
INTRODUCTION
India’s foreign policy has evolved significantly 
since its independence in 1947, adapting 
to changing global dynamics and regional 
complexities. As a nation with a rich cultural 
heritage and strategic geographical location, 
India has pursued a multifaceted foreign policy 
aimed at securing its national interests, promoting 
economic development, and ensuring regional 
stability. This paper explores the key tenets of 
India’s foreign policy, its historical evolution, and 
its contemporary challenges and opportunities.

Historical Evolution
Nehruvian Era (1947-1964)
The foundations of India’s foreign policy were 
laid by its first Prime Minister, Jawaharlal 
Nehru, who emphasized non-alignment, peaceful 
coexistence, and anti-colonialism. Nehru’s 
vision was influenced by India’s colonial past 
and the desire to maintain strategic autonomy in 
a bipolar world dominated by the United States 
and the Soviet Union. (Nehru, 1946).  The Non-
Aligned Movement (NAM), co-founded by India 
in 1961, epitomized this approach, advocating 
for the rights and interests of newly independent 
countries. (Gopal, 1976).

Indira Gandhi and Realpolitik (1966-1984)
Indira Gandhi’s tenure marked a shift towards a 
more assertive and pragmatic foreign policy. The 
1971 Indo-Pakistani War, resulting in the creation 
of Bangladesh, highlighted India’s willingness to 
use military power to achieve strategic objectives.
( Ganguly, 1999).  This period also saw India 

conducting its first nuclear test in 1974, signaling 
its entry into the nuclear club and asserting its 
sovereignty in global affairs.( Kapur, 2007).

Post-Cold War Era (1991-Present)
The end of the Cold War and the onset of economic 
liberalization in 1991 marked a new phase in 
India’s foreign policy. Under Prime Ministers 
P.V. Narasimha Rao and Atal Bihari Vajpayee, 
India sought to integrate more closely with the 
global economy, pursue regional integration, 
and enhance strategic partnerships, particularly 
with the United States and East Asian countries. 
(Malone, 2011).  The Look East Policy, initiated 
in the early 1990s, aimed at strengthening 
economic and strategic ties with Southeast Asia. 
(Nayar & Paul, 2003)

Key Tenets of India’s Foreign Policy
Strategic Autonomy
India’s commitment to strategic autonomy 
remains a cornerstone of its foreign policy. This 
principle involves maintaining the flexibility 
to engage with multiple global powers without 
becoming overly reliant on any single entity. 
(Pant, 2009). India’s participation in multilateral 
forums such as BRICS, the Shanghai Cooperation 
Organization (SCO), and the Quadrilateral 
Security Dialogue (Quad) reflects this approach. 
(Mukherjee & Malone 2013).

Economic Diplomacy
Economic diplomacy has become increasingly 
important in India’s foreign policy. As one of 
the world’s fastest-growing economies, India 
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seeks to attract foreign investment, secure energy resources, 
and expand trade relations. (Blarel, 2019).  Initiatives such 
as the International Solar Alliance (ISA) and the South Asian 
Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) are examples 
of India’s efforts to leverage economic diplomacy for regional 
and global influence. (Saran, 2017).

Security and Defense
India’s security and defense policy is shaped by its complex 
regional environment, characterized by border disputes with 
China and Pakistan and the threat of terrorism.  (Cohen, 2001).   
The Doklam standoff with China in 2017 and the Pulwama attack 
in 2019 underscore the persistent security challenges. India has 
responded by modernizing its military, strengthening counter-
terrorism measures, and enhancing strategic partnerships, 
particularly with the United States, Japan, and Australia. (Tellis 
et al., 2001).

Soft Power and Cultural Diplomacy
India’s rich cultural heritage and democratic values serve as 
potent tools of soft power. The promotion of yoga, Bollywood 
films, and Indian cuisine has enhanced India’s cultural influence 
globally. (Nye, 2004).  Additionally, India’s role in international 
peacekeeping missions and its advocacy for climate action 
demonstrate its commitment to global good. (Tharoor, 2012).

Contemporary Challenges and Opportunities
Relations with China
India’s relationship with China is marked by both cooperation 
and competition. While economic ties have grown, strategic 
and territorial disputes, such as the border clashes in Ladakh 
in 2020, pose significant challenges. (Garver, 2001).  India’s 
Indo-Pacific strategy and participation in the Quad aim to 
counterbalance China’s influence in the region. (Jaishankar, 
2020).

Engagement with the United States
The India-U.S. relationship has transformed into a strategic 
partnership encompassing defense, counter-terrorism, and 
economic cooperation. The Civil Nuclear Agreement of 2008 
and the designation of India as a Major Defense Partner in 
2016 are milestones in this evolving partnership. (Mohan, 
2006).  However, trade disputes and differing views on global 
governance occasionally strain relations. (Ganguly & Pardesi 
2009).

Neighborhood First Policy
India’s “Neighborhood First” policy underscores the importance 
of fostering good relations with its South Asian neighbors. 
Initiatives such as the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-
Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC) and 
the India-Bangladesh Land Boundary Agreement exemplify 
this approach. (Pant, 2014) However, regional instability, 
political changes, and China’s growing influence in South Asia 
pose challenges. (Saran, 2018).
CONCLUSION
India’s foreign policy is a dynamic and multifaceted endeavor, 
reflecting its aspirations as an emerging global power. Balancing 
strategic autonomy with economic diplomacy, security 

imperatives with soft power, and regional priorities with 
global ambitions, India continues to navigate the complexities 
of the international system. As it faces new challenges and 
opportunities, India’s foreign policy will likely continue to 
evolve, guided by its core principles and the changing global 
landscape.
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