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India in South Asia

South Asia is one of the most volatile regions of the world, and India’s complex
democratic political system impinges on its relations with its South Asian
neighbours. Focusing on this relationship, this book explores the extent to
which domestic politics affect a country’s foreign policy.

The book argues that particular continuities and disjunctures in Indian
foreign policy are linked to the way in which Indian elites articulated Indian
identity in response to the needs of domestic politics. The manner in which
these state elites conceive India’s region and regional role depends on their
need to stay in tune with domestic identity politics. Such exigencies have
important implications for Indian foreign policy in South Asia.

Analysing India’s foreign policy through the lens of competing domestic
visions at three different historical eras in India’s independent history, the
book provides a framework for studying India’s developing nationhood on
the basis of these idea(s) of ‘India’. This approach allows for a deeper and a
more nuanced interpretation of the motives for India’s foreign policy choices
than the traditional realist or neo-liberal framework, and provides a useful
contribution to South Asian Studies, Politics and International Studies.

Sinderpal Singh is a Research Fellow at the Institute of South Asian Studies,
National University of Singapore.
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Introduction

Foreign policy and domestic identity: India in South Asia

This book explores a key problem in international relations: the extent and
manner in which domestic politics affect a country’s foreign policy. It focuses
specifically on one of the most politically volatile regions of the world, South
Asia and the way in which India’s complex political system impinges upon its
relations with other South Asian states. The book argues that particular con-
tinuities and disjunctures in Indian foreign policy are linked to the way in
which Indian political elites, within the context of domestic politics, articulate
Indian identity. The manner in which these political elites conceive India’s
region and regional role depends upon their engagement with domestic iden-
tity politics, and such exigencies have important implications for Indian
foreign policy in South Asia.

Since independence in 1947, Indian elites have argued vigorously about
what ‘India” means and how the Indian state should articulate such self-
representations. This contest over the idea of ‘India’ had important implica-
tions for Indian foreign policy, specifically in relation to other states in South
Asia. The idea that India’s own struggle against colonialism and its eventual
independence bestowed ‘special responsibilities’ upon the country beyond its
own borders is evident early in India’s independent history. In 1948, in the
midst of debates over the framing of the constitution, India’s first prime
minister and external affairs minister, Jawaharlal Nehru

saw the star of India rising far above the horizon and casting its soothing
light [ ... ] over many countries in the world, who looked to it with hope,
who considered that out of this new Free India would come various
forces which would help Asia.!

From the early days of independent statehood, ‘Indian-ness’ contained within
it a conception of India’s ‘natural’ regional space and role. The notion that
India had a role beyond her domestic boundaries lay in the fact that

India, not because of any ambition of her own, but because of the forces
of circumstances, because of geography, because of history and because
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of so many other things, inevitably has to play a very important part
in Asia.’

Nehru’s framing vision of India’s larger role beyond its shores would come to
structure the approach and perceptions of future Indian political elites.

The argument

This book intends to make one principal argument. It asserts that rival views
of what it means to be ‘India” and the contests between the proponents of
these rival views affect the ways in which the Indian state interacts with other
states in South Asia. In effect, it designates the politics of identity-making at
the site of the Indian state as a starting point in understanding Indian foreign
policy in South Asia. Moreover, it analyses how domestic identity politics
plays a key role in India’s foreign policy towards South Asia.

Domestic identity-politics refers to contests among political elites over the
way in which the Indian state represents its identity to its own people and its
neighbours. It denotes the competitive process by which political elites
attempt to represent state identity in specific ways. By advocating the expla-
natory value of domestic identity-politics, the premise is not that domestic
identity-politics explains everything concerning the complexities of India’s
foreign policy. Rather, the premise is that the framework of domestic identity
politics helps to explain important links between the domestic realm and
foreign policy, links which have been overlooked in the existing literature on
India’s foreign policy.

The domestic identity-politics framework does not preclude strategically
motivated action in a bounded rational sense; rather, domestic identity poli-
tics frames how foreign policy is conceived by rival political elites in their
domestic contests about ‘Indian-ness’. In short, domestic identity politics is
the domestic component of India’s foreign policy formulation. By itself, it
does not explain the full range of motivations and preferences that go into
the making of Indian foreign policy, vet it is argued here that no compre-
hensive attempt to understand Indian foreign policy in South Asia can be
complete without consideration of these rivalries and contests.

Indian political elites articulate and represent their understanding of the
Indian state via three discourses — secularism, democracy and anti-imperial-
ism. Each is articulated — used and justified — in the cut-and-thrust of
domestic politics, particularly the politics of identity.

The relationship between the discourse of secularism and representations of
Indian state identity is fundamental due to the purported ideational basis
upon which Pakistan was created. The legitimating basis for the state of
Pakistan — that the formation of a separate state was necessary to safeguard
the interests of Muslims in British India after independence in order to avoid
the tyranny of the ‘Hindu® majority — has continually confronted Indian
political elites with the fundamental issue of defining the role of religion in
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the Indian state. In such a context, ‘secularism’ has been a response to mul-
tiple religious identities and is itself a proposed form of meta-identity, trans-
cending these seemingly contending religious affiliations. This has been a
dominant theme in the process of defining Indian state identity, especially
associated with the legacy of Nehru but it has, nevertheless, been persistently
contested. The very content and meaning of ‘secularism’ as it relates to
Indian state identity has been contested since 1947. The manner in which the
Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) rose to political power exhi-
bits even more starkly the highly disputed nature of the relationship between
‘secularism’, or at least an Indian variant of it, and Indian state identity. The
BJP era in Indian politics, when the party led a coalition Indian government,
witnessed a radical attempt at re-negotiating the discourse on secularism as it
relates to the identity of the Indian state vis-a-vis different religious groups.

The discourse on democracy and its relationship to the represention of state
identity is hardly unique to India, or to politics in the modern era, especially
given the centrality of democracy discourses to the nature of the postcolonial
state in a general sense. Similarly, as in other postcolonial states, there was
deep contestation about the meaning, both in theory and practice, of
‘democracy’ in the Indian context at the advent of independence at 1947.
There were Gandhian inspired ideas of democracy for the reduction of the
centralized state’s political role and the strengthening of village representative
bodies, the Nehruvian inspired ideas of robust parliamentary democracy and
secular, constitutional government and, lastly, the religiously informed ideas
of Hindu nationalist groups about democracy as a means of safeguarding
certain inherent rights of the majority Hindu community within independent
India.?> These three conceptions of democracy and their related discourse of
‘Indian democracy’ reflected differing understandings of the aims and poten-
tial benefits of democracy for independent India. More specifically, these dif-
ferent conceptions and their associated discourses of ‘Indian democracy’
reflected a deeper contestation over how to order certain critical relationships
among competing groups within independent India.

In independent India, the discourse on democracy is crucial to representa-
tions of Indian state identity in terms of framing a specific relationship
between the state’s imperative to carry out the role of economic redistribution
versus the role of the state to defend the rights and autonomy of individuals
and various groups, defined in religious, ethnic, economic and provincial
terms. As the world’s largest democracy and given that it has had a popularly
elected central government since independence (except for a brief aberration
between 1975 and 1977), the discourse of democracy becomes central to any
exercise in defining Indian state identity. Furthermore, the discourse of
democracy subsumes other discourses and ideas related to Indian state iden-
tity, such as the type of socialism and federalism that India should imbibe.
Therefore, it is via contesting discourses on democracy that Indian political
elites have framed questions concerning the role of the Indian state as an
agent of socio-economic change, versus the imperative of protecting
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individual and group rights within Indian society and allowing for genuine
regional autonomy within the Indian Union.

The genesis of India’s independent statehood via a long and bitter struggle
for political independence from British imperial control has consequently led
to discourses on anti-imperialism to be related crucially to representations of
Indian state identity. Thus Indian political elites relate ideas of national
autonomy, national honour and freedom to conceptions of Indian-ness via
the discourse of anti-imperialism. In fact, Indian political elites saw India’s
external role to be an expression of this element of its identity, giving credence
to its demonstrated freedom and autonomy. This was especially true in
framing India’s role within South Asia, which they saw as a stage for India to
demonstrate its anti-imperialist credentials. Similarly, although references to
the defence of India’s territorial integrity have been an important part of
political elite discourse, such notions are related habitually to the identity of
the Indian state via the broader discourse of anti-imperialism.

Taken together, these three discourses — secularism, democracy and anti-
imperialism — are crucial to an understanding of the ways in which different
sets of Indian political elites across time have sought to represent Indian state
identity. By identifying how different sets of Indian political elites participate
in the three discourses within the context of domestic identity politics, it
becomes possible to understand how these elites represent the identity of
the Indian state in certain specific and definite ways. However, in analysing
these three discourses within the context of domestic identity-politics, it is
necessary to be clear at the outset how discourse is analysed and employed in
this study.

The term ‘discourse analysis’ has been employed with a variety of meanings
across a broad range of academic disciplines to denote various actions.*
Broadly, one prominent strand of discourse analysis is related to how dis-
course relates to ‘regimes of knowledge’ within societies. This work is largely
influenced by the work of Michel Foucault, with its more recent incarnation,
termed ‘critical discourse analysis’ (usually abbreviated to CDA), drawing
upon the central tenets of the critical theory approach of the Frankfurt
School.”> However, this is not how ‘discourse’ is employed in this study.
Instead, ‘discourse analysis’ is performed in this study by moving away from
the above focus on the power dynamics of discourse and towards discourse
analysis as ‘the processes of social construction that constitute social reality’.®
As such, its starting point is the examination of how Indian political elites
participate, within the context of domestic identity-politics, in shaping a
specific state identity as the dominant social ‘reality’ via the discourses of
secularism, democracy and anti-imperialism. The manner in which such
discourses reproduce particular relations of power/domination between
certain Indian political elites and other groups of people within/outside the
Indian state/society is thus beyond the purview of this study. Instead, it con-
centrates on how, very specifically, Indian political elites compete among
themselves in constructing Indian state identity via these three discourses. The
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manner in which such constructions of ‘India’ impinge on India’s foreign
policy in South Asia can then be traced.

Theoretical contentions

This study begins from the theoretical contention that traditional IR theories —
variants of realist and neo-liberal approaches — are inadequate in addressing
the impact of state identity on India’s foreign policy. These approaches con-
tend that state actors formulate foreign policy on the basis of factors existing
predominantly in the external milieu and not in the domestic sphere. Simi-
larly, in instances when the existence of ‘identity’ factors is acknowledged,
these factors are either subsumed within the larger explanatory category of
‘national interests’, or they are assumed to be variables endogenous to expla-
nations of foreign policy. As Wendt puts it, these theories ‘bracket’ identity in
their explanations of state behaviour.” In accordance with such theories of IR,
an attempt to look at the domestic realm in explaining state behaviour in
making foreign policy is thus rendered ‘reductionist’.

These shortcomings therefore challenge any serious observer of Indian for-
eign policy to explore the ways in which ‘identity’ is employed elsewhere
within IR literature and its applicability in the framing of more comprehen-
sive understandings of Indian foreign policy. Moving the analysis from a
predominantly materialist conception of how states conduct their foreign
policy, the identity approach emphasizes how ideational conceptions of the
material world are crucial in comprehending how states approach their for-
eign policy. The assertion that states conceive of their actions, and those of
others, within a larger framework of ‘meaning-making’ acknowledges the
identity approach as a more sensitive analytical tool for understanding why
and how states reflect their domestic socio-political differences within their
respective foreign policies.

The use of ‘identity’ to explain how states approach their foreign policy has
been a relatively recent trend within IR, with a growing number of works
engaging the debate.® A key element in these works is discerning the rela-
tionship between identity, political elites and foreign policy. Political elites are
vital to a study of identity and foreign policy because of their institutional
location within institutions of the state, ‘where the allocation of authority and
responsibility for the national interest to the state’ rests.” Therefore, other sets
of domestic actors are relatively less important when it comes to propagating
state identities in foreign policy. From within this institutional position, these
elites assign identities to the state in relation to foreign policy formulation.
However, such assignment of identities to the state takes place within certain
‘reality’ constraints, both internal and external. Internally, these constraints
embody themselves in what one writer terms the ‘security imaginary’, defined
as the ‘linguistic, cultural and institutional resources’ located at the site of the
state that contain a ‘repertoire of meanings’ within which political elites pro-
pagate state identities in foreign policy making.'® Externally, certain events
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that occur outside the state can impinge critically upon the autonomy of such
elites in making foreign policy. Such reality constraints, however, are ‘quite
loose and [allow] a wide range of sometimes quite dramatically different
representations’. This is because

the meanings produced out of a state’s security imaginary are [ ... ] not
‘dictated’ by real factors since it is instead this meaning which attributes
to these ‘real’ factors a particular importance and a particular place in
the universe constituted by a given society.!!

Such externally generated ‘real’ factors thus assume significance and meaning
largely through the kinds of identities that the state, via political elites, has
represented for itself and other entities with which it interacts in its foreign

policy.

Book structure and methodology

This book analyses three periods since India’s independence — the Nehru
(1947-62), Indira Gandhi (1966-77, 1980-4) and BJP (1998-2004) eras. The
three periods have been selected on the basis of two main factors. First, an
examination of these three periods reveals important differences in how
Indian political elites attempted to represent Indian state identity. These three
periods, with their contrasting experiences of how Indian political elites
sought to represent Indian state identity, afford the opportunity to discern the
link between varying representations of Indian state identity and Indian for-
eign policy across time. A second and related factor is the issue of political
elites and the duration of their tenure at the apex of the Indian state. Nehru’s
tenure as both prime minister and external affairs minister (17 years),
Mrs Gandhi’s term as prime minister (15 years) and the BJP’s duration at the
head of a coalition government (six years) mark out these three periods as the
longest periods that any one set of political elites have exercised political
power as head of the government of India from 1947 to 2004. The sig-
nificance of political elites’ duration as heads of the Indian government in this
context is relatively clear-cut. There is a discernible link between duration at
the head of government and the ability to negotiate (and re-negotiate) Indian
state identity, and for its effects to be discerned in foreign policy. Thus, an
analysis of these three periods allows for an application of the domestic
identity politics framework in linking these political elites who lead govern-
ments, their participation in the negotiation of state identity domestically and
tangible Indian foreign policy outcomes.

Besides the length of the tenure, the Nehru era is also crucial in one other
respect — its role in defining ‘Indian-ness’ at the point of India’s inception as
an independent state. This period witnessed the birth of the Indian state and
the beginnings of the process of framing Indian state identity. Second only to
M.K. Gandhi as the most influential personality in the Indian nationalist



