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Abstract

India’s international relations have evolved significantly in the 21st century, reflecting its
growing economic, military, and diplomatic influence. This article provides a comprehensive
analysis of India’s foreign policy, focusing on its strategic partnerships, regional dynamics, and
global ambitions. It examines India’s relations with major powers (the United States, China, and
Russia), its role in South Asia, and its contributions to global governance through institutions
like the United Nations and BRICS. The study highlights the principles of strategic autonomy and
multi-alignment that guide India’s foreign policy, while addressing challenges such as border
disputes, regional rivalries, and economic integration. By analyzing contemporary trends, this
article underscores India’s emergence as a pivotal player in global affairs and the implications
for international stability and cooperation.
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1. Introduction

International relations, as a field, studies the interactions between states, international
organizations, and non-state actors, encompassing diplomacy, trade, security, and cultural
exchanges. India, with its burgeoning economy, third-largest military expenditure, and strategic
location, has emerged as a significant actor in this domain. Since gaining independence in 1947,
India’s foreign policy has transitioned from a non-aligned stance during the Cold War to a
proactive, multi-aligned approach in the contemporary era. This shift reflects India’s aspirations
to secure a prominent role in the global order while navigating complex geopolitical challenges.
India’s international relations are shaped by its historical legacy, ideological foundations, and
pragmatic responses to global changes. The principles of strategic autonomy and multi-
alignment allow India to engage with diverse partners without committing to formal alliances,
aligning with its vision of a multipolar world. This approach is evident in India’s deepening ties
with the United States, its complex relationship with China, and its enduring partnership with
Russia. Additionally, India’s leadership in regional organizations like the South Asian Association
for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) and its proactive engagement in the Indo-Pacific through
initiatives like the Quad underscore its regional and global ambitions
The contemporary global landscape presents both opportunities and challenges for India. Its
economic growth, technological advancements, and demographic dividend position it as a
potential superpower. However, unresolved border disputes with China and Pakistan, regional
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instability in South Asia, and the need to balance relations with competing global powers pose
significant hurdles. Furthermore, India’s increasing integration into global institutions like the
G20, BRICS, and the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) highlights its commitment to
shaping global governance
This article explores India’s international relations through a contemporary lens, analyzing its
strategic partnerships, regional influence, and global contributions. It addresses key questions:
How does India balance its strategic autonomy with growing global responsibilities? What are
the drivers and challenges of its foreign policy? How does India position itself in a multipolar
world? By examining these dimensions, the study aims to provide a nuanced understanding of
India’s role in global affairs.
2. Need for the Study

The study of India’s international relations is critical for several reasons. First, India’s
rise as a global power necessitates a deeper understanding of its foreign policy strategies and
their implications for international stability. With the world’s third-largest economy by
purchasing power parity and a growing military, India’s actions influence global economic and
security dynamics. Analyzing its international relations provides insights into how emerging
powers navigate a shifting global order.
Second, India’s unique approach to foreign policy—rooted in strategic autonomy and multi-
alignment—offers a counterpoint to traditional Western-centric international relations theories.
Scholars have noted that Indian International Relations (IR) scholarship often lacks integration
with global theoretical frameworks, limiting its global impact. This study bridges that gap by
situating India’s foreign policy within both Western and non-Western perspectives, including
insights from ancient Indian texts like Kautilya’s Arthashastra, which emphasize statecraft and
diplomacy.
Third, India’s relations with major powers and its role in regional and global institutions are
pivotal in addressing global challenges like climate change, terrorism, and economic inequality.
For instance, India’s partnerships with the United States and Japan counterbalance China’s
influence in the Indo-Pacific, while its engagement with Central Asian Republics secures energy
and strategic interests. Understanding these dynamics is essential for policymakers and scholars
aiming to foster cooperation in a multipolar world.
Finally, the study addresses gaps in existing literature. While much research focuses on India’s
relations with specific countries (e.g., India-Pakistan or India-China), there is a need for a
holistic analysis that integrates India’s global, regional, and bilateral engagements. This article
responds to calls for a more globalized IR discipline by incorporating postcolonial and Indian
perspectives, challenging Eurocentric narratives. By examining India’s contemporary foreign
policy, this study contributes to academic discourse and informs policy debates on India’s role in
global governance.
3. India’s Strategic Partnerships:

India’s foreign policy is characterized by strategic partnerships with major powers,
reflecting its multi-alignment approach. This section examines India’s relations with the United
States, China, and Russia, highlighting key developments and challenges.

4. India-United States Relations:

The India-U.S. relationship has transformed from estrangement during the Cold War to a
strategic partnership in the 21st century. The 2008 U.S.-India Civil Nuclear Agreement marked a
turning point, enabling cooperation in energy, defense, and technology. Today, the U.S. views
India as a counterweight to China in the Indo-Pacific, as evidenced by India’s participation in the
Quad (comprising the U.S., India, Japan, and Australia). Defense ties have deepened, with
agreements like the Logistics Exchange Memorandum of Agreement (LEMOA) facilitating
military interoperability. However, challenges persist. India’s reluctance to fully align with U.S.
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interests, due to its commitment to strategic autonomy, creates friction. For instance, India’s
purchase of Russian S-400 missile systems in 2018 raised concerns in Washington, highlighting
the delicate balance India maintains between its partners. Trade disputes and differing views on
issues like data localization also complicate the relationship.

5. India-China Relations

India’s relationship with China is marked by competition and cooperation. As Asia’s two
largest powers, both nations vie for regional influence while maintaining significant economic
ties. China is India’s second-largest trading partner, with bilateral trade reaching $115 billion in
2022. However, the 2020 Galwan Valley clash along the Line of Actual Control (LAC) exposed the
fragility of this relationship, leading to heightened tensions and border militarization. India’s
response to China’s growing influence includes strengthening ties with the U.S. and Japan and
promoting initiatives like the “China+1” strategy to diversify global supply chains. Yet, India’s
participation in China-led organizations like the SCO and BRICS reflects its pragmatic approach
to engaging Beijing in multilateral forums. The unresolved border dispute and China’s close ties
with Pakistan remain significant challenges.

6. India-Russia Relations

India’s relationship with Russia, rooted in the Cold War-era Indo-Soviet Treaty of 1971,
remains robust despite global shifts. Russia is a key supplier of defense equipment, including the
S-400 system, and collaborates with India in energy and space technology. The annual India-
Russia Summit underscores the strategic importance of this partnership. However, Russia’s
growing alignment with China and India’s deepening ties with the U.S. create a complex
dynamic. India’s challenge lies in maintaining its historical ties with Moscow while navigating
pressures from Western partners. The Ukraine conflict has further complicated this balance, as
India has avoided outright condemnation of Russia, prioritizing its strategic interests.
7.India’s Regional Influence in South Asia:

As South Asia’s largest power, India plays a central role in regional dynamics, primarily
through SAARC and bilateral engagements. However, its influence is constrained by historical
rivalries and regional complexities.

8. India-Pakistan Relations

The India-Pakistan relationship remains a cornerstone of South Asian geopolitics, marked
by historical animosity and ongoing disputes over Kashmir. The 2019 Pulwama attack and
subsequent Balakot airstrike underscored the volatile nature of this rivalry. India’s revocation of
Jammu and Kashmir’s special status in 2019 further strained ties, with Pakistan suspending
trade and downgrading diplomatic relations. Efforts at reconciliation, such as the 2015 Lahore
talks, have been short-lived. The realist lens, emphasizing security dilemmas, aptly describes
this relationship, with both nations trapped in a cycle of mistrust. India’s focus on isolating
Pakistan diplomatically, particularly through forums like SAARC, reflects its strategy to assert
regional dominance.

9. Relations with Other South Asian Neighbors

India’s “Neighbourhood First” policy aims to foster cooperation with countries like
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and Nepal. Initiatives like the India-Bangladesh Maitri Setu bridge and
development assistance to Sri Lanka during its 2022 economic crisis demonstrate India’s
commitment to regional stability. However, China’s growing presence in South Asia, through
initiatives like the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), challenges India’s influence. For instance, Sri
Lanka’s lease of Hambantota Port to China raised concerns in New Delhi. India’s relations with
smaller neighbors are also shaped by cultural and historical ties. The Indian diaspora in
countries like Mauritius and Fiji strengthens people-to-people connections, while India’s
support for Bhutan’s development reinforces its soft power. Yet, perceptions of India as a
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regional hegemon sometimes strain ties, as seen in Nepal's occasional push for greater
autonomy.
10. India’s Role in Global Governance:

India’s engagement in global institutions reflects its ambition to shape the international
order. This section examines India’s contributions to the United Nations, BRICS, and the Quad.
11. United Nations and Global Governance

India has been an active participant in the UN, advocating for reforms in the Security
Council to secure a permanent seat. Its contributions to peacekeeping missions, with over
250,000 troops deployed since 1948, underscore its commitment to global security. India’s
leadership in the International Solar Alliance and its push for climate justice align with its
advocacy for the Global South. However, India’s limited influence in global financial institutions
like the IMF and World Bank highlights the challenges of reforming a Western-dominated
system. India’s call for a rules-based order reflects its desire to balance cooperation with
strategic autonomy.

12. BRICS and Multilateralism

As a founding member of BRICS, India leverages the platform to promote economic
cooperation and challenge Western hegemony. BRICS has facilitated initiatives like the New
Development Bank, providing an alternative to traditional financial institutions. India’s hosting
of the 2023 BRICS Summit emphasized its leadership in fostering South-South cooperation. Yet,
intra-BRICS tensions, particularly between India and China, limit the group’s cohesion. India’s
cautious approach to China’s dominance within BRICS reflects its broader strategy of balancing
engagement with competition

The Quad and Indo-Pacific Strategy-The Quad has emerged as a cornerstone of India’s
Indo-Pacific strategy, aimed at ensuring a free and open region. Joint exercises like Malabar and
initiatives like the Indo-Pacific Oceans Initiative highlight India’s commitment to maritime
security. The Quad also serves as a platform to counter China’s assertiveness, particularly in the
South China Sea. However, India’s non-aligned heritage makes it wary of framing the Quad as an
anti-China alliance. This balancing act reflects India’s broader foreign policy dilemma:
maintaining strategic autonomy while deepening security cooperation.

13. Defence:

India’s international relations in the realm of defense have become a cornerstone of its
foreign policy, reflecting its ambition to assert itself as a global power while safeguarding
national security in a complex geopolitical landscape. As the world’s third-largest military
spender, with a defense budget of approximately $81 billion in 2024, India has strategically
leveraged defense diplomacy to strengthen ties with major powers, counter regional threats,
and enhance its role in global security frameworks. This essay explores the dynamics of India’s
defense-related international relations, focusing on its strategic partnerships, regional
challenges, and contributions to global security.

India’s defense relations are deeply tied to its principle of strategic autonomy, allowing it
to engage with diverse global powers without formal alliances. Its partnership with the United
States has grown significantly, marked by agreements like the 2016 Logistics Exchange
Memorandum of Agreement (LEMOA), which enables mutual access to military facilities, and the
2018 Communications Compatibility and Security Agreement (COMCASA), facilitating secure
data exchange. Joint exercises like Malabar, involving the U.S,, Japan, and Australia, underscore
India’s commitment to a free and open Indo-Pacific, particularly as a counterbalance to China’s
assertiveness in the region. Defense trade has also flourished, with India procuring advanced
systems like Apache helicopters and P-81 maritime aircraft, strengthening interoperability and
signalling a shift from its historical reliance on Russian equipment.
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Russia, however, remains a critical defense partner, supplying over 60% of India’s military
hardware, including the S-400 air defense system. The enduring India-Russia defense
relationship, rooted in the 1971 Indo-Soviet Treaty, is reinforced through annual summits and
joint ventures like the BrahMos missile program. Yet, India’s growing ties with the West and
Russia’s alignment with China complicate this partnership, requiring India to carefully balance
its defense procurements to maintain strategic flexibility. China poses the most significant
challenge to India’s defense strategy, particularly due to the unresolved border dispute along the
Line of Actual Control (LAC). The 2020 Galwan Valley clash, which resulted in casualties on both
sides, highlighted the fragility of India-China relations and prompted India to bolster its border
defences and deepen ties with Quad partners. Simultaneously, India engages China
diplomatically through forums like the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO), reflecting its
pragmatic approach to managing tensions while pursuing economic cooperation. In South Asia,
India’s defence relations are shaped by its rivalry with Pakistan and efforts to maintain regional
dominance. The India-Pakistan conflict, cantered on Kashmir, drives India’s defense posture,
with frequent cross-border tensions necessitating robust military readiness.

India’s “Neighbourhood First” policy also involves defense cooperation with countries like
Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, through joint exercises and capacity-building initiatives, to counter
China’s growing influence via the Belt and Road Initiative. Globally, India contributes to security
through UN peacekeeping, with over 250,000 troops deployed historically, and advocates for a
rules-based order in forums like the Quad. Its defense diplomacy extends to Central Asia and
Africa, securing strategic interests through training programs and arms exports. However,
challenges like dependence on foreign defense imports and domestic production constraints
under the “Make in India” initiative persist. By diversifying partnerships and investing in
indigenous capabilities, India is positioning itself as a pivotal player in global defense, navigating
a multipolar world with strategic finesse
14. Challenges and Future Prospects:

India’s international relations face several challenges. The unresolved border dispute with
China, exemplified by the 2020 Galwan clash, remains a significant security concern. Pakistan’s
alignment with China and ongoing terrorism issues complicates India’s regional strategy.
Economically, India must navigate trade tensions with the U.S. and integrate into global supply
chains amid the “China+1” shift. Internally, India’s foreign policy is shaped by domestic
priorities, including economic development and social cohesion. The rise of Hindu nationalism
under Prime Minister Narendra Modi has influenced India’s assertive foreign policy, but it also
risks alienating minority communities and neighbors like Bangladesh. Looking ahead, India’s
foreign policy will likely focus on strengthening strategic partnerships, enhancing regional
influence, and advocating for a multipolar world. Its leadership in emerging technologies, such
as space exploration and cybersecurity, positions it as a key player in shaping global norms.
India’s engagement with Central Asia, through initiatives like the Connect Central Asia policy,
will secure energy and strategic interests. To maximize its global influence, India must address
gaps in its IR scholarship and integrate with global academic discourse. Investing in research
institutions and fostering interdisciplinary approaches, including insights from Indian traditions
like the Arthashastra, will enhance India’s theoretical contributions to IR.

15. Conclusion:

India’s international relations reflect a delicate balance between strategic autonomy,
regional leadership, and global ambitions. Its partnerships with the U.S., China, and Russia, its
dominance in South Asia, and its contributions to global governance underscore its emergence
as a pivotal global actor. However, challenges like border disputes, regional rivalries, and the
need for greater integration into global IR scholarship require strategic navigation. This study
highlights the importance of understanding India’s foreign policy through a contemporary lens,
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incorporating both Western and Indian perspectives. By addressing these dynamics, India can
strengthen its role in fostering a multipolar, rules-based international order. Future research
should focus on India’s evolving role in emerging domains like climate change, technology, and
global health, ensuring that its contributions to IR are both practical and theoretical.
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