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India must return to traditional diplomacy 
The new combative strategy to ‘push back’ requires sober analysis,  

with the issue being how and against what and whom 
 The target audiences of Indian diplomacy’s public articulation and responses are changing radically as 
shown by the statement of the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA), of February 3, on singer Rihanna’s tweet. 
The direction of Indian diplomacy’s external publicity is no longer confined to other governments, international 
organisations, external and domestic political and business elites, and conference halls and negotiating tables. 
It now extends to international “celebrities”, some of whose status is determined very largely by their pop star 
status. It also seeks to take into account apparent and latent sentiment on the Indian streets not only to clarify 
India’s diplomatic positions or refute allegations and misperceptions but also to whip up sentiment on issues 
important to the government. Finally, it aims to forcefully convey to foreign audiences, India’s unwillingness to 
accept perceived or real interference in the country’s domestic affairs. 
 

New, assertive norms 
 This development is part of the government’s impatience with the norms of old-fashioned diplomacy. 
It is in keeping with the emphasis on establishing a personal rapport with global leaders and what has been 
often stressed by the External Affairs Minister, S. Jaishankar — the need to take risks to advance Indian 
positions and interests. Thus, new and assertive norms are being adopted which, at least till now, have 
demonstrated a disdain for international liberal opinion. It is beyond dispute that new directions for Indian 
diplomacy, in form as well as in substance, should be constantly sought. But the test of innovation can only be 
one: is it more effective in advancing Indian objectives? 
 It is on this basis that the MEA statement and the widespread social media activity that followed need 
to be judged. While the statement’s origin will not be authoritatively known, it can be legitimately surmised 
that it was/could not have been through the normal processes of the MEA. Hence, it would have been on the 
basis of a political decision. The hash tags attached to the statements lend credence to this view as also the 
intensely orchestrated social media response from Indian personalities to tweets by Ms. Rihanna and others. 
There is nothing intrinsically wrong in building public opinion; all governments as well as groups do so. It is part 
of the global political and diplomatic processes but must be part of a careful strategy to achieve objectives. 
Otherwise, it can be counter-productive. 
 Mr. Jaishankar tweeted after the MEA statement: “Motivated campaigns targeting India will never 
succeed. We have the self-confidence today to hold our own. This India will push back”. These combative 
words require a sober analysis. 
 There is little doubt that Khalistani groups in western countries would have sensed an opportunity to 
fish in troubled waters of the farmers’ agitation in the Punjab. There should also be no doubt that the Pakistani 
generals, who have continuously sought to keep the embers of the Khalistan movement warm, would be 
looking for opportunities to create trouble. This is notwithstanding that the patriotism of Indian Sikhs and their 
contributions to the nation are beyond question. Thus, it would not be surprising at all if there are “motivated 
campaigns” against India under way on these issues. 
 

Self-assurance, past and now 
 Mr. Jaishankar’s assertion that the India of today is self-confident to hold its own is of course true, but 
it can be argued that right from Independence, India has displayed the self-assurance not to take things lying 
down; only the methods may have been different. Again, there can be no quarrel with the External Affairs 
Minister’s warning that India will “push back”. The issue is not about should India “push back” but how and 
against what and whom. The answers to these questions hold the keys to the effectiveness of diplomacy 
whose ultimate target audience has to be not domestic sectional interests but global opinion and in the 
context of India’s external interests. 
 In this context, a look at the way the Narendra Modi government handled criticism from liberal 
sections abroad, of the administrative steps taken in Jammu and Kashmir after the constitutional changes of 

https://www.mea.gov.in/press-releases.htm?dtl/33456/Press_Statement_on_recent_comments_by_foreign_individuals_and_entities_on_the_farmers_protests
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/rihanna-brings-global-twitter-attention-to-farm-protests/article33735221.ece
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https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/motivated-campaigns-targeting-india-will-never-succeed-eam-jaishankar/article33746122.ece?homepage=true
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August 2019 and the Citizenship (Amendment) Act (CAA), and the protests that followed, are instructive. India 
then refused to purposefully engage its international liberal critics though it publicly asserted security concerns 
for the administrative steps and laid stress on the point that the CAA did not impinge on the rights of the 
Indian minorities. Indeed, the government treated its global media critics with disdain, with Mr. Jaishankar 
emphasising that India’s reputation was not decided by a ‘newspaper in New York’. Certainly, there was no 
frenzied response on social media to the allegations against the government on human rights matters through 
all these episodes. 
 

Ponder over direction 
 On this occasion, was the severe response to Ms. Rihanna’s tweet on account of her large social media 
following while the popular reach of global liberal opinion especially in the Trumpian era was limited? Was the 
object to deter foreign critics from lending their names to “manipulated campaigns”? Was it thought that if 
more celebrities joined, the farmers’ protest would be energised? If these were the thoughts behind the 
decision then there is a need to check if it succeeded or gave an oxygen boost to the Rihanna tweet. 
 Also, it is difficult to imagine that foreign critics like Ms. Rihanna, or for that matter of the Greta 
Thunberg kind, would be deterred by a concerted Indian pushback of the nature that has been undertaken. In 
the days of conventional diplomacy, the Rihanna tweet would have perhaps been just ignored, at least 
officially. But now ‘the times they are a-changin’. So, is what the MEA doing headed in the right direction? 
Perhaps, the erudite External Affairs Minister should ponder over this, and in doing so also take into account 
his earlier avatar, as a diplomat. 
 The Delhi police have filed a first information report (FIR) against unknown persons who prepared a 
‘toolkit’ which was attached to the first tweet of Swedish teen climate activist Greta Thunberg. The FIR 
revealed that those undertaking “motivated campaigns” were actively undertaking efforts to embarrass and 
even harm India through the farmers’ protest. A benign view of their objectives can be dismissed. 
India should of course press the governments concerned, especially of Canada, to take action against Khalistani 
elements. The fact though is that these countries, Canada in particular, have shown scant regard for Indian 
concerns on this account and it is unlikely that they will change course now. Through all this the question that 
still remains is whether the social storm unleashed in India after the Rihanna tweet would deter other foreign 
celebrities from pursuing the now amended ‘toolkit’. And when have criminal cases based on this kind of an 
FIR ever reached fruition? 
 

The rise of liberal opinion 
 Finally, it is not the Rihanna-like celebrities who will pose the real challenge in the coming months to 
the Narendra Modi government, but liberal opinion in democratic western societies. And, it will have far more 
traction with the advent of the Joe Biden administration in the United States. A pointer is the interaction of top 
U.S. Congress members in the India Caucus had, recently; asking India to ensure that “norms of democracy are 
maintained and peaceful protests and demonstrations be allowed”, with this being conveyed to India’s 
Ambassador to the U.S., Taranjit Singh Sandhu. The government would be now conscious of engaging 
international liberal opinion rather than merely dismissing it. This does not imply coming under pressure on 
matters of critical importance to Indian interests. But it does mean taking recourse to traditional diplomacy 
even if it is stodgy and unappealing to sections of nationalist Indian opinion. 
 

Meanings of Difficult Words: 

 diplomacy (noun) – international politics, foreign 
affairs, foreign policy; negotiations, discussions, 
talks, dialogue (related to international politics) 

 combative (adjective) – aggressive, belligerent, 
hostile, bellicose. 

 push back (phrasal verb) – force back, repel, fight 
off. 

 strategy (noun) – plan of action (in order to 
achieve a more expansive set of political, 
economic, and security interests). 

 sober (adjective) – serious/sensible, serious-
minded, self-controlled, restrained, unemotional. 

 articulation (noun) – expression, revelation, 
assertion, mention. 

https://www.thehindu.com/topic/citizenship-amendment-act/
https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/greta-thunberg-extends-support-to-farmers-protest/article33737450.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/greta-thunberg-extends-support-to-farmers-protest/article33737450.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/international/greta-thunberg-extends-support-to-farmers-protest/article33737450.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/Delhi/delhi-police-to-probe-international-conspiracy-to-defame-india/article33750065.ece
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/thesaurus/diplomacy
https://www.lexico.com/definition/combative
https://www.lexico.com/definition/strategy
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/thesaurus/sober
https://www.lexico.com/definition/articulation
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 radically (adverb) – completely, thoroughly, 
totally, entirely. 

 The Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) (noun) –
 The Ministry of External Affairs (abbreviated as 
MEA) of India, also known as the Foreign Ministry, 
is the government agency responsible for the 
conduct of foreign relations of India. 

 publicity (noun) – public attention, public interest/ 
notice; propaganda. 

 elite (noun as modifier) – high society people; the 
group of most powerful people in a society. 

 negotiate (verb) – deal with, cope with; get over. 
 seek (verb) – try, attempt, aim. 
 take into account (phrase) – consider, take into 

consideration, have regard to, reckon with. 
 apparent (adjective) – noticeable, recognizable, 

evident/obvious. 
 latent (adjective) – hidden, concealed; dormant, 

 inactive. 
 sentiment (noun) – thought, attitude, view, 

opinion. 
 diplomatic (adjective) – (delicate & sensitive) 

consular, foreign-policy. 
 refute (verb) – deny, reject, disprove. 
 allegation (noun) – charge, accusation, 

indictment. 
 misperception (noun) – wrong understanding/ 

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

induce. 
 unwillingness (noun) – resistance to, objection to, 

opposition to; hesitation, aversion to, dislike. 
 perceived (adjective) – regarded, considered, 

deemed; observed, discerned. 
 interference (noun) –

 intervention, meddling, unwarranted 
involvement. 

 affairs (noun) – concerns, matters, activities. 
 assertive (adjective) – forceful, decisive, firm, 

determined. 
 norms (noun) – standard, convention, 

guidelines, criterion. 
 impatience (noun) – intolerance, disgruntlement, 

frustration, annoyance, dissatisfaction, 
displeasure. 

 old-fashioned (adjective) – old, out of date, 
outdated. 

 in keeping with (phrase) – in accordance with, in 
agreement with, in line with, consistent with, in 
harmony with. 

 emphasis (noun) – importance, significance; 
priority, insistence. 

 rapport (noun) – affinity, link/bond, close/special 
relationship, mutual understanding. 

 stress (verb) – emphasize, draw attention to, 
highlight, underline, underscore.  

 advance (verb) – move forward, proceed, move 
along, push forward, make progress.  

 disdain (noun) – contempt, scorn, disrespect, 
dislike. 

 substance (noun) – significant subject, important 
matter/content, valid message. 

 authoritatively (adverb) – with authority; reliably, 
dependably, legitimately. 

 legitimately (adverb) – legally, fairly, truly. 
 surmise (verb) – assume, conjecture, suppose. 
 lend credence to (phrase) – to make something 

(opinion/idea) seem correct. 
 orchestrate (verb) – organize, coordinate, 

mastermind, choreograph. 
 intrinsically (adverb) – naturally, in itself, by itself. 
 counter-productive (adjective) – harmful, 

damaging, dangerous/destructive. 
 campaign (noun) – an organized effort which 

seeks to influence the decision making progress 
within a specific group. 

 hold one’s own (phrase) – stand firm, stand one’s 
ground, keep/maintain one’s position. 

 Khalistanis (noun) – people who are related/ 
connected to the Khalistan movement (a Sikh 
separatist movement) seeking to create a 
homeland for Sikhs by establishing a sovereign 
state, called Khālistān (‘Land of the Khalsa’), in the 
Punjab region. 

 fish in troubled waters (phrase) – involve (oneself) 
in a dangerous situation in the hope of gaining 
some personal advantage. 

 agitation (noun) – (public) protest. 
 ember (noun) – glowing coal, burning wood 

(emotions/feelings). 
 notwithstanding (conjunction) – although, in spite 

of the fact that, despite the fact that, even though. 
 patriotism (noun) – devoted love and support for 

the country; nationalism, national loyalty. 
 under way (phrase) – in progress, happening, 

occurring, taking place. 
 self-assurance (noun) – self-confidence, belief in 

oneself, positiveness, assertiveness, self-reliance, 
self-possession, composure. 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/radically
https://www.lexico.com/synonyms/publicity
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/elite
https://www.lexico.com/definition/negotiate
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/seek
https://www.lexico.com/definition/take_something_into_account
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/apparent
https://www.lexico.com/definition/latent
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/sentiment
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/diplomatic
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/refute
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/allegation
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/misperception
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/thesaurus/whip_something_up
https://www.lexico.com/synonyms/unwillingness
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/perceive
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/interference
https://www.lexico.com/definition/affair
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/assertive
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/norm
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/impatience
https://www.lexico.com/definition/old-fashioned
https://www.lexico.com/definition/in_keeping_with
https://www.lexico.com/definition/emphasis
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/rapport
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/stress
https://www.lexico.com/definition/advance
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/disdain
https://www.lexico.com/definition/substance
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/authoritatively
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/legitimately
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/surmise
https://www.lexico.com/definition/orchestrate
https://www.lexico.com/definition/intrinsically
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/counterproductive
https://www.lexico.com/definition/campaign
https://www.lexico.com/definition/hold_one's_own
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/agitation
https://www.lexico.com/definition/ember
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/notwithstanding
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/patriotism
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/underway
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/self-assurance
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 assertion (noun) – statement, declaration, 
 affirmation, opinion, contention. 

 take something lying down (phrase) – accept 
something (an insult, setback, or criticism) without 
protest. 

 quarrel (noun) – argument, disagreement, a 
difference of opinion. 

 hold the key (phrase) – to have control of 
something. 

 sectional (adjective) – sectarian, factional, 
partisan, selfish. 

 instructive (adjective) – informative, 
informational, revealing, explanatory, telling. 

 critic (noun) – censurer, attacker, fault-finder. 
 lay stress on (phrase) – to give importance to; to 

give attention to. 
 impinge on (verb) – influence, have an effect 

on, encroach on. 
 indeed (adverb) – in fact, actually, undeniably. 
 emphasise (verb) – draw attention to, put stress 

on, underscore, highlight. 
 reputation (noun) – name, status, position, 

standing. 
 frenzied (adjective) – energetic, intense, wildly 

excited, uncontrolled, hyperactive. 
 ponder (verb) – think about, consider, review, 

reflect on. 
 on account of (phrase) – because of, owing to, due 

to, by virtue of. 
 Trumpian (noun) – relating to the philosophy, 

rhetoric, and style of Donald Trump. 
 deter (verb) – put off, discourage, prevent, stop. 
 manipulated (adjective) – misrepresented,  

falsified, distorted. 
 concerted (adjective) – united, collective, 

combined, cooperative; forcible, strong, intense. 
 pushback (noun) – resistance, opposition, 

disagreement, force back, repulse drive. 
 undertake (verb) – begin, start; engage in, become 

involved in, take part in. 
 conventional (adjective) – normal, regular, 

traditional/standard. 
 perhaps (adverb) – maybe, possibly. 
 a-changin (verb) – an archaic form of “changing”; 

compared to “changing”, then, “a-changing” 
evokes a rustic, or perhaps populist sense. 

 erudite (adjective) – well educated, well informed, 
knowledgeable, scholarly, intellectual/learned. 

 diplomat (noun) – ambassador, envoy, emissary, 
consul. 

 first information report (FIR) (noun) – a written 
document prepared by the police when they 
receive information about the commission of a 
cognizable offence. 

 toolkit (noun) – a link with a document containing 
details about something. 

 activist (noun) – a person who supports a political 
or societal change/cause. 

 embarrass (verb) – shame, humiliate, discomfit. 
 benign (adjective) – good-natured, kind/gentle, 

friendly. 
 dismiss (verb) – disregard, brush off, shrug off, 

forget. 
 scant (adjective) – little, little or no, minimal, 

hardly any. 
 regard (noun) – consideration, concern, thought, 

attention. 
 storm (noun) – trouble, disturbance, controversy. 
 unleash (verb) – let loose, release, let something 

go uncontrollably. 
 pursue (verb) – engage in, conduct, follow. 
 fruition (noun) – realization, achievement, 

accomplishment/completion. 
 far/lot more (phrase) – much more. 
 traction (noun) – popularity, acceptance. 
 advent (noun) – arrival, appearance, emergence. 
 pointer (noun) – indication, hint, signal, 

suggestion. 
 caucus (noun) – (in the US) a party-organized 

gathering of members to discuss their presidential 
preferences, elect local party leaders and discuss 
issues that make up the party’s platform. A closed 
meeting of supporters or members of a specific 
political party or movement. It is also defined as 
an hours-long voting meeting run by a political 
party. 

 ambassador (noun) – envoy, diplomat, consul. 
 conscious (adjective) – aware of; sensitive to. 
 rather than (phrase) – instead of. 
 imply (verb) – say indirectly, suggest, indicate. 
 come under (phrasal verb) – be subjected to. 
 recourse (noun) – possible course of action, 

resort, way out. 
 stodgy (adjective) – boring, dull, uninteresting. 
 unappealing (adjective) – uninviting, unpalatable, 

distasteful, unpleasant. 
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https://www.lexico.com/definition/take_something_lying_down
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https://www.lexico.com/definition/indeed
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https://www.lexico.com/definition/reputation
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/frenzied
https://www.lexico.com/definition/ponder
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/on_account_of
https://www.lexico.com/definition/deter
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/manipulate
https://www.lexico.com/definition/concerted
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/pushback
https://www.lexico.com/synonym/undertake
https://www.lexico.com/definition/conventional
https://www.lexico.com/definition/perhaps
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/erudite
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/diplomat
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/toolkit
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/activist
https://www.lexico.com/definition/embarrass
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/benign
https://www.lexico.com/definition/dismiss
https://www.lexico.com/definition/scant
https://www.lexico.com/definition/regard
https://www.lexico.com/definition/storm
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/unleash
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/pursue
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/fruition
https://www.lexico.com/definition/traction
https://www.lexico.com/definition/advent
https://www.lexico.com/definition/pointer
https://www.lexico.com/definition/caucus
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/ambassador
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/conscious
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/imply
https://www.lexico.com/definition/come_under
https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/recourse
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/stodgy
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