nomic Affairs 2016, A101). Export growth is important: India’s target growth rate of
8–10 percent requires export growth at 15–20 percent (Department of Economic
Affairs 2017, 6). Second, given India’s demographic trajectory—a growing working-
age population—there was an urgent need to create jobs and, therefore, to attract
both foreign and domestic investment (Planning Commission 2013, 139–40). Jobs
were a priority also because India had added well over 100 million new voters since
the 2009 elections. Third, Modi’s ascent to power was largely seen as an endorse-
ment of his record of delivering development in Gujarat where he had been chief
minister for three terms. During his tenure, Gujarat’s GDP growth rate was higher
than the Indian average, and the state contributed to a larger share of total Indian
exports than most others (Economist 2015). Modi’s campaign narrative argued that
restoring India’s image, creating new jobs, and pushing the agenda for economic
development forward required the economic reforms that Modi could deliver.

The perception that Modi would be able deliver reforms was strength-
ened by domestic factors such BJP’s performance in the 2014 elections—it
won 282 out of 545 seats in the Lok Sabha, the Indian parliament’s lower
house, ending a streak of successive minority or coalition governments since
1989. The size of lower house majority was certainly interpreted as a man-
date for Modi to initiate and implement policies that would deliver economic
development.

Structural factors such as changes in the international architecture for trade
would have also led one to expect rethinking on trade under Modi’s leadership.
Trade negotiations have been moving from multilateralism to regionalism and
plurilateralism at a faster pace since the Doha Round of negotiations reached a
stalemate in 2008. The United States initially shifted its focus away from the WTO
and redirected it to two mega-regional trade agreements, the Trans Pacific Partner-
ship (TPP) involving twelve countries in the Asia-Pacific region and the Transat-
lantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) between the United States and Eu-
ropean Union—and India was not part of either. Even within the WTO, the United
States focused on negotiating plurilateral agreements in information technology,
services, and environmental goods, which did not require consensus among all
members. India was not a party to any of these. The only major new multilateral
initiative that India belonged to was the Regional Comprehensive Economic Part-
nership (RCEP) that also included China, Japan, and thirteen Asia-Pacific countries
but not the United States and other Western trading partners. Increasingly, there
was a perception in New Delhi that India might get isolated in global and regional
trade agreements—this prompted analysts to encourage a rethinking in India’s ap-
proach to multilateral and regional trade (Singh 2014, 5–9).

Trade Negotiations and Trade Policy: The Record So Far

Shortly after assuming office in May 2014, Modi’s position on trade was tested when
the Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA), agreed upon by the WTO membership at
the Bali ministerial meeting in December 2013, came up for ratification. The Modi
government attracted worldwide attention when India refused to ratify it by its July
2014 deadline.11 The UPA government had agreed to sign the TFA only when it
secured a promise that progress on the TFA would be accompanied by progress
on food security and related issues—a component of the Bali declaration that was

11
The TFA addresses bureaucratic delays that slow down and impose costs on the movement of goods across bor-

ders.
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highly consequential for India and some developing countries (Gupta and Ganguly
2014). The Modi government took the position that it would refuse to ratify the TFA
unless WTO members made progress on the food subsidy issue. Finally, in Novem-
ber 2014, India agreed to ratify the TFA after Modi received assurance from the
United States that India’s food security program would be exempt (known as the
“peace clause”) indefinitely until a permanent solution was found. This was an op-
portunity for the new government, in its third month, to signal to its electorate that
it would not back down under foreign pressure. The episode was also evidence of
Modi’s personalized and centralized approach to foreign policy: he chose a highly
publicized, one-on-one meeting with the United States president to resolve a mul-
tilateral trade issue instead of allowing the commerce ministry to work the regular
channels. Moreover, decision-making on trade policy also became centralized due
to structural changes implemented by Modi; he represented the ministry in the cab-
inet, and Nirmala Sitharaman, responsible for the ministry’s administration, held a
lower rank than cabinet minister. She also reported to the minister for finance in
a separate role. This new arrangement, not seen under previous governments, has
reduced the autonomy of the commerce ministry in shaping trade policy and cen-
tralized policymaking in the prime minister’s office.

India’s focus on subsistence farmers, its defensive negotiating position and strat-
egy of aligning with other developing countries on agriculture remained un-
changed at the Nairobi Ministerial meeting of the WTO in December 2015 (Kanth
2015). This continuity notwithstanding, India’s proposal for a new TFA in services
signaled potential change. India submitted a concept note for this initiative in
September 2016 to the WTO to address impediments that service providers face
both at the border and beyond the border (World Trade Organization 2016). While
details of the proposed agreement remain unclear, the proposal can potentially de-
velop into an effective bargaining chip for the Modi government in the upcoming
negotiations. This thinking is not entirely new—the initiative to link the food secu-
rity issue to the original TFA deal was prompted by a similar calculation. However,
what was new was India’s effort to propose a new agreement—a task that developed
states have done in the past. This decision to act as a proactive demandeur in the
negotiations was part of India’s effort to play a larger role in the negotiations.

Modi’s approach to mega-regional trade negotiations also remained similar to
those of the UPA: engagement in RCEP and a “wait and watch” approach to TPP.
In 2012, the UPA government took the decision to join the RCEP negotiations in
an attempt to avoid being isolated in the global trade architecture as well as to
retain the option of shaping that mega-regional agreement (Department of Com-
merce 2016, 31; Sidhartha 2012). India joined RCEP also because it felt that the
RCEP presented a high likelihood of getting a deal that balanced the concerns of
developing and developed countries. When Modi took office, several analysts rec-
ommended that India should join the TPP even though India was never formally
invited (Singh 2014, 5–9; Bergsten 2015, 3–4). The Modi government, like the pre-
vious one, decided that joining the TPP at the time was not a prudent option for
India. Its decision was driven largely by TPP provisions on intellectual property and
state-owned enterprises—areas in which India’s position were in stark contrast with
the TPP’s agenda. The US decision to abandon the TPP in 2017 took away immedi-
ate pressure for India to consider politically costly reforms in those issue areas.

Finally, the Modi government has sought to revive South Asian regionalism and
sub-regionalism in trade in its effort to actualize the economic potential of its Act
East Policy (see the Pardesi essay in this forum). One of Modi’s signature initia-
tives in 2014 was to focus on a “neighborhood first” foreign policy including an
effort to increase integration within South Asia, one of the least integrated regions
in the world. The Modi administration recognized that fostering integration with
eastern neighbors was a necessary precondition to building relations with South-
east Asia and thus strengthen India’s Act East Policy. The primary focus of this
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initiative is to build physical and regulatory infrastructure that would enhance trade
in the Bangladesh-Bhutan-India-Nepal region, as well as in the Bay of Bengal Initia-
tive for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), a seven-
country sub-regional cooperation institution. Again, some of these initiatives began
under the UPA government, but the Modi government renewed these efforts and
has sought to build on the UPA’s groundwork. The Ministry of External Affairs and
the prime minister’s office have collectively pushed this subregional focus, high-
lighting its importance by holding a BIMSTEC summit alongside a BRICS summit
in Goa in October 2016.

While India’s approach to negotiations largely demonstrates continuity, a focus
on Modi’s speeches and government documents reveals a bigger debate. The first
clear enunciation of the Modi government’s approach to trade appeared in his 2014
Independence Day speech that launched the “Make in India” program. He urged
Indians to manufacture products in India rather than import them (Modi 2014b).
This mercantilist perspective is a contrast with one of former Prime Minister Singh’s
early speeches where he explicitly eschewed mercantilism (Singh 2004). Modi’s and
the BJP’s nationalist, pro-business—rather than pro-market—preferences, along
with the need to play to the nationalist support base, shaped this articulation.

India’s 2015–2020 Foreign Trade Policy (FTP), published in April 2015, further
developed the Modi government’s approach to trade. While Modi’s Make in India
speech left analysts confused as to whether he was envisioning import substitution
industrialization or export-led growth, the FTP more clearly recognizes the need
for the latter and continued to emphasize the need to limit imports and to identify
winners in exports. As outlined in the FTP, trade policy was to be nested within the
overall framework of the Make in India program (Department of Commerce 2015,
15). By comparison, the 2004–2009 FTP emphasized both exports and imports and
focused on export promotion in sectors in which India has had a comparative ad-
vantage (Department of Commerce 2004). Interviews suggest that the clearer artic-
ulation reflected in the FTP benefitted from wider consultation with New Delhi’s
trade policy apparatus.

Against the backdrop of this changing rhetoric, the Finance Ministry, since early
2016, has begun to challenge the mercantilist positions described above. The 2014–
2015 Economic Survey merely suggested ways in which Make in India could be more
liberal than protectionist (Department of Economic Affairs 2015, 34). The 2015–
2016 Economic Survey set a new tone by questioning India’s overall approach to trade
and by suggesting that the government rethink its approach to supporting agricul-
ture at home (Department of Economic Affairs 2016, 32–33). It further asked that
the government embrace trade liberalization more fully, both at the multilateral
and at the regional level. By refuting the basis of India’s support for safeguards for
small farmers and for subsidies to ensure food security, the document challenged
the consensus on trade policy to which this essay alluded earlier. The 2016–2017
Economic Survey follows up along the same lines by stating that given India’s need to
keep markets open, it should, along with other emerging economies, “play a more
proactive role in ensuring open global markets” (Department of Economic Affairs
2017, 25). Arguing that high GDP growth rate requires high export growth, the doc-
ument recommends that India should further open its own markets. It goes on to
recommend that India should focus on its comparative advantage in labor-intensive
exports. In doing so, the survey presents a position on trade that is at sharp vari-
ance with the nationalist worldview presented in the initial years of the Modi ad-
ministration. That worldview eschewed comparative advantage and sought to focus
mainly on high technology sectors. It is important to highlight that the survey per-
forms an advisory function and is not a policy document. However, the recent sur-
veys provide evidence of ideational tension within the government. Whether the
more liberal vision will be adopted depends largely on the prime minister’s prefer-
ences. In late 2017, as the WTO members congregated in Buenos Aires, we observed
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little change in India’s negotiating position on food security, agriculture, and other
issues (Siddharth 2017).

Conclusion

The Modi government’s record on trade presents continuity on negotiating posi-
tions while change in both policymaking and the stated orientation of policy. First,
India continues to espouse similar positions at multilateral and regional trade nego-
tiations. That said it is also important to note the Modi government’s focus on the
immediate neighborhood. Second, trade policy under Modi has taken an explicitly
nationalist turn. Three factors were responsible: Modi’s focus on development and
job creation, his and the BJP’s nationalist, pro-business approach to economic pol-
icy, and pressure from Indian business interests who felt that past trade deals had
not benefitted them. While there is evidence of divergent thinking within the gov-
ernment, thus far there is no indication that Modi will convert any of that advice
into policy. Finally, policymaking has been centralized within the Prime Minister’s
office, allowing Modi to shape it according to his goals and preferences.

Indian Development Assistance:
The Centralization and Mercantilization

of Indian Foreign Policy
RANI D. MULLEN

College of William & Mary

Prime Minister Modi has been clocking in the frequent flyer miles since winning the
2014 elections. His more activist approach to foreign policy has influenced Indian
development assistance. On the one hand, there has been significant continuity
in the Indian government’s approach to foreign assistance at the individual, state,
and international levels. The strategic imperatives driving Indian development as-
sistance as well as the continued use of Indian assistance as a soft power instrument
to burnish India’s image abroad have not changed from the previous Indian gov-
ernment.

On the other hand, there have been subtle but noticeable changes in three main
areas of India’s engagement in foreign aid. First, Modi’s government has focused
its foreign relations more squarely on India’s neighborhood, though foreign aid
to the neighborhood increasingly included Lines of Credit in addition to grants.
Second, Indian foreign aid under Modi has become more mercantilist. It has been
more focused on economic diplomacy, including the instrumental use of aid to
serve Modi’s India First and “Act East” policies, and has increasingly pursued new
modes of development assistance that are more commercial in form, following in
the footsteps of China and other East Asian countries. Third, under Modi decision-
making on foreign aid has become centralized in the office of the prime minister,
including a decision to channel less aid through the ministry of external affairs and
more through the ministry of finance.

These changes in the use of Indian foreign assistance are seen at each level of
analysis. India under Modi has a pragmatic approach to development assistance as
a tool of India’s diplomatic efforts and as something that is mutually beneficial.
Couched in the language of liberalism and internationalism, Indian foreign assis-
tance under Modi is increasingly driven by realist thinking about aid as an instru-
ment for enhancing India’s bilateral, regional, and global power, as well as perhaps
that of Prime Minister Modi himself.
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The Continuity in the Modi Government’s Approach to Development Assistance

Under Prime Minister Modi’s government, there has been a general commitment
to continuing and even increasing Indian aid to developing countries. The Modi-
led government came to power in 2014 at a time when the Indian economy was
suffering its worst slowdown since the early 1980s, and there was speculation about
whether the new government’s focus on meeting its financial targets would lead to
an overall decrease in foreign aid allocations (Mitra 2014).

These worries have not been borne out. If anything, the Modi-led government
has surprised Indians and the international community with the intensity of his
foreign policy engagements, the frequency of his foreign trips, and the range of
development partnership projects announced at many of his foreign visits. Overall,
Indian development assistance under the Modi government has largely continued
the previous government’s efforts to increase the development assistance budget
and engagement, though the mix of lending instruments has changed. Since being
elected into office, the Modi-led government has increased total Indian foreign aid
commitments from 70.96 billion rupees under the previous government in 2013–
2014 to 76.6 billion rupees budgeted for 2017–2018, as seen in Figure 1 (the US
dollar figures show a slightly different trend due to exchange rate fluctuations).
These totals also only capture Indian grants and loans to developing countries, not
most of the lines of credit through India’s Export-Import Bank, which India consid-
ers to be part of its foreign assistance and which have increased significantly during
Modi’s tenure. Modi’s government thus continued the commitment to Indian for-
eign aid, through grants, loans, and particularly lines of credit.

In addition to the Modi government’s sustained commitment to Indian aid, the
government also continued the strategic prioritization of foreign aid in India’s
diplomatic relations, using largely the same institutional structure for the formula-
tion of development assistance priorities. Moreover, domestic drivers were still most
important in influencing Indian foreign assistance, and the Government continued

Figure 1 Indian development assistance, total and by different ministries, 2011/12–
2017/18
Source: Indian Development Cooperation Research (IDCR) at the Centre for Policy Re-
search
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to use foreign aid as a soft power instrument to help build India’s regional and inter-
national standing (Mullen 2015). This continuity in the approach to foreign aid is
particularly noticeable at the national and systemic levels. At the national level, the
process by which most Indian development assistance projects are conceptualized
remained within the ambit of the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA). Subnational
governments, particularly border states, continue to play a role in the government’s
prioritizing of foreign relations with countries across the border, including devel-
opment partnerships with these countries. For example, India has continued to in-
crease its assistance relationship with neighboring states Bangladesh and Sri Lanka.
In the case of Bangladesh, the chief minister of the Indian state of West Bengal ac-
companied Prime Minister Modi on his official visits to Bangladesh in May 2015 and
August 2016 in order to help ensure the smooth implementation of the plethora of
agreements.

At the systemic level, India’s regional and global power ambitions continued to
grow in an increasingly multipolar world, while the drivers of Indian foreign assis-
tance remained the same. Yet global multilateral institutions such as the United Na-
tions Security Council (UNSC), the International Monetary Fund, and the World
Bank failed to adapt quickly enough to the rising ambitions and changing power
reality of rising powers like India. Given such systemic factors, Indian development
assistance under Modi continued its policy of expanding its partnerships with coun-
tries from the Pacific islands to francophone Africa. Increasing the ambit of India’s
development partnerships continued to remain a way of gaining support for In-
dia’s global ambitions, for example attaining a seat on the UNSC, since in the UN
General Assembly each independent country has a vote.

The Increasing Mercantilization of Indian Development Assistance under Modi

While there has been much continuity in India’s approach and commitment to
development assistance, there have also been significant changes. These changes in
regional emphasis, modality, and the management of the Indian government are
characterized by an overall mercantilization of Indian foreign assistance and the
increasing role of the individual-level factor in determining Indian foreign aid.

Changing Nature of Engagement with Its Immediate Neighborhood

Under Modi, there has been a more central and proactive regional focus in In-
dian foreign policy, particularly focusing on the economic dividends that enhanced
engagement with India’s neighborhood can bring. Modi set the tone for his “Neigh-
borhood First” policy when he came to power in 2014 and invited the leaders of the
South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) countries to his swear-
ing in as prime minister. Then, he chose Bhutan as his first foreign trip and subse-
quently visited most other countries in the neighborhood. The Modi government’s
“Act East” policy—meant to convey concrete steps being undertaken to further im-
prove relations with the high-growth countries of Southeast Asia—and the fact that
over half of Prime Minister Modi’s foreign trips until January 2017 have been to
Asian countries, have further cemented the regional focus of Modi’s foreign policy.

An integral part of India’s bilateral relationships in the neighborhood has been
the use of Indian foreign assistance to buttress those relationships. Indian foreign
assistance in the form of grants and loans have always focused on the larger neigh-
borhood, from Afghanistan and Bhutan to Bangladesh and Myanmar. This trend
continued under Modi. However, the aid provided to India’s neighbors during
Modi’s tenure until the end of 2017 was characterized by fewer grants and loans
and more commercial lines of credit (LOCs). In 2013–2014, 95 percent of Indian
grants and loans went to countries in India’s neighborhood (IDCR 2017). While
the vast majority of grants and loans continued to be focused on the neighborhood,
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Figure 2 Proportion of Indian grants and loan commitments by the ministry of external
affairs going to India’s immediate neighborhood (Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan,
Maldives, Myanmar & Sri Lanka)

as seen in Figure 2, by 2017–2018 only 82 percent of grants and loans were going
to neighboring countries. Moreover, the percentage of LOCs (which India regards
as foreign aid) given to neighboring countries increased. In 2013 under the pre-
vious administration, nearly 60 percent of all operational LOCs went to African
countries, while only about 25 percent went to India’s neighborhood. By October
2017, the focus on LOCs had changed with the Modi government announcing sev-
eral new, large credits to India’s neighbors, such as a US $4.5 billion credit line to
Bangladesh (IDCR 2017). Moreover, the volume of LOCs had increased by more
than 50 percent compared to the end of the previous government’s tenure, from
US $10 billion in 2013–2014 to more than US $23 billion by the end of 2017.

Increased allocations of LOCs to neighboring countries have served a dual pur-
pose. They have backed up India’s Neighborhood First and Act East policies, as well
as supported the Modi government’s India First policy, since all LOCs are required
to source a minimum of 75 percent of their goods and services from India. If one
includes all new operational and committed LOCs, Indian foreign assistance under
Modi has undergone an active shift toward reprioritizing the region in India’s de-
velopment partnerships and in seeking bilateral partnerships in the region that are
mutually beneficial.

The Modi government’s focus on India’s neighborhood is also seen in India’s
engagement with the two new international financial institutions in which India is
a founding member: the New Development Bank (NDB) composed of the BRICS
(Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa) countries and the Chinese-led Asian
Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB). While India’s joining of these banks was
already initiated under the previous administration, under Modi India has applied
for loans from both of these banks that will be equivalent to or greater than the
funds India contributes (IDCR 2017).

Moreover, in more actively engaging with countries in the region, particularly
those east of India, individual-level factors have come to the fore as Modi has
clocked in more foreign trips with more foreign aid agreements than any other
Indian prime minister in their first two years. The increased importance of individ-
ual factors in Modi’s administration was to be expected from a government that did
not require coalition partners to form a government and that rules with a major-
ity in the lower house. Yet while Modi’s presidential engagement in foreign policy
is reminiscent of India’s first post-independence Prime Minister Nehru, his activist
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pursuit of expanding development partnerships has been a noticeable shift from
any previous Indian prime minister.

New, Mercantilist Modes of Indian Development Assistance

The second major change in India’s approach to foreign assistance under Modi
has been a greater focus on a more mercantilist mode of engagement. Indian de-
velopment assistance has been an important part of Indian foreign policy partic-
ularly since the 1964 inauguration of its official Indian Technical and Economic
Cooperation (ITEC) program. The ITEC has traditionally focused on cementing
bilateral and multilateral political relationships. Under Modi, the economic aspect
of diplomacy has increasingly become the focus on Indian development assistance.
Development partnerships are as tools through which India can realize its larger
economic policy objectives and overall foreign policy goals.

In addition to a larger focus on economic diplomacy in India’s development part-
nership relationships, Modi’s development assistance has engaged in more mercan-
tilist modes of foreign assistance. Indian LOCs, which through their tied aid com-
ponent provide a government boost to Indian exporters, have grown substantially
under Modi, as discussed above. Prime Minister Modi’s office personally designed
two new lending instruments, the Concessional Financing Scheme and the SAARC
Special Purpose Facility, and channeled them through the ministry of finance in
the 2016/2017 budget.12 The first new scheme is intended to support Indian pri-
vate companies that are bidding to construct infrastructure projects in countries in
Africa and in India’s neighborhood, which are deemed strategically important to
India. This new budget item provides interest rate equalization support directly to
Indian companies engaged in building infrastructure in countries of strategic im-
portance to India. The SAARC Special Purpose Facility scheme will be managed
by India’s EXIM Bank; its purpose is to finance Indian companies engaged in in-
frastructure projects aimed at increasing trade and connectivity in the South Asian
Region.

Both these new schemes follow the Chinese or East Asian model of the state sub-
sidizing the expansion of commercial enterprises abroad and considering it foreign
assistance. The two new schemes along with the rapidly increasing credit lines are
the products of a government that is focused on reigning in India’s budget deficit
while continuing to increase India’s development partnerships. Moreover, since the
goods and services imported from India under these credit lines are usually free
from import taxes and other forms of levies, they provide Indian companies with
a competitive advantage in recipient countries. They also signal the Modi adminis-
tration’s mercantilist approach to Indian development partnerships, where foreign
assistance is increasingly being used to open up markets for Indian exporters of
goods and services.

Centralization of Foreign Aid and Foreign Policy

The biggest change in India’s approach to foreign aid and foreign policy more gen-
erally, however, has undoubtedly been at the individual level where the powerful
office of the prime minister has increasingly centralized decision-making. Disburse-
ment of development assistance is a way of furthering the foreign policy agenda
of the executive, and in a government where a single party holds the majority and
where the campaign was conducted as much by Modi as the party he represented,
one would expect this greater control in decision-making by the office of the prime
minister. Modi’s 2014 brought an end to 25 years of coalition governments. The
new government was the first single-party majority government ever formed by the

12
Interview with senior foreign policy official, New Delhi, July 22, 2016.
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BJP. The historic win was widely attributed to Modi, who was named the BJP’s prime
ministerial candidate nine months before the election, a first for the BJP.

Since becoming prime minister, Modi has centralized foreign policy decision-
making, including foreign assistance decisions, by increasing the power of the office
of the prime minister and leading it in a quasi-presidential style. Modi has marginal-
ized the minister of external affairs and increasingly has channeled development
assistance resources through the ministry of finance, where Modi is able to be more
directly involved in decision-making. Taken together this increasing centralization
has made India’s foreign assistance policy appear more coherent. Yet it also begs the
question of checks and balances in foreign policy decision-making in a consolidated
democracy like India.

An example of this centralization of foreign policy decision-making in the of-
fice of the prime minister has been Modi’s approach to the exodus of Rohingya
refugees from Myanmar. India has traditionally prided itself on being welcoming
to refugees, from Tibetans to East Pakistanis and Afghans, and on not interfering
in the domestic politics of other countries. Yet despite this history of openness,
during his September 2017 visit to Myanmar, Modi played to his Hindutva base by
characterizing the genocide against the ethnic Rohingyas—who are coincidentally
also a Muslim minority in Myanmar—as a response to terrorism conducted by the
Rohingyas. While Myanmar is crucial to India’s Act East foreign policy, siding with
Myanmar’s de facto leader Aung San Suu Kyi was a decision that went against the
broad contours of Indian foreign policy engagement.

In contrast to most prime ministers since Nehru who empowered cabinet minis-
ters with decision-making powers, Modi’s first press statement in which he allocated
the portfolios within his cabinet clearly stated that the prime minister is in charge
of “all important policy issues” as well as “all other portfolios not allocated to any
minister” (Dhoot 2014). Managing the prime ministerial post much as he did the
post of chief minister of Gujarat, Modi leaves no important foreign policy decisions
to his ministers or administrators. For example, during his June 2015 historic visit
to Bangladesh, the joint press briefing with Bangladesh’s leader was also used as a
forum for announcing India’s largest line of credit ever offered at that time. More-
over, many of Modi’s foreign policy press statements refer to his foreign relations
and foreign policy accomplishments (Chandra 2016), rather than those of his party.
Under Modi, the office of the prime minister has increasingly become fused with
that of the individual Modi.

Modi’s centralization of foreign assistance decision-making is also increasingly vis-
ible in the marginalization of the traditional ministry in charge of foreign assistance
decision-making, the ministry of external affairs. Not only has the actual amount of
foreign assistance channeled through MEA decreased under Modi’s tenure, but
increasingly directors in MEA are hesitant to make larger decisions without consult-
ing the prime minister’s office. Under previous administrations, MEA directors had
free reign in deciding India’s foreign aid lending portfolios in conjunction with the
ambassadors posted in the respective countries. Major foreign assistance decisions
are made in the office of the prime minister, if not made by Modi himself.

Perhaps the clearest indication of the increasing role of individual-level factors,
the centralization of foreign aid decision-making and the increasing mercantiliza-
tion of Indian aid under Modi, is the growing role played by the ministry of finance
in managing and disbursing foreign assistance. Between 2015/2016 and 2016/2017
the amount of development assistance channeled through the finance ministry dou-
bled. Moreover, the rupee amount disbursed through the MOF also undervalued
the large credit line increases, since budget reporting only necessitates indicating
the interest rate subsidy rather than the amount of the credit line. Furthermore, the
two new foreign-aid lending instruments created in 2015/2016 and discussed above
are ostensibly managed by the ministry of finance, but the ministry administrators
have been required to report initial functioning of these programs directly to the
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prime minister.13 Furthermore, while the overt purpose of these new lending instru-
ments and the existing credit lines is to provide large credits to borrowing countries
at concessional rates, they also provide significant subsidies to Indian exporters who
provide the supplies and services through these new lending instruments and credit
lines.

Prime Minister Modi’s more activist and centralized approach to foreign policy
making is visible in his approach to Indian development assistance. While contin-
uing the previous administration’s commitment to increasing Indian foreign assis-
tance commitments and maintaining the strategic imperatives underlying Indian
assistance, systemic- and national-level factors in determining foreign aid remained
largely unaffected. Yet in contrast to the administrations of the last three decades,
individual-level factors have played a significant role in determining Indian foreign
aid, as Prime Minister Modi has personally overseen the increasing mercantilization
of Indian foreign assistance.

Looking West? Evaluating Change and
Continuity in Modi’s Middle East Policy

NICOLAS BLAREL

Leiden University

In the three years since Narendra Modi became prime minister of India, various
journalistic and policy accounts have emphasized a reorientation of India’s Mid-
dle East policy. These studies have generally emphasized Modi’s public overtures
toward Israel, including the unprecedented 2017 visit to Tel Aviv, as public signs
of a break with India’s traditional pro-Arab and pro-Palestine approach (Madan
2016; Roy 2016a; Desai 2017). Others have interpreted Modi’s successive visits to
the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Qatar as indicators of a
novel outreach to all relevant actors in the region (Pant 2016; Mohan 2016b). But
have these overtures and visits clearly signaled a substantial foreign policy change?
Can this seeming policy shift be attributable to the personal influence of Modi or
to a wider number of international, regional, and/or domestic factors? In order
to answer these questions, this essay first briefly looks at the history of India’s re-
lations with the Middle East. Second, building on foreign policy scholarship, the
essay looks at theoretical expectations about Modi’s role in (re)shaping India’s ap-
proach toward the Middle East. Third, the essay assesses the degree of continuity
and change in India’s approach toward the region for the last three years. Finally,
the essay concludes with a discussion of whether this case study can give us some
indications of whether the Indian Prime Minister has been willing and/or able to
redirect India’s foreign policy since his election.

Background: India’s Middle East Policies

In order to assess the nature and magnitude of any policy change, it is important to
look at the history of India’s engagement of the Middle East and to identify some
long-term determinants. India’s approach to the region has mainly evolved based
on three dimensions: the perception of its interests, the perception of its national
capacities to effectively meet those interests, and the perception of actors in the
Middle East of India’s regional role and influence.

From its independence in 1947 to the Suez Canal crisis of 1956, India initially
pursued what could be called a policy of open engagement of all actors in the

13
Interview with an official of the Indian Ministry of Finance in New Delhi, March 31, 2017.
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region, including Egypt, Israel, and Saudi Arabia. India’s first prime minister, Jawa-
harlal Nehru, believed India should be direct party to the resolution of regional
disputes to preserve its influence and interests. As a consequence, India was di-
rectly involved in the international negotiations leading to the settlement of crises
in Palestine, Lebanon, and Suez in the late 1940s and 1950s (Mudiam 1994). How-
ever, India’s approach changed after the Suez crisis when it opted for a less inter-
ventionist strategy toward the region (Blarel 2015, 124–132). Because of its limited
projection capabilities, India decided to defer to regional allies, such as Egypt, to
have an influence on regional events. This alignment strategy was also a reaction
to the emergence of US-sponsored Baghdad pact, an alliance system that directly
favored India’s rival, Pakistan (McGarr 2013, 16–25).

A series of structural shocks in the early 1990s allowed India to decisively reori-
ent its Middle East policy. First, both the Gulf War and the Oslo Peace process
revealed important divisions within the Arab-Muslim world that left India with un-
precedented diplomatic leeway, notably to engage actors it had previously neglected
without any concern of diplomatic repercussions. One major indicator of this policy
shift was the establishment, under a Congress-led government, of diplomatic rela-
tions, in January 1992, with Israel, a country that Indian political leaders had long
neglected for fear of estranging its Arab partners or its domestic Muslim population
(Kumaraswamy 2010).

In addition, India’s economic growth, rising international influence, and new sta-
tus as a nuclear weapons state in the 1990s gradually made it a major destination
for exports, and a venue for investments for most Middle Eastern states. India’s
imports from the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) increased from $2 billion to
$108 billion from 2000 to 2013 (Department of Commerce 2016–2017). The UAE
is also now India’s largest source of investment from the Arab world (80 percent
of GCC investments in India), its 11th largest foreign investor, and the UAE is ne-
gotiating to devote an additional $75 billion commitment to India’s infrastructure
sector (Calabrese 2017). As an indirect result of sustained economic growth and
technological breakthroughs rather than driven by an explicit outreach policy, the
Gulf states’ perceptions of India dramatically changed from the early 1990s to the
mid-2000s.

Conditions Ripe for Foreign Policy Change?

Based on the existing scholarship that emphasizes the role of leadership on foreign
policy outcomes, why would we expect Modi to reshape India’s Middle East policy?
The literature generally distinguishes various causal mechanisms. Some scholars in-
sist on the importance of exogenous shocks (whether of an international or domes-
tic nature) as key enablers for those espousing alternative foreign policy agendas
to prevail (Legro 2005). Using this literature as a benchmark, it is important to as-
sess whether Modi acts as a policy entrepreneur who perceives opportunity structures
to implement his own policy ideas or whether it is his cognitive predispositions as a
decision-maker that enable or limit his capacities to initiate foreign policy reforms
(Welch 2005; Ziv 2013). While studies emphasizing predispositions would not argue
that an individual is capable of independently pushing for foreign policy change,
they give greater importance to leaders’ cognitive filters as key intervening variables
to account for the timing and degree of policy change. Finally, some scholarship
highlights the impact of ideational variables, when international and institutional
conditions are propitious, to explain the process of foreign policy change (Checkel
1997). Following this logic, the ideological preferences of leaders like Modi are the
key variables to understanding any policy shift toward the Middle East.

There are two main explanations given to understand Modi’s Middle East policy.
The first one is ideological, as argued by Basrur and Hall. Given Modi’s Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) membership, some scholars emphasized the role of Hindu
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nationalism in favoring the rapprochement with Israel and in reorienting India’s
policy toward the Middle East (Jaffrelot 2003). It is possible to trace some conti-
nuity in the BJP’s approach to Israel as campaign manifestos have consistently pro-
moted a reassessment of India’s policy toward Israel (Blarel 2015). The BJP (and its
predecessor, the Jana Sangh) has long highlighted that India’s long-standing and
unconditional backing of the Arab states was never reciprocated in international
institutions when India needed support in its disputes with Pakistan. In a complete
break with past policies, the previous BJP government (1998–2004) had also wel-
comed Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon in New Delhi in September 2003.

The other explanation for a possible policy change can be linked to Modi’s more
favorable disposition toward Israel, which can be traced back to his tenure as chief
minister of Gujarat when he directly negotiated with Tel Aviv on agricultural co-
operation. Modi visited Israel in 2006 and promised that he would come back to
Tel Aviv when he became prime minister (Moskowitz 2014). The assumption here
is that Modi was personally conscious of the benefits of openly cooperating with
Israel and that he would assertively push for stronger bilateral relations once in
power. Furthermore, by contrast with the previous BJP cabinet that had to govern
in the context of a large political coalition, the National Democratic Alliance, the
BJP now has more political and institutional leverage to impose Modi’s own policy
preferences.

Obstacles to Policy Change and Course Correction

In accordance with the suggested theoretical expectations, Modi made some over-
tures to Israel during his first year in office. Breaking with past Indian governments,
he publicly acknowledged what had until then been a discreet, albeit burgeoning,
commercial and defense relationship with Israel. Modi publicly met with Israeli
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu on the margins of the UN General Assem-
bly in September 2014 and again during the Paris Climate Change Conference in
November 2015. Finally, Modi became the first sitting Indian Prime Minister to visit
Tel Aviv in July 2017 (Kershner and Barry 2017).

This publicized and increased political interaction stands in sharp contrast with
the approach adopted by the preceding Indian National Congress government. The
previous Prime Minister Manmohan Singh never met with any Israeli ministers dur-
ing his ten years in office (2004–2014). In parallel with this heightened public dia-
logue with Israel, India abstained in July 2015 and in March 2016 from supporting
a Palestine-sponsored resolution at the UN Human Rights Council in Geneva to
launch a probe by the International Criminal Court against Israel for war crimes
during the 2014 Gaza crisis (Mitra 2016). Breaking with an informal pattern es-
tablished through previous ministerial visits, Modi also deliberately decided not to
make a stop by Ramallah when visiting Israel (Stacey and Reed 2017). These re-
cent diplomatic initiatives have led to speculation about a possible shift in India’s
traditional support of Palestine.

However, the narrative of a paradigmatic shift in India’s position is complicated
by other empirical realities. After initial signaling in the direction of a pro-Israel tilt,
Modi quickly embarked on a course correction and effectively resumed the policy
of multi-engagement of all relevant regional actors in the Middle East—the policy
that most Indian governments have followed since 1991.

Ideological and individual preferences were trumped by domestic politics, inter-
national developments, and institutional constraints. While the BJP has been more
public in its engagement with Israel since 2014, it has also regularly reasserted its
support for the Palestinian Authority and developed parallel relations with Iran.
There were concerns that a too apparent alignment with Israel could lead to ad-
verse electoral consequences, both at the national and regional levels, because both
the Muslim minority in India and the communist parties are critical of an explicit
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tilt toward Israel in the Middle East. Furthermore, the establishment of diplomatic
relations and the development of defense relations with Israel have been supported
by a bipartisan consensus over the last 25 years. Since 2014, Modi primarily has
continued defense deals that had been signed under the previous Congress party
government. Consequently, there is in fact great continuity in India’s Israel policy.

At the institutional level, there has been opposition within the MEA to a change
in India’s traditional position of support for the Palestinian position in the Israel-
Palestine dispute. The MEA for instance encouraged the inclusion of a paragraph
critical of Israel in the 2014 BRICS summit declaration, as well as encouraged the
government to condemn Israel during the Gaza War of July–August 2014. These two
positions are at odds with Modi’s apparent willingness to improve strategic ties with
Israel. These repeated divergences between his desires and the MEA reportedly led
Modi to replace Foreign Secretary Sujatha Singh in January 2015 (Bagchi 2015).

Anticipating international and domestic criticisms linked to a stand-alone visit
to Israel, Modi also invited Palestinian President Mahmood Abbas to New Delhi in
May 2017 and reasserted India’s traditional position in support for an independent
Palestinian nation “at peace with Israel” (Bhattacherjee 2017). In addition, it took
Modi three years to visit Israel, preferring to let President Pranab Mukherjee make
the historic first trip to Israel and Palestine in October 2015. Instead, the Indian
Prime Minister made his first highly publicized Middle East visit to the UAE in Au-
gust 2015. Along with the spring 2016 visits to Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Qatar, this tilt
toward the Gulf demonstrated that there were other short- and long-term factors
that prevailed in shaping Modi’s approach to the Middle East.

First, Modi’s Middle East policy has been driven by structural conditions that jus-
tify increased public exchanges with the Gulf States. Saudi Arabia and the UAE are
India’s fourth and third largest trade partners (Department of Commerce 2016–
2017), respectively, as well as its first and sixth largest sources of oil (OEC 2013).
Saudi Arabia and the UAE are also home to important Indian diaspora communi-
ties, with 2 million expatriates in Saudi Arabia and 2.3 million in the UAE. These
expats respectively send $11.0 and $13.2 billion in remittances back to India (World
Bank 2016). Modi’s visits to these Gulf countries can therefore be seen as an effort
to consolidate those economic ties. The interest has also been reciprocal as Saudi
Arabia, the UAE, and other GCC members increasingly see India as an important
emerging market for their energy exports, foreign investments, and joint venture
opportunities.

Second, more immediate regional developments can also help explain Modi’s
(re)focus on the Gulf States. By refusing to contribute troops to the Saudi-led coali-
tion against the Houthis in Yemen or to quell dissent in Bahrain, Pakistan has sent
mixed signals about its unconditional military support for Saudi Arabia. Modi and
his government have perceived a potential deterioration in Pakistan’s ties with the
Gulf states as a window of opportunity to reinforce India’s security cooperation with
partners in the region, including in the area of counter-terrorism. Discussions dur-
ing the visits to Abu Dhabi and Riyadh have focused on finalizing agreements ensur-
ing the extradition of Pakistan and Indian terrorists as well as limiting money laun-
dering activities from these same groups in the UAE and Saudi Arabia (Government
of India 2016; Ministry of External Affairs 2016).

This increased counter-terrorism cooperation with the Gulf States is a contin-
uation of policies initiated by previous governments instead of a radical policy
departure. The strategic partnership signed with Saudi Arabia in 2010 included
robust anti-terror cooperation measures. Additionally, Saudi Arabia’s 2012 depor-
tation of Indian terrorist Sayed Zabiuddin Ansari, who was involved in the 2008
Mumbai terrorist attacks, had already signaled a willingness from Saudi Arabia to
cooperate on these issues, even though such coordination has been to the detri-
ment of Pakistan’s interests (Lakshmi 2012).
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Finally, in parallel to the overtures made to Israel and the Gulf States, the Modi
government also began a reengagement of Iran. The 2015 nuclear deal—the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action—signed by Iran and the P5 + 1 was perceived by
the Modi government as a window of opportunity for further economic engage-
ment after years of international embargo. During his May 2016 visit to Tehran,
Modi concluded a tripartite contract (along with Afghanistan) for the expansion
of the strategically located Chabahar Port (Iyengar 2016). For the energy-starved
and rapidly growing India, the Chabahar Port provides a vital link to the resource-
and mineral-rich Central Asian states and Afghanistan. Yet here again, Modi’s for-
eign policy toward Iran can be viewed as capitalizing on efforts initiated by previous
Indian governments as the Chabahar deal was 13 years in the making.

Conclusion

Much of the literature on foreign policy change argues that it is difficult to identify
and weigh the causal influence of single personalities. It is equally challenging to
distinguish rhetorical innovation from substantial and long-term changes in Modi’s
Middle East policy. Finally, the contours of the Modi government’s policy toward
the Middle East are still in flux since this analysis was undertaken midway through
Modi’s (first) term in office. That being said it seems that Modi’s cognitive and ide-
ological predispositions have indeed encouraged him to make public overtures to
Israel and to suggest the elevation of a transactional relationship to a more mature
political relationship during his first year in office. However, Modi also acted as a
more rational policy entrepreneur, taking advantage of regional developments in
2015 such as the deterioration of links between Pakistan and Saudi Arabia and the
Iran nuclear deal to push for increased cooperation with regional actors other than
Israel.

Modi, from “Look East” to “Act East”:
Semantic or Substantive Change?

MANJEET S. PARDESI

Victoria University of Wellington

In 2014, India’s newly elected Prime Minister Narendra Modi of the BJP announced
that India was turning its “Look East” policy into an “Act East” policy given the “great
sense of priority” that India attached to its engagement with East Asia (Hindu 2014).
The aim of this essay is to assess whether there has been any change in India’s ap-
proach toward East Asia over the 2014–2017 period since Modi became prime min-
ister. Despite a seeming policy upgrade through a name change, India’s approach
toward East Asia under Modi is in fact a continuation of the approach of his pre-
decessor, Prime Minister Manmohan Singh of the Congress Party. This continuity
is a result of the interplay between structural and ideational factors. At the struc-
tural level, India is responding to America’s emerging approach toward a larger
strategic Asia that combines the Indian and Pacific Oceans, China’s rise, Japan’s
re-emergence, and Southeast Asia’s economic dynamism. At the ideational level,
Indian elites across the ideological spectrum are committed to the vision of India as
a great power in Asia.

This continuity is demonstrated with an analysis of India’s approach toward
Southeast Asia, the United States (in Asia), China, and Japan under Singh and
Modi. While Modi’s diplomacy has been more robust than his predecessor’s, there
has been no radical departure in India’s policy toward East Asia; it has all the
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hallmarks of incremental advances on the policies of the previous government(s)
(Singh 2017). I demonstrate four strands in India’s approach toward East Asia that
support elements of continuity: seeking congruence with America’s approach to-
ward Asia; upgrading of India’s military capabilities vis-à-vis China while continuing
with economic/political engagement; assuming a strategic approach toward Japan;
and continuing to emphasize Southeast Asia and ASEAN-centrality. At the core of
India’s strategy in Asia is the quest to create a multipolar regional order with India
as one of the poles.

The Significance of Southeast Asia and ASEAN-Centrality

Given the Chinese military presence in Tibet and the Sino-Pakistani quasi-alliance,
Indian strategists have always feared that Chinese hegemony in Southeast Asia
would be tantamount to an encirclement of India. India’s Look East policy was
partially a response to such thinking. Prime Minister Singh who was one of the
architects of India’s Look East policy in 1991 (when he was finance minister) noted
that this policy “was not merely an external economic policy, it was also a strate-
gic shift in India’s vision of the world and India’s place in the evolving global
economy. . . . India’s destiny . . . [is] linked with that of Asia and more so [sic]
South East Asia” (Singh 2005). At the same time, Singh also ensured that India
became a founding member of the East Asia Summit in 2005. He also endorsed
ASEAN-centrality in the emerging institutional architecture in Asia after noting that
ASEAN’s institutional leadership should set the agenda for regional cooperation
(Singh 2012).

In addition to this, New Delhi is also keen to partake in ASEAN’s economic dy-
namism by cultivating closer economic links and by promoting physical connec-
tivity. The ASEAN-India Free Trade Area (FTA) in goods came into effect in 2010
while the FTA in services and investment came into force in 2015. Both Singh and
Modi have invested political capital to develop physical infrastructure connecting
India and Southeast Asia. In the pipeline are an India-Myanmar-Thailand trilateral
highway (work for which began in 2002) and a project for an industrial corridor
linking Chennai in southern India with Dawei in Myanmar that was launched in
2012–2013 (with the aim of eventually connecting it to Thailand, Cambodia, and
Vietnam). In 2015, Modi proposed a $1 billion line of credit to foster physical and
digital connectivity between India and ASEAN (Balasubrahmanian 2015). However,
despite successive Indian governments’ commitment to these projects, the India-
Myanmar-Thailand trilateral highway’s completion has been pushed backed from
2016 to 2020 (Firstpost 2017).

India is also bilaterally engaging its Southeast Asian partners such as Vietnam
and Singapore. For example, India has been involved in oil exploration along with
Vietnam in the South China Sea (under Singh as well as Modi) despite Chinese
misgivings. Likewise, the Singapore air force and army obtained long-term access
to military facilities in India for training purposes under Singh, and Singapore con-
tinues to use these facilities today.14 Beginning in 2011, India started conducting
coordinated patrols in the Malacca Strait with Indonesia (Antara 2011). While In-
dia is willing to extend its naval assistance to Southeast Asia, the signal that New
Delhi is trying to send to its Southeast Asian neighbors as recently articulated by
Modi is that “India’s Look East Policy is shaped around ASEAN, and its centrality
in the regional security architecture” (PTI 2017). In other words, India is not seek-
ing leadership in the region; instead India wants recognition as a major power by
contributing positively to Asian security.

14
Singapore is the only foreign country given such facilities in India on a long-term basis.
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The United States in India’s Eastern Neighborhood

As early as 2007, Singh’s ambassador to the United States, Ronen Sen, noted that
the “Pacific facet of the United States should . . . be factored into India’s Look East
policy” (Sen 2007). Modi has continued with Singh’s policies to forge a close part-
nership with America, especially in East Asia. During Obama’s 2015 visit as the chief
guest during India’s Republic Day celebrations, Obama and Modi signed a “joint
vision” document for Asia and the Indian Ocean Region. This document demon-
strated their overlapping strategic interests, as they called for “safeguarding mar-
itime security and ensuring freedom of navigation” in this vast region, “especially in
the South China Sea” (The White House 2015). Both Singh and Modi have under-
stood the implications of closer ties with the United States to maintain a favorable
balance of power in Asia in the context of China’s phenomenal rise.

It is noteworthy that the Trump administration has begun to refer to the wider
Asian region as “the Indo-Pacific” to emphasize America’s maritime approach to
the region while highlighting the gradual emergence of India as a major power
(Sevastopulo, 2017). However, this vision of the region is not new; Singh used
this terminology in the past. Modi’s Foreign Secretary S. Jaishankar has specifi-
cally noted “the transformation of the Asia-Pacific to the Indo-Pacific” in this regard
(Jaishankar 2017). There is an obvious military-strategic dimension to this concep-
tualization, and the Pentagon even sees “a strategic convergence between India’s
‘Act East’ policy and the US Rebalance to the Asia-Pacific region” and that America
is “seeking to reinforce India’s maritime capabilities as a net provider of security
in the Indian Ocean region and beyond” (United States Department of Defense
2015, 28). At the same time, the State Department is also promoting Indo-Pacific
Regional Connectivity—stretching from Central Asia to Southeast Asia via India—as
an economic corridor (United States Department of State 2016).

Engaging and Competing with China

While India certainly values its growing partnership with the United States, India is
unlikely to forge an alliance with the United States aimed at China (nor is it clear
that America desires such a confrontational approach toward China) as strategic
autonomy remains at the core of the Indian worldview (Khilnani et al. 2012; Hall
2016). Nevertheless, it is not lost on Indian policymakers that China’s economy is
five times the size of the Indian economy, while China’s defense expenditure is four
times larger than India’s. While India is expected to grow faster than China over
the coming decade, China’s relatively high growth rate will ensure that India will be
able to narrow the power differential with China only in the medium to long term.

This power asymmetry coupled with China’s growing military capabilities, includ-
ing advanced infrastructure in Tibet (like high-speed rail links and high-altitude
landing strips for aircraft/helicopters), has major security implications for India.
Indeed, China has begun to refer India’s Arunachal Pradesh (claimed more or less
in its entirety by China) as “South Tibet” since 2006. Given this political dynamic
and the large asymmetry in material power between China and India, New Delhi has
two military options: lowering the nuclear threshold vis-à-vis China or upgrading its
conventional military posture from defense to deterrence by denial. Given the im-
plications of the former for India’s relations with Pakistan, the United States, and
its image as a responsible rising power, Singh’s government chose to upgrade of In-
dia’s military posture to create the capabilities to implement a deterrence by denial
strategy. In 2013, Singh sanctioned the largest peacetime modernization of the In-
dian military by allocating $15 billion over five years (2013–2017) in response to the
Chinese challenge. In addition to building roads and activating/upgrading airfields
along the Sino-Indian border, the government also planned to raise two new moun-
tain divisions (60,000 troops) for defensive operations and one new mountain strike
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corps (30,000 troops) for offensive operations (Pandit 2014). While India has been
faced with its usual problems related to time delays and cost overruns in this regard,
these plans seem to be continuing under Modi (The Tribune 2016). Whether India
is able to raise a large mountain strike corps (as planned) or several small rapid
reaction forces in its absence, India’s current military strategy revolves around de-
veloping the capability to implement offensive military operations against China (at
the operational/theater level) in order to deny China its battlefield objectives in any
future war between the two countries.

In addition to upgrading India’s military and diplomatic posture vis-à-vis China,
both Singh and Modi have sought to engage China politically and economically
since a high-intensity rivalry with China would detract from India’s urgent develop-
mental needs. In 2013, India signed a Border Defense Cooperation Agreement with
China to manage any misunderstandings that might arise from China and India’s
military interaction along their unmarked frontier. Likewise, the Modi government
is in the process of establishing a military hotline between the Chinese and Indian
military headquarters as a part of bilateral Confidence Building Measures. On the
economic front, China is now India’s single-largest trading partner with bilateral
trade valued at $72.3 billion in 2014–2015, but with a trade surplus of $48.5 bil-
lion in China’s favor (Department of Commerce 2016). This is a major dilemma for
New Delhi that only may be resolved in the medium to long term if India develops
a stronger industrial base.

In the meanwhile, India has joined three China-led international institutions—
the New Development Bank (NDB or the BRICS Development Bank, formed in July
2014), the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB, formed in 2016), and the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO, joined in 2017). India seeks to improve
its international status by joining important international institutions and by en-
hancing its own role within the decision-making processes within these institutions.
Notably, the discussions related to the formation of the NDB and the AIIB as well
as India’s impending membership in the SCO were begun under Singh, thereby
further demonstrating continuity under Modi. However, this is not an endorsement
by India of a China-led Asian regional order as demonstrated by India’s refusal to
participate in China’s inaugural Belt and Road Initiative in 2017. India’s overall
strategy is to ameliorate sources of tension with China (while safeguarding its core
interests), thereby facilitating India’s own rise as a great power. Nevertheless, China
remains uncomfortable with India’s emergence as a major power in Asia, and given
the power differential between China and India as well as Xi Jinping’s Belt and Road
Initiative—that has the potential to radically transform Asian geopolitics—India has
also been reaching out to Japan.

Partnership with Japan

Singh had a special affinity toward Japan and sought a closer partnership with
Tokyo. In 2010, India and Japan organized their first “2 + 2” dialogue (with top
bureaucrats from the foreign and defense ministries) to engage in high-level policy
consultations (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2016). When launched, it was India’s first
such dialogue with an external partner. Japan has also been involved with high-
profile projects, under Singh and Modi alike, such as the Delhi Metro and the
Delhi-Mumbai Industrial Corridors. Japan has the technology and the political will
(at least under Prime Minister Shinzo Abe) to help bring about India’s economic
and technological transformation while contributing to a stable balance of power
in Asia (Mukherjee and Yazaki 2016).

Notably, Abe and Modi especially emphasized their commitment to “align Japan’s
Free and Open Indo-Pacific Strategy with India’s Act East Policy” (Ministry of For-
eign Affairs 2017). The India-Japan Vision 2025 statement signed by Modi and
Abe called for a “peaceful, open, equitable, stable, and rules-based order in the
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Indo-Pacific region and beyond” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2015). While China
was not officially mentioned, the implication was clear—the India-Japan partner-
ship was essential to maintain a stable and equitable balance of power in Asia. It
is noteworthy that under Modi, India, Japan, and the United States launched a
trilateral dialogue at the level of their foreign ministers for mutual consultations
(United States Department of State 2015). Furthermore, Japan has also joined the
India-United States Malabar Exercises on a permanent basis starting in 2015.

In late 2016, Modi and Abe signed a landmark civil nuclear deal (the negotia-
tions for which had begun under Singh in 2010), which makes India the first non-
member of the Non-Proliferation Treaty to have such an agreement with Japan. In
2017, the United States, Japan, and India resurrected the “quad” along with Aus-
tralia that had first met in 2007 (Madan 2017). The region’s leading democracies
see this as a platform to share information and promote consultations in order to
better manage the rise of China. The quad also represents a measure of competition
vis-à-vis China’s Belt and Road Initiative. Indeed, Modi’s foreign secretary has noted
that India prefers “having Japanese or the Americans in the room” in New Delhi’s
discussions related to physical connectivity and commerce in the region as it raises
the “comfort levels” of all parties (The Hindu 2017). This is tacit acknowledgement
by India that New Delhi needs support from Japan and the United States in its own
approach toward Asia.

Conclusion

India’s foreign policy toward East Asia has not witnessed any radical changes under
PM Modi despite his rhetoric. Modi’s policies represent a continuation of the policy
momentum of his predecessor. Under Singh, India discovered America as a part-
ner in East Asia, as the worldviews of the two countries overlapped with respect to
the region to India’s east. Modi has continued with these policies as India realizes
that a strong partnership with the United States promotes India’s strategic inter-
ests in East Asia while facilitating India’s rise in the international order. Similarly,
Modi has continued with Singh’s pragmatic approach toward China—a healthy mix
of competition and cooperation—which arguably began after Prime Minister Rajiv
Gandhi’s landmark trip to China in 1988. Finally, both Singh and Modi believe that
a strong India-Japan partnership contributes to creating a stable balance of power
in Asia and that closer ties with Southeast Asia promote India as a major power in
Asia’s emerging strategic architecture. There has been an elite consensus in India
(since independence) that the country is (or should emerge as) a great power in
Asia. In 2006, Singh noted that “the emergence of India as a major global power is
an idea whose time has come” (Council on Foreign Relations 2006). More recently,
Modi clearly believes India to be one of the rising poles in the world when he ob-
served that “the multi-polarity of the world, and an increasingly multi-polar Asia, is
a dominant fact today. And, we [Indians] welcome it” (Modi 2017).

A New Era in India’s Foreign Policy?
SUMIT GANGULY

Indiana University, Bloomington

When Prime Minister Narendra Damodardas Modi assumed office in May 2014 af-
ter a stunning electoral victory for the BJP, few, if any, Indian or foreign analysts had
predicted that he would pursue an activist foreign policy. There were sound reasons
for assuming otherwise. Apart from a handful of foreign trips that he had under-
taken during his tenure as the chief minister of the western state of Gujarat, he
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had evinced little or no interest in foreign affairs. Furthermore, during the election
campaign he had, quite unsurprisingly, focused on issues of governance, corrup-
tion, and economic growth—three issues much on the minds of Indian voters.

Consequently, his extraordinary focus on foreign policy issues since assuming of-
fice has come as a near complete surprise to both domestic and foreign observers.
In his first two years in office, he had visited 44 countries. It is worth mentioning
that including his visits to the UN General Assembly meetings, he visited the United
States four times. The number of his visits to the United States is ironic because, as
is made clear in the Introduction to this forum, during his stint as the chief min-
ister of Gujarat, the United States had actually denied him a visa because of his
possible role in an anti-Muslim pogrom that had swept across much of the state in
February 2002 (Varadarajan 2002). Even more striking was his decision to invite
and host President Barack Obama as the chief guest to the annual Republic Day
parade in New Delhi in January 2015. This was the first time since 1950 when India
had formally become a republic that an American president was asked to grace the
occasion.

Modi’s frenetic foreign trips and the symbolic significance of inviting the pres-
ident of the United States aside, we should ask whether any of his foreign pol-
icy choices really reflected a significant shift from past practices? Are the policy
changes mostly cosmetic or do they reflect more substantive departures? Finally, has
he brought about any noticeable changes in the country’s foreign policy decision-
making apparatus during his brief span in office?

The essays in this forum have attempted to answer several of these questions
through a careful examination of policies in particular issue areas as well as toward
two important geographic regions. There is no reason to recapitulate the arguments
and evidence adduced in the essays as that task has been addressed quite ably in the
Introduction. Instead, it might be useful to summarize the more prominent foreign
policy initiatives that have been launched under the Modi administration. To that
end, it is possible to discuss its foreign policy choices in three distinct arenas: India’s
immediate neighborhood, its ties to several of the major powers, and in regions that
lie athwart to the east and west of India.

A Turn to the Neighborhood

At the outset, it is evident that Modi has attached considerable priority to India’s
immediate neighborhood. To that end he has sought, albeit not always successfully,
to mend fences with all of India’s smaller neighbors. Most significantly he has
settled a long-standing set of border disputes with Bangladesh (Associated Press
2015). He has also sought to improve relations with Sri Lanka and with the two Hi-
malayan kingdoms of Bhutan and Nepal. The efforts to tackle India’s ties to Nepal
are especially significant as relations had frayed quite dramatically during Modi’s
first year in office over India’s displeasure with the Nepalese regime’s treatment
of its minorities. His moves toward all India’s smaller neighbors, barring Pakistan,
have proven successful.

However, despite his conciliatory gestures toward Pakistan, including a surprise
visit to the country on Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif’s birthday, he has failed to make
much headway. Three factors explain this failure: first, India has faced internal
disturbances in its portion of the disputed state of Jammu and Kashmir that Pak-
istan has sought to exploit, and second, the Pakistani military establishment, which
wields disproportionate power in the country, has prevented Sharif from recipro-
cating Modi’s overtures. Third, at least two significant terrorist attacks on Indian
military bases, both of which were traced back to Pakistan-based terrorist organiza-
tions, have also vitiated the atmosphere between the two long-standing rivals. Faced
with inflamed public opinion in the wake of the second attack at Uri in the disputed
state of Jammu and Kashmir, it is believed that Modi authorized military retaliation
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against terrorist encampments across the Line of Control—the de facto interna-
tional border in the state (Ganguly 2016a).

Modi’s emphasis on improving ties with India’s immediate neighbors stems from
two very compelling imperatives that undergird his regime: without a stable neigh-
borhood India cannot pursue economic growth and nor can it emerge as a major
actor in Asia and beyond. Modi has also demonstrated a clear interest in bolster-
ing ties with the major powers. To that end, he has made relations with the United
States, Japan, and even India’s principal adversary, China, major priorities. He has
particularly made India’s connections with the United States and Japan quite ro-
bust.

Dealing with the Great Powers

The Obama administration, for its part, set aside whatever qualms it may have had
about associating itself with Modi. Instead, concerned with the uncertain trajectory
of the rise of China, it has sought to enlist India as a potential strategic partner in
Asia. Modi has also managed to place the Indo-Japanese relationship on a secure
footing. In this endeavor three factors have come to his assistance. Japan, like the
United States, shares misgivings about the increasing assertiveness of China in Asia.
Its prime minister, Shinzo Abe, like his Indian counterpart, is also a nationalist.
Consequently, the two individuals seem to share a common worldview (Chaudhuri
2015). More to the point, Abe sees India as a significant investment destination, and
Modi has welcomed Japan’s willingness to invest in India’s infrastructure.

Modi’s effort to place relations with China on a more even keel, however, has run
up against some unexpected shoals. For example, during Xi Jinping’s elaborately
staged state visit to India, the People’s Liberation Army made a series of incursions
along the Sino-Indian border in the region of Ladakh (TNN 2014). Not surprisingly,
these incidents not only cast a pall on the visit but also vitiated the climate of Sino-
Indian relations. Since then the government in New Delhi has adopted a more
defiant deportment toward China. Among other matters, it has allowed both the US
Ambassador to India, Richard Verma, as well as the Dalai Lama, the spiritual and
temporal head of the vast Tibetan diaspora community in India, to visit Arunachal
Pradesh, a state in northeast India, which China has claimed in its entirety in recent
years (PTI 2016a).

Modi’s willingness to engage the United States on the other hand has proven to
be quite successful. In this context, it needs to be mentioned that Modi’s govern-
ment has benefited from the legacy of the previous regime. During Prime Minister
Manmohan Singh’s two terms, despite some differences on global issues such as
trade and climate change, significant improvements had taken place in Indo-US re-
lations. Modi has been able to build on these foundations for three compelling rea-
sons. First, the Obama administration, after having initially courted China, shifted
its focus. Second, once the United States overcame its earlier misgivings about Modi,
he was willing to engage it in a wholly pragmatic fashion. His matter-of-factness in
working with the United States also stems from his recognition of the need to bal-
ance the growing power of China. Third, Modi and his foreign policy team has also
concluded that it was their interests to seize upon the willingness of the Obama ad-
ministration to work with India on a range of issues. This, in their view, stemmed
from the uncertainty associated with the outcome of the US presidential electoral
cycle.15

One of the more significant developments that took place under the Modi
regime was the signing of the logistics exchange memorandum of agreement
(LEMOA) with the United States in August 2016 (Raj 2016). This agreement,
which had been long under discussion, enables the two sides to use their respective

15
Interview with senior foreign policy official, New Delhi, July 2016.
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military bases for the purposes of refueling and supplying their respective mili-
tary forces. Previous Indian governments had engaged in endless discussions about
this foundational agreement but had ultimately shied away from it because of
their ideological unease with the United States and also fear of domestic political
opposition.

It needs to be underscored that Modi, while an ardent Indian nationalist, does not
carry the ideological baggage of the once-dominant Congress Party. For example,
not once has he paid the ritualistic obeisance to the doctrine of nonalignment in
his public speeches. More to the point, he chose to skip the seventeenth meeting
of the nonalignment summit in Venezuela, making him the second Indian prime
minister in history ever to do so (Ganguly 2016b).

Aside from pursuing good relations with the United States and Japan and deal-
ing with China, Modi has enjoyed excellent relations with most European states.
However, he has evinced a particular interest in France owing to a defense deal for
126 Medium Multi Role Combat Aircraft that had been initiated under the previ-
ous government. Though unable to fully consummate it owing to the labyrinthine
procedures of India’s weapons acquisitions process, Modi has moved forward on
his own with the purchase of 36 Rafale Dassault aircraft (Clark 2015). Since the
Indian air force remains in dire need of multiple squadrons to replace an aging
fleet of MiG-21s, it is highly likely that this defense relationship with France will be
sustained.

Even while consummating this defense deal with France, Modi, intriguingly
enough, has not allowed the substantial Indo-Russian arms transfer relationship
to wither. In considerable part, Modi’s continued reliance on Russia for defense
supplies stems from two compelling reasons. First, despite the turn to the United
States and France to meet India’s defense needs, India’s policymakers and defense
bureaucrats have always wanted to diversify their sources of supply to the extent pos-
sible. Second, it is difficult to terminate the relationship with Russia because of path
dependence. For several decades during the Cold War, when for either ideological
or fiscal reasons India was unable to obtain weaponry from the Western world, it
had come to rely on Russia. As a consequence, a substantial portion of its arsenal
remains of Russian origin. Furthermore, even today Russia does not place end-user
limits on the weaponry it sells to India and is often willing to pursue co-production
arrangements (Farchy and Kazmin 2015).

Heading East

Beyond India’s dealings with the major powers, Modi has pursued an assertive set
of policies toward the states that lie immediately to the east and west of India. In
the East he has sought to work with a range of countries stretching from Japan to
Vietnam. In some measure, as argued in the Introduction, his policies have built
upon an earlier initiative, India’s Look East policy that had been inaugurated as
early as the1990s under Prime Minister Narasimha Rao. This policy shift had been
undertaken in the wake of the end of the Cold War upon the recognition that
India had long neglected the vibrant economies of Southeast Asia to its own detri-
ment. The policy, though initiated under a Congress government, was nevertheless
continued under BJP-led regimes and beyond.

Under Modi the policy has been rebranded as the Act East policy and with this
rebranding has come greater attention to the region (PTI 2014). Modi’s policy,
however, is not only designed to improve trade relations with the states of East
and Southeast Asia but to also to address India’s concerns about China’s grow-
ing assertiveness in the region. Consequently, it is hardly surprising that much
of India’s efforts have been focused on bolstering ties with Japan and Vietnam,
the two states that are probably most concerned about the growing Chinese
boldness.
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The relationship with Japan deserves particular comment. Even before assuming
his present office, Modi had evinced a keen interest in the country. At the time, his
principal concern had been to attract investment to the state of Gujarat from Japan.
Once in his present position he found a kindred spirit in the current Japanese Prime
Minister, Shinzo Abe. Both individuals are staunch nationalists, they are keen on
developing their respective country’s military capabilities, and they share common
misgivings about the role of the PRC in Asia. Consequently, individual, national,
and regional interests neatly converge in this burgeoning bilateral relationship (PTI
2016b).

India, of course, had long enjoyed cordial ties with Vietnam harking back to the
Cold War era. Both Nehru and Ho Chi Minh were anti-colonial nationalists, and so
they had shared a common bond. Subsequently, with India’s unyielding opposition
to the US war in Vietnam, Indo-Vietnamese ties had prospered. These links, in turn,
were bolstered by their common strategic nexus with the Soviet Union (Thakur and
Thayer 1992). India was one of the few states of any consequence in Asia that had
supported the Vietnamese overthrow of the genocidal Pol Pot regime in Cambodia.
Ties with Vietnam under Modi may now go beyond their historical and economic
dimensions and include a strategic component. In June 2016, the Indian cabinet
cleared the way for the sale to Vietnam of a short-range missile, the Brahmos, a mis-
sile developed in a joint venture with Russia (Negi 2016).

Indo-Vietnamese ties were further strengthened in recent years as India’s Oil and
Natural Gas Commission (ONGC) sought to develop gas fields off the coast of Viet-
nam. These attempts at joint exploration ran aground of China’s expansive mar-
itime claims. Initially, India, wary of offending China, had chosen to withdraw from
its investments. However, under Modi’s regime, India has returned to the contested
areas despite Chinese objections (Khanh and Thu 2014).

Bridging the Gulf

Modi has also built upon India’s past record of tightrope diplomacy in the Persian
Gulf. Its overtures toward the region for over a decade have involved a very delicate
balancing act between the antagonistic regional powers of Iran and Saudi Arabia.
Modi has not only continued the policies of his predecessors but has sought to build
upon them. To that end, he has continued to court Saudi Arabia. His courtship of
the country is hardly surprising. It supplies the largest amount of crude oil to India,
and it hosts three million Indian expatriate workers (Johny 2016). Furthermore, a
cordial relationship with Saudi Arabia is also important from another standpoint—
keeping Pakistan off balance since the Saudis have historically enjoyed close ties
with the country.

Unlike his predecessor, Singh, who had expressed an interest in visiting the UAE
but never did, Modi has made it a point to travel to the country. His visit was part
and parcel of an overall strategy to enhance India’s footprint in a region from which
it derives 70 percent of its hydrocarbon needs.

Yet, Modi has not neglected India’s critical relationship with Iran. This relation-
ship is of vital importance for a number of compelling reasons. Iran, like Saudi
Arabia, is another major source of hydrocarbons for India. Also, given India’s
very substantial Shia population, maintaining good terms with Iran is an impor-
tant domestic imperative. However, perhaps most importantly, Iran matters for
reasons of regional security. In the absence of a close relationship with Iran, In-
dia has no viable access to Afghanistan—a country that is critical to India’s se-
curity. Finally, with China investing in a vast port facility at Gwadar in southern
Pakistan, Indian policymakers have sought to obtain a similar foothold in Iran.
Modi has successfully negotiated an Indian role in building a port at Chabahar in
Iran (Roy 2016b).
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Conclusion

Does Modi’s foreign policy then reflect a fundamental departure from past prac-
tices? Such a shift, in a democratic state with a well-developed foreign policy bu-
reaucracy, is difficult to bring about. Furthermore, domestic political constituen-
cies who care about particular foreign policy issues cannot be easily set aside, nor,
for that matter, can the views of the powerful, permanent Indian foreign service be
entirely disregarded.

Despite these sources of political and institutional ballast that make radical de-
partures in foreign policy orientation difficult at best, Modi has, in fact, broken
new ground in some areas. In this context, it is important to underscore that he
has benefited from a very weak parliamentary opposition, a point that has been un-
derscored in the Introduction. As a consequence, he has been able to successfully
move India closer to the United States. The scope of security cooperation with the
United States, for example, has dramatically increased during his brief tenure in
office. However, as argued in the Introduction, in a number of other realms, his
changes have involved repackaging and rebranding of past initiatives, rather than
dramatic departures from previous policies.
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