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REFRAMING INDIA’S FOREIGN POLICY PRIORITIES 
Apart from an ideational restructuring, prudent plans, 

achievable objectives and a line of continuity are a must 
 The year 2021 should see a cementing of the many trends that had their genesis in 2020. Leadership 
change in the United States is perhaps the most awaited change, but is unlikely to bring about a major power 
shift in the international arena. Even before the changeover, and despite the promise of a Biden presidency to 
invigorate the U.S.-Europe axis, Europe has turned its back on the U.S. and revived its China links, by 
‘concluding in principle the negotiations for an EU-China Comprehensive Agreement on Investment’. In one 
swift move, Europe has thus shattered all hope that China would remain ostracised in 2021. 
 Many countries will now find themselves scrambling for cover. India which has greatly curtailed its 
relations with China since April 2020, (in the wake of Chinese aggression in Eastern Ladakh) will find itself ‘out 
on a limb’, with many countries likely to seek closer economic relations with China now. 
 
A stronger China 
 The year 2021, hence, begins on a triumphal note for China and China’s Supreme Leader, Xi Jinping. 
China is about the only major country which had a positive rate of growth at the end of 2020, and its economy 
is poised to grow even faster in 2021. Militarily, China has further strengthened itself, and now seeks to 
dominate the Indo-Pacific Ocean with its announcement of the launch of its third aircraft carrier in 2021. 
Simultaneously, it is seeking to strengthen its military coordination with Russia. Consequent on all this, and 
notwithstanding Chinese intransigence in several matters including its heavy-handed actions in Hong Kong and 
Uighur, China’s position across Asia is, if anything, stronger than in 2020. News emanating from China is that 
President Xi will further cement his position, both as Party leader and as President during 2021, despite 
internecine tensions within the Communist Party of China. China is, hence, unlikely to concede any ground to 
its opponents across the world in 2021, a fact that India will need to reckon with. It cannot expect any Chinese 
concessions in Eastern Ladakh, until India ‘makes amends’. 
 
Economy first for Europe 
 The new year will be dominated by strong authoritarian leaders like Xi Jinping in China, Vladimir Putin 
in Russia, and Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in Turkey. International politics may not be very different from that in 
2020, but any hope that the Compact of Democracy would emerge stronger will need to be eschewed. Europe, 
minus Britain following Brexit, and the retirement of Germany’s Angela Merkel, could become even less 
relevant in world affairs. The China-EU Investment Treaty which saw Europe capitulating to China’s 
brandishments is an indication that Europe values its economy more than its politics. 
 Major changes are afoot in Eurasia and West Asia which could lead to significant shifts. Russia is 
beginning to display greater interest in the affairs of countries on its periphery and, together with 
strengthening ties with China and reaching an entente with Turkey, this seems to signal reduced interest in 
countries such as India. In West Asia, the Abraham Accords, leading to a realignment of forces in the Arab 
world, have sharpened the division between the Saudi Bloc and Iran-Turkey. Despite the hype surrounding the 
Abraham Accords, the situation, however, remains fluid and has not reduced the risk of a confrontation 
between Iran and Israel. This does pose problems for India, since both have relations with it. Meanwhile, China 
demonstrates a willingness to play a much larger role in the region, including contemplating a 25-year strategic 
cooperation agreement with Iran. 
 Saudi Arabia could find the going difficult in 2021, with a Biden Administration taking charge in 
Washington. The healing of wounds among the Sunni Arab states in the region should be viewed as a pyrrhic 
victory at best for Saudi Arabia. One by-product of this could be a sharpening of hostilities between the Sunni 
and Shia camps. Given the strategic flux in the region, Iran could well be tempted to use its nuclear capability 
to enhance its position, confident that the West may be unwilling to challenge it at this juncture. 
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India isolated 
 At the start of 2021, India seems the odd man missing as far as these developments are concerned. No 
breakthrough in Sino-Indian relations has, or is likely to occur, and the confrontation between Indian and 
Chinese armed forces is expected to continue. India currently plays no significant role in West Asia. India-Iran 
relations today lack warmth. In Afghanistan, India has been marginalised as far as the peace process is 
concerned. While India’s charges against Pakistan of sponsoring terror have had some impact globally, it has 
further aggravated tensions between the two neighbours, and in the process, also helped Pakistan to cement 
its relations with China. While hostility between India and Nepal appears to have reduced lately, relations 
continue to be strained. Through a series of diplomatic visits, India has made valiant efforts to improve 
relations with some of its neighbours such as Bangladesh, Myanmar and Sri Lanka, but as of now worthwhile 
results are not evident. One key takeaway is that as India-China relations deteriorate, India’s neighbours are 
not averse to taking sides, increasing India’s isolation. 
 Whether India’s perceived marginalisation from global mainstream events as we enter 2021 signifies a 
sharp drop-off in its foreign policy capabilities is, no doubt, debatable. India’s foreign policy objectives are to 
widen its sphere of influence, enhance its role across nations, and make its presence felt as an emerging power 
in an increasingly disruptive global system. It is a moot point though whether any of these objectives has been 
achieved. Today, India’s voice and counsel are seldom sought, or listened to. This is a far cry from what used to 
happen previously. India will serve as the president of the powerful UN Security Council for the month of 
August, 2021, but if it is to make a real impact, it must be seen to possess substantial weight to shape policies, 
more so in its traditional areas of influence. 
 
Diplomacy and perceptions 
 Many explanations could be available for this state of affairs. Admittedly, our diplomats conduct their 
activities with a high degree of competence, but they are possibly hampered by other factors. One, could be 
the kind of policy choices the country has adopted in the recent period, which have possibly altered the 
perception of India in certain quarters. There is again a perception that India’s closeness to the U.S. has 
resulted in the weakening of its links with traditional friends such as Russia and Iran, impacting the country’s 
image. Perhaps the most relevant explanation could be the shifting balance of power in the region in which 
India is situated, notably the rise of China, and the enlarging conflict between the two biggest powers in Asia, 
compelling many nations to pick sides in the conflict. 
 A less obvious, but perhaps more relevant aspect, could also be that India’s foreign policy suffers from 
an ideational vacuum. It is not the sharp decline in the economy, problems caused on account of the 
pandemic, or the growing polarisation in values across nations and societies, but more possibly India’s inability 
or failure in the ideational realm that lies at the root of our foreign policy inadequacies. 
 
More misses than hits 
 Currently, India remains isolated from two important supranational bodies of which it used to be a 
founding member, viz., the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) and the South Asian Association for Regional 
Cooperation (SAARC). Efforts to whip up enthusiasm for newer institutions such as the Bay of Bengal Initiative 
for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), have hardly been successful. India has 
opted out of the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) (a majority of Asian countries are 
members), and failed to take advantage of the RIC, or the Russia, India and China grouping, even as relations 
with Russia and China have deteriorated. On the other hand, India’s foreign policy imperatives, across Asia and 
South Asia in particular, today seem to be a mixture of misplaced confidence, sometimes verging on hubris (as 
in the case of Nepal), a lack of understanding of the sensitivities of neighbours such as Bangladesh and long-
time friends (such as Vietnam and Iran), and according excessive importance to the policy needs and pressures 
of nations such as the U.S. There is possibly a misplaced perception in much of Asia that the India of today is 
not unwilling to sacrifice its strategic autonomy under U.S. pressure. 
 As part of the ideational restructuring of India’s foreign policy, what is urgently required, apart from 
competent statecraft, is the adoption of prudent policies, pursuit of realistically achievable objectives, and, 
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above all, a demonstration of continuity of policy, irrespective of changes in the nature of the Administration. 
These may be time consuming, but are a surer recipe for success in attaining foreign policy objectives. 
 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 
 ideational (adjective) – relating to the formation 

of ideas. 

 prudent (adjective) – wise, sensible, careful/ far-

sighted. 

 cement (verb) – establish something firmly. 

 genesis (noun) – origin/source, beginning, 

emergence. 

 perhaps (adverb) – maybe, possibly. 

 bring about (phrasal verb) – cause, produce, give 

rise to. 

 arena (noun) – a place of activity. 

 changeover (noun) – transformation, change, 

conversion, adaptation/adjustment. 

 invigorate (verb) – energize, give strength to, 

encourage, galvanize. 

 axis (noun) – alliance, coalition, bloc, union. 

 turn one’s back on (phrase) – ignore, disregard, 

reject, abandon, give up. 

 revive (verb) – reintroduce, re-establish, restore; 

revitalize, fortify, strengthen. 

 in principle (phrase) – in general, generally, in 

essence, by and large. 

 comprehensive (adjective) – all-inclusive, broad-

based, complete/thorough. 

 EU-China Comprehensive Agreement on 

Investment (CAI) (noun) – With the EU-China 

Comprehensive Agreement on Investment (CAI), 

the EU seeks to create new investment 

opportunities for European companies by opening 

China’s market and eliminating discriminatory 

laws and practices that prevent them from 

competing in the Chinese market on an equal 

basis with Chinese companies and companies from 

other third countries. 

 swift (adjective) – prompt, rapid, sudden, 

immediate. 

 shatter (verb) – destroy, wreck, ruin. 

 ostracise (verb) – exclude, reject, blacklist, 

shun/spurn. 

 cover (noun) – protection. 

 scramble (verb) – struggle, hurry/hasten, rush (to 

do something to achieve a goal/result). 

 curtail (verb) – shorten, truncate; restrict/limit. 

 in the wake of (phrase) – as a result of some 

event, especially an unpleasant one; in the 

aftermath of, as a consequence of, on account of, 

because of, owing to. 

 aggression (noun) – hostility, belligerence, 

combativeness, warmongering, hawkishness. 

 out on a limb (phrase) – vulnerable; in a difficult, 

isolated position (with no support from others). 

 likely (adverb) – probably, in all probability, 

presumably. 

 seek (verb) – try, aim, attempt.  

 triumphal (adjective) – triumphant, overjoyed, 

ecstatic, gleeful, thrilled. 

 poise (verb) – position, prepare oneself, ready 

oneself. 

 The Indo-Pacific (region) (noun) – the Indo-Pacific 

region refers to the confluence (convergence) of 

the Pacific and Indian Oceans, which interconnect 

in Southeast Asia (Indonesia, Vietnam, Thailand, 

Philippines, Malaysia, Singapore and more). 

 aircraft carrier (noun) – a warship that is equipped 

with a full-length flight deck for an aircraft to take 

off/land. 

 consequent (adjective) – subsequent, following, 

resultant, ensuing. 

 notwithstanding (conjunction) – although, in spite 

of the fact that, despite the fact that, even though. 

 intransigence (noun) – refusal or unwillingness to 

change/compromise on something (view, attitude, 

behaviour, position); refusal to agree about 

something; inflexibility, rigidity, single-

mindedness, firmness. 

 heavy-handed (adjective) – oppressive, 

overbearing, highhanded, harsh. 

 emanate from (verb) – arise, originate, stem, 

derive. 

 concession (noun) – compromise, adjustment. 
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 internecine (adjective) – internal, civil; 

destructive, ruinous, fierce. 

 Communist Party of China (CPC) (noun) – also 

known as the Chinese Communist Party (CCP); it is 

the founding and ruling political party of modern 

China, officially known as the People’s Republic of 

China (PRC). 

 concede (verb) – give up, relinquish, hand over; 

admit, acknowledge, accept. 

 ground (noun) – position, strength, power, 

advantage. 

 opponent (noun) – rival, nemesis, combatant, 

competitor. 

 reckon with (phrasal verb) – consider, take into 

account, take into consideration. 

 make amends (phrase) – compensate, 

recompense, make it up to, payback, repay. 

 authoritarian (adjective) – oppressive, draconian, 

undemocratic, dictatorial, totalitarian. 

 compact (noun) – condensation, compression. 

 eschew (verb) – reject, avoid, deny, abstain from, 

refrain from. 

 Brexit (noun) – a term used for the (supposed) 

departure of the United Kingdom from the 

European Union. 

 affairs (noun) – concerns, matters, activities. 

 capitulate (verb) – surrender, give in, yield, 

submit, succumb. 

 brandishment (noun) – act of brandishing/ 

displaying/showing off something; allurement, 

inducement, persuasion. 

 afoot (adjective) – happening, going on, in 

progress. 

 Eurasia (noun) – the largest continent on Earth, 

comprising all of Europe and Asia. 

 lead to (verb) – result in, cause, bring on, call 

forth, give rise to. 

 periphery (noun) – boundary, border. 

 ties (noun) – bond, connection, association, 

relationship. 

 entente (noun) – French; (friendly) understanding. 

 sharpen (verb) – increase, escalate, intensify. 

 bloc (noun) – alliance, association, union. 

 Abraham accord (noun) – it is a tready of peace, 

diplomatic relations and full normalization 

between the United Arab Emirates and the State 

of Israel. It is signed in the White House on 

Tuesday (15th Sep, 2020) by the UAE, Bahrain and 

Israel, under U.S. President Donald Trump’s 

mediation. 

 Arab world (noun) – the Arabic-speaking 

countries; it is the 22 member countries of the 

League of Arab States. 

 hype (noun) – publicity, advertising, promotion, 

propaganda. 

 fluid (adjective) – subject to change; changeable, 

adjustable, modifiable, variable, unsettled, 

uncertain, undecided, unstable. 

 confrontation (noun) – clash, conflict, encounter, 

fight. 

 pose (verb) – raise, ask, put (a question/matter for 

consideration). 

 willingness (noun) – readiness, preparedness, 

inclination, desire. 

 play a part/role (phrase) – contribute to, be 

instrumental in, be a factor in. 

 contemplate (verb) – think about, consider, give 

thought to. 

 strategic (adjective) – relating to achieving long-

term or overall (military) goals. 

 going (noun) – passage, progression, advance, 

advancement, forward movement. 

 healing (noun) – mitigation, alleviation, comfort. 

 Sunni (adjective) – relating to Sunni branch/sect of 

Islam. 

 pyrrhic (adjective) – (of a victory) meaningless, 

valueless/worthless, useless. 

 at best (phrase) – only, merely. 

 by-product (noun) – side effect, consequence, 

ramification/aftermath. 

 hostility (noun) – opposition, conflict, resentment, 

enmity, aversion, antipathy. 

 Shia (adjective) – relating to Shia branch/sect of 

Islam. 

 given (preposition) – considering, taking into 

account, bearing in mind. 
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 flux (noun) – instability, unsteadiness, 

unpredictability. 

 juncture (noun) – point in time, time/moment, 

stage. 

 as far as (phrase) – to the degree/extent that. 

 breakthrough (noun) – very important/significant 

development or progress. 

 warmth (noun) – friendliness, affability, geniality. 

 marginalise (verb) – treat as insignificant, treat as 

unimportant, neglect. 

 aggravate (verb) – make worse, worsen, 

exacerbate, compound, increase/intensify. 

 neighbour (noun) – a country that is next to 

another country; (bordering) country. 

 lately (adverb) – recently, of late, in recent times. 

 strain (verb) – damage, impair, overburden. 

 diplomatic (adjective) – (delicate & sensitive) 

consular, foreign-policy. 

 valiant (noun) – brave, fearless, courageous, bold. 

 worthwhile (adjective) – valuable, helpful, useful. 

 takeaway (noun) – a key point/idea/fact. 

 deteriorate (verb) – decline, degenerate, degrade, 

worsen. 

 averse to (adjective) – opposed to, against, hostile 

to. 

 take sides (phrase) – support, give one’s support 

to, side with, stand up for, be supportive of, back 

up. 

 isolation (noun) – remoteness, seclusion, 

loneliness. 

 perceived (adjective) – observed, recognized, 

identified. 

 marginalisation (noun) – an act of making 

something as insignificant/unimportant. 

 mainstream (noun) – something (certain 

beliefs/ideas/activities) which are accepted or 

recognized by most people as a normal or typical. 

 drop-off (noun) – decline/decrease. 

 debatable (adjective) – controversial, 

questionable, disputable. 

 sphere (noun) – an area of activity; a field of 

activity; domain, realm. 

 seldom (adverb) – hardly, rarely, almost never. 

 influence (noun) – power, authority, sway, 

leverage, weight. 

 disruptive (adjective) – troublesome, 

unmanageable, uncontrollable; unconventional, 

unorthodox. 

 moot (adjective) – debatable, arguable, 

problematic, controversial, undecided unresolved. 

 counsel (noun) – advice, guidance; 

recommendations, suggestions.  

 listen (verb) – pay attention, take heed, take 

notice, take note, follow, notice. 

 a far cry from (phrase) – a very different one. 

 substantial (adjective) – considerable, significant, 

large. 

 weight (noun) – power, authority, sway, leverage; 

value; importance, significance.  

 more so (phrase) – to a greater degree; to a 

greater extent. 

 diplomacy (noun) – statesmanship, statecraft; 

international politics, foreign affairs, foreign 

policy. 

 perception (noun) – understanding/interpretation, 

idea/thought, belief, discernment. 

 state of affairs (phrase) – condition, situation, 

circumstances. 

 admittedly (adverb) – actually, truly/verily, 

indeed. 

 diplomat (noun) – ambassador, envoy, emissary, 

consul. 

 competence (noun) – capability, ability, skill; 

authority, power, control. 

 hamper (verb) – hinder, obstruct, impede. 

 result in (verb) – cause, bring about, give rise to. 

 image (noun) – public perception/impression, 

persona, public face, character/reputation. 

 notably (adverb) – especially, particularly, 

strikingly, markedly. 

 vacuum (noun) – gap, space, absence, 

lack/deficiency of something. 

 polarisation (noun) – separation of two 

contrasting groups (based on different 

opinions/beliefs). 

 growing (adjective) – increasing. 
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 on account of (phrase) – because of, owing to, due 

to, by virtue of. 

 realm (noun) – area, field, domain (of activity). 

 root (noun) – basic cause of something. 

 lie at the root of (phrase) – to be the cause of 

something. 

 supranational (adjective) – (an authority 

/organization) having power or influence that 

transcends national  boundaries or governments. 

 viz. (adverb) – namely, specifically, in other words. 

 Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) (noun) – the NAM 

was set up after the World War 2 with an aim to 

“create an independent path in world politics that 

would not result in member States becoming 

pawns in the struggles between the major power 

blocs (Western/Capitalist bloc aligned with the 

USA or Eastern/Soviet bloc aligned with the 

former Soviet Union). 

 South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 

(SAARC) (noun) – Established in 1985, it is the 

regional intergovernmental organization and 

geopolitical union of states in South Asia. Its 

member states are Afghanistan, Bangladesh, 

Bhutan, India, the Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and 

Sri Lanka. 

 whip up (phrasal verb) – arouse, trigger, prompt, 

induce. 

 enthusiasm (noun) – eagerness, excitement, zeal. 

 Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral 

Technical and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC) 

(noun) – a regional organization comprising seven 

Member States lying in the littoral and adjacent 

areas of the Bay of Bengal constituting a 

contiguous regional unity. This sub-regional 

organization came into being on 6 June 1997 

through the Bangkok Declaration. It constitutes 

seven Member States: five deriving from South 

Asia, including Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal, 

Sri Lanka, and two from Southeast Asia, including 

Myanmar and Thailand. 

 opt out (phrasal verb) – decide not to participate 

in something. 

 lack of (noun) – absence, deficiency, scarcity. 

 Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 

(RCEP) (noun) – a proposed agreement between 

the member states of the Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations (ASEAN) and its free trade 

agreement (FTA) partners. The pact aims to cover 

trade in goods and services, intellectual property, 

etc. 

 Russia, India and China grouping (RIC) (noun) – a 

grouping acronym referring to the countries of 

Russia, India, and China and what makes the 

trilateral (grouping) unique-and important-is the 

convergence of geography, foreign policy 

philosophy, and economic ascent within the 

group. 

 imperative (noun) – necessary condition, 

precondition, essential requirement. 

 misplaced (adjective) – misguided, unwise, ill-

advised, ill-judged. 

 verge on (phrasal verb) – incline towards, border 

on, approach, come near, be close to. 

 hubris (noun) – excessive pride, vanity, self-

importance, feeling of superiority/arrogance, self-

confidence. 

 strategic autonomy (noun) – strategic autonomy 

is defined as the ability to set priorities and make 

decisions in matters of foreign policy and security, 

together with the institutional, political and 

material wherewithal (resources/funds) to carry 

these through – in cooperation with third parties, 

or if need be alone. 

 statecraft (noun) – statesmanship, 

negotiations/discussions; the skilful management 

of a country’s public affairs. 

 pursuit (noun) – quest for, search for, chase after, 

hunt for. 

 demonstration (noun) – indication, expression, 

sign. 

 irrespective of (adjective) – notwithstanding, 

without regard for, regardless of. 

 recipe (noun) – means of achieving, way of 

achieving, means of ensuring, way of ensuring. 


