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A COVID blot on India’s foreign policy canvas 
A direct consequence of the pandemic is that New Delhi’s claim to  

regional primacy and leadership could take a hit 
 

 The second wave of COVID-19 and its agonising consequences, prompting the country to accept foreign aid after 
a gap of 17 years, is bound to have far-reaching strategic implications for India. While the world realises that India is too 
important to ignore, which perhaps explains the rush to help, there is little doubt that the country will not be the toast of 
the western world until it is able to get back on its feet. As a direct consequence of the pandemic, New Delhi’s claim to 
regional primacy and leadership will take a major hit, its ‘leading power’ aspirations will be dented, and accentuate its 
domestic political contestations. These in turn will impact the content and conduct of India’s foreign policy in the years to 
come. 
 
Regional primacy 
 COVID 2.0 has quickened the demise of India’s regional primacy. Regrettably, the country’s geopolitical decline is 
likely to begin in the neighbourhood itself, a strategic space which New Delhi has been forced to cede to Beijing over the 
past decade or so, a phenomenon that was intensified by the aggressive regional policies of Modi 1.0. India’s traditional 
primacy in the region was built on a mix of material aid, political influence and historical ties. Its political influence is 
steadily declining, its ability to materially help the neighbourhood will shrink in the wake of COVID-19, and its historical ties 
alone may not do wonders to hold on to a region hungry for development assistance and political autonomy. As a result, 
South Asian states are likely to board the Chinese bandwagon, if they haven’t already. COVID-19, therefore, comes at a 
time when India’s standing in the region is already shrinking: the pandemic will unfortunately quicken the inevitable. 
 In July 2015, External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar, who was then the Foreign Secretary, stated that India aspires 
to be a “leading power, rather than just a balancing power”. How will COVID-19 impact India’s great power/leading power 
aspirations? Being boxed in a China-dominated region will provide New Delhi with little space to pursue its regional, let 
alone global, geopolitical ambitions except in the Indo-Pacific region. While the Indo-Pacific is geopolitically keen and ready 
to engage with India, the pandemic could adversely impact India’s ability and desire to contribute to the Indo-Pacific and 
the Quad. COVID-19, for instance, will prevent any ambitious military spending or modernisation plans (called for in the 
wake of the stand-off at the Line of Actual Control (LAC)) and limit the country’s attention on global diplomacy and 
regional geopolitics, be it Afghanistan or Sri Lanka or the Indo-Pacific. With reduced military spending and lesser diplomatic 
attention to regional geopolitics, New Delhi’s ability to project power and contribute to the growth of the Quad will be 
uncertain. 
 While the outpouring of global aid to India shows that the world realises India is too important to fail, the 
international community might also reach the conclusion that post-COVID-19 India is too fragile to lead and be a ‘leading 
power’. New Delhi is pivotal to the Indo-Pacific project, but with India’s inability to take a lead role and China wooing 
smaller states in the region away from the Indo-Pacific with aid and threats, the Indo-Pacific balance of power could 
eventually turn in Beijing’s favour. 
 
Domestic politics 
 Domestic political contestations in the wake of the COVID-19 devastation in the country could also limit New 
Delhi’s strategic ambitions. General economic distress, a fall in foreign direct investment and industrial production, and a 
rise in unemployment have already lowered the mood in the country. The central political leadership, therefore, is likely to 
focus on COVID-19 recovery and the Assembly elections in Uttar Pradesh in 2022. The U.P. election and the run up to the 
2024 general election, both crucial for the Narendra Modi regime, could fan communal tensions in the country, triggering 
more political violence. A depressed economy, politically volatile domestic space combined with a lack of elite consensus 
on strategic matters would hardly inspire confidence in the international system about India. Domestic political 
preoccupations will further shrink the political elite’s appetite for foreign policy innovation or initiatives. Post-COVID-19, 
Indian foreign policy is therefore likely to be a holding operation. 
 These strategic consequences of the pandemic will shape the content and conduct of India’s foreign policy in 
several important ways. 
 
India-China equations 
 One potential impact of COVID-19’s devastating return and the damage it has done would be that India might be 
forced to be more conciliatory towards China, albeit reluctantly. From competing with China’s vaccine diplomacy a few 
months ago, New Delhi today is forced to seek help from the international community, if not China, to deal with the 
worsening COVID-19 situation at home. For one, China has, compared to most other countries, emerged stronger in the 
wake of the pandemic. Second, the world, notwithstanding its anti-China rhetoric, will continue to do business with Beijing 
— it already has been, and it will only increase. Third, while one is yet unsure of the nature of China-U.S. relations in the 
days ahead, the rise of China and India’s COVID-19-related troubles could prompt Washington to hedge its bets on Beijing. 
Finally, claims that India could compete with China as a global investment and manufacturing destination would remain 
just that — claims. 
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 Thanks to its monumental mismanagement of the second wave, India’s ability to stand up to China stands vastly 
diminished today: in material power, in terms of balance of power considerations, and political will. This might require 
New Delhi to be more conciliatory towards China. If the Bharatiya Janata Party-led government’s rather muted response to 
the LAC stand-off in the summer of 2020 is anything to go by, we are likely to see a conciliatory China policy from here on. 
 
Depressed foreign policy 
 Post-COVID-19, Indian foreign policy is unlikely to be business as usual. Given the much reduced political capital 
within the Modi government to pursue ambitious foreign policy goals, the diplomatic bandwidth for expansive foreign 
policy goals would be limited, leading thereby to a much depressed Indian foreign policy. The remainder of Mr. Modi’s 
current term is unlikely to emerge unscathed from such acute foreign policy depression. This, however, might take the 
aggressive edge off of India’s foreign policy under Mr. Modi. Less aggression could potentially translate into more 
accommodation, reconciliation and cooperation especially in the neighbourhood, with Pakistan on the one hand and 
within the broader South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) framework on the other. 
 The aftermath of the pandemic may kindle such a conciliatory tone in Indian foreign policy for other reasons as 
well. For one, COVID-19 has forced us to reimagine, to some extent at least, the friend enemy equations in global 
geopolitics. While the United States seemed hesitant, at least initially, to assist India even as the pandemic was wreaking 
havoc in the country, Moscow was quick to come to New Delhi’s aid. Even though New Delhi did not accept the aid offers 
from Pakistan and China, these offers sounded more than the usual diplomatic grandstanding that states engage in during 
natural calamities. The argument here is not that these will lead to fundamental shifts in India’s strategic partnerships, but 
that they could definitely moderate the sharp edges of India’s pre-existing geopolitical articulations. 
 
Strategic autonomy 
 Finally, the pandemic would, at the very least indirectly, impact India’s policy of maintaining strategic autonomy. 
As pointed out above, the strategic consequences of the pandemic are bound to shape and structure New Delhi’s foreign 
policy choices as well as constrain India’s foreign policy agency. It could, for instance, become more susceptible to external 
criticism for, after all, New Delhi cannot say ‘yes’ to just aid and ‘no’ to criticism. A post-COVID-19 New Delhi might find it 
harder to resist demands of a closer military relationship with the U.S. 
 And yet, every crisis opens up the possibility for change and new thinking. What COVID-19 will also do is open up 
new regional opportunities for cooperation especially under the ambit of SAARC, an initiative that already saw some small 
beginnings during the first wave of the pandemic. New Delhi might do well to get the region’s collective focus on ‘regional 
health multilateralism’ to promote mutual assistance and joint action on health emergencies such as this. Classical 
geopolitics should be brought on a par with health diplomacy, environmental concerns and regional connectivity in South 
Asia. COVID-19 may have opened precisely such an opportunity to the world’s least integrated region. 
 
 
 blot (noun) – blemish, stain, taint, defect, flaw; 

disgrace, dishonour, stigma.  
 canvas (noun) – image, representation, portrayal, 

depiction. 
 consequence (noun) – outcome, ramification, 

repercussion. 
 pandemic (noun) – the worldwide spread of a new 

disease; The illness spreads around the world and 
typically affects a large number of people across a 
wide area. 

 primacy (noun) – importance, priority, preference. 
 take a hit (phrase) – experience, encounter, receive, 

endure, suffer (damage/loss). 
 agonising (adjective) – painful, distressing, 

acute/severe. 
 prompt (verb) – cause, impel, urge. 
 aid (verb) – facilitate, help, assist. 
 bound to (adjective) – certain, sure, very likely, 

guaranteed. 
 far-reaching (adjective) – widespread, sweeping, 

overarching extensive, profound, comprehensive. 
 strategic (adjective) – relating to achieving long-term 

or overall goals. 
 implications (noun) – consequence/outcome, 

ramification, repercussion. 

 too important to ignore something (phrase) – 
indispensable, irreplaceable, essential, all-important, 
invaluable. 

 perhaps (adverb) – maybe, possibly. 
 rush (noun) – a sudden strong demand, call, request. 
 toast (noun) – very popular person./thing; darling, 

celebrity, favourite, pet. 
 get back on one’s feet (phrase) – to be successful 

again after having problems (or) to be healthy again 
after a period of illness. 

 aspiration (noun) – aim, ambition, goal, target, 
objective. 

 dent (verb) – weaken, undermine, diminish, reduce, 
lessen. 

 accentuate (verb) – highlight, underline, focus 
attention on. 

 contestation (noun) – contention, disagreement, 
disputation, argument. 

 in turn (phrase) – in succession, successively, 
sequentially. 

 demise (noun) – end, fall, ruin. 
 regrettably (adverb) – unluckily, sadly, unhappily. 
 geopolitical (adjective) – relating to (the study of) the 

geographical factors (a country’s position on the earth, 
size, climate, and natural resources &, etc.) in world 
politics and inter-state relations. 
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 neighbourhood (noun) – (surrounding) area, region, 
country. 

 cede (verb) – lose, give up, concede, surrender, 
relinquish (power/authority). 

 decade (noun) – a period of ten years. 
 phenomenon (noun) – situation, occurrence, event, 

happening. 
 aggressive (adjective) – forceful, insistent, vigorous; 

hawkish, hostile, combative. 
 build on (phrasal verb) – develop, enhance, expand on. 
 material aid (noun) – it means aid in the form of 

money or goods or food. 
 influence (noun) – power, authority, sway, leverage, 

position. 
 ties (noun) – association, relationship, bond, 

connection. 
 materially (adverb) – significantly, greatly, very much. 
 shrink (verb) – lessen, reduce, decrease. 
 in the wake of (phrase) – as a result of, in the 

aftermath of, as a consequence of. 
 hold on to (phrasal verb) – keep or retain something. 
 autonomy (noun) – independence, freedom; self-

government, self-rule. 
 as a result (phrase) – subsequently, therefore, thus. 
 likely (adverb) – probably, possibly. 
 jump/climb/get on the bandwagon (phrase) – to take 

part in a successful activity so that you can get the 
benefits of it yourself. 

 bandwagon (noun) – a popular activity/event that is 
currently become a fashion. 

 standing (noun) – position, prestige, reputation, 
stature, importance. 

 the inevitable (noun) – an unavoidable situation, an 
unpreventable situation. 

 rather than (phrase) – instead of. 
 box in (phrasal verb) – confine, hem in, fence in, 

surround, encircle. 
 pursue (verb) – engage in, conduct, follow. 
 let alone (phrase) – to say nothing of; not to mention. 
 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). 

 keen (adjective) – determined, desirous, ambitious. 
 adversely (adverb) – unfavourably, disadvantageously, 

badly. 
 contribute to (verb) – play a part in, be instrumental 

in, make for, lead to, cause. 
 Quad/Quadrilateral (noun) – The ‘Quadrilateral’ is 

described as four democracies (the United States, 
Japan, Australia and India) with a shared objective to 
ensure and support a “free, open and prosperous” 
Indo-Pacific region. 

 for instance (phrase) – as an example. 
 ambitious (adjective) – formidable, challenging, 

demanding. 
 modernisation (noun) – improvement, refurbishment, 

remodeling, revamping. 
 call (for) (verb) – require, necessitate, demand. 
 stand-off (noun) – deadlock, stalemate, impasse (in a 

dispute/conflict). 

 Line of Actual Control (LAC) (noun) – the de-facto 
(effective) border between India and China. The LAC is 
a 4,057-km border running through three areas-
Western (Ladakh, Ladakh (Kashmir)), middle 
(Uttarakhand, Himachal), and eastern (Sikkim, 
Arunachal). 

 diplomacy (noun) – negotiations, discussions, talks, 
dialogue (related to international politics) 

 geopolitics (noun) – the study of the geographical 
factors (a country’s position on the earth, size, climate, 
and natural resources & etc,.) in world politics and 
inter-state relations. 

 diplomatic (adjective) – (delicate & sensitive) consular, 
foreign-policy. 

 outpouring (noun) – outburst, eruption, outflowing, 
cascade, a lot of something happening at the same 
time. 

 fragile (adjective) – weak, delicate, shaky, feeble, 
unreliable/risky. 

 pivotal (adjective) – central, vital, 
significant/important, crucial/critical. 

 inability (noun) – incapability, incapacity, helplessness. 
 woo (verb) – seek the support of, try to win, try to 

attract, pursue, persuade, coax. 
 balance of power (phrase) – stability in a system 

composed of a number of autonomous forces. 
Whenever the equilibrium is disturbed either by an 
outside force or by a change in one or the other 
elements composing the system, the system shows a 
tendency to re-establish either the original or a new 
equilibrium. 

 eventually (adverb) – in the end, finally, at last. 
 in one’s favour (phrase) – to one’s benefit/advantage. 
 devastation (noun) – destruction, damage, 

havoc/wreckage. 
 distress (noun) – difficulty, trouble, hardship. 
 foreign direct investment (FDI) (noun) – Investment 

from one country into another (normally by companies 
rather than governments) that involves establishing 
operations or acquiring tangible assets, including 
stakes in other businesses. 

 run-up to (noun) – a period of time just before an 
important event. 

 regime (noun) – government. 
 fan (verb) – intensify, increase, exacerbate. 
 trigger (verb) – cause, prompt, set off, bring about. 
 depressed (adjective) – weakened, impaired, 

debilitated, distressed, sluggish. 
 volatile (adjective) – unpredictable, turbulent, 

uncertain, inconstant. 
 elite (noun) – high society people; the group of most 

powerful people in a society; best. 
 consensus (noun) – an idea or opinion that is shared 

by all the people in a group, agreement, concurrence. 
 hardly (adverb) – barely, almost not. 
 preoccupation (noun) – absence of mind, distraction, 

forgetfulness, inattentiveness, heedlessness; 
concentration, engrossment, absorption, thinking. 

 appetite (noun) – longing, yearning, strong 
desire/liking. 

 holding operation (noun) – a plan of action aimed to 
continue the status quo under a difficult situation. 
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 equation (noun) – (consideration of) the situation, the 
problem, the case. 

 devastating (adjective) – destructive, ruinous, 
disastrous. 

 conciliatory (adjective) – appeasing, pacifying, 
peacemaking. 

 albeit (conjunction) – though, even though, however. 
 reluctantly (adverb) – hesitantly, unwillingly. 
 vaccine (noun) – a biological preparation that 

improves immunity to a particular disease. 
 vaccine diplomacy (noun) – the use of a vaccine to 

increase diplomatic relationship and influence other 
countries but also, from a strategic perspective, 
vaccine access opens the door to expand long-term 
health security provisions. 

 at home (phrase) – in one’s own country. 
 for one (phrase) – used for highlighting that someone 

is thinking in a particular way, even if other people are 
not. 

 notwithstanding (conjunction) – although, in spite of 
the fact that, despite the fact that, even though. 

 rhetoric (noun) – the art of speaking or writing 
effectively & persuasively or impressively (but, often 
lacking substance); bombast, loftiness, 
hyperbole/extravagant language. 

 hedge one’s bets (phrase) – avoid, dodge, evade, 
sidestep the issue at hand; be non-committal, be 
indecisive, be evasive (to deal with a difficulty nearby). 

 thanks to (phrase) – as a result of, owing to, due to, 
because of. 

 monumental (adjective) – huge, terrible, dreadful, 
awful, colossal.  

 stand up to (phrasal verb) – defy, confront, challenge, 
oppose openly, resist. 

 in terms of (phrase) – with regard to, 
regarding/concerning, in connection with. 

 political will (noun) – political desire/intention. 
 go by (phrase) – observe, conform to, follow, be 

guided by. 
 business as usual (phrase) – a normal state of affairs, 

the daily round, routine, a normal pattern, regularity. 
 given (preposition) – considering, taking into account, 

bearing in mind. 
 bandwidth (noun) – emergy, capacity. 
 thereby (adverb) – as a result of that. 
 unscathed (adjective) – unhurt, undamaged, 

unharmed. 
 acute (adjective) – severe, intense, serious. 
 depression (noun) – recession, slump, decline, 

downturn, slowdown. 
 take the edge off (phrase) – reduce, diminish, 

decrease, lessen. 
 aggression (noun) – hostility, belligerence, 

combativeness, warmongering, hawkishness. 
 potentially (adverb) – likely, possibly, probably. 

 accommodation (noun) – adjustment, adaptation, 
attunement; arrangement, understanding, settlement. 

 reconciliation (noun) – restoration of harmony, 
agreement, compromise, understanding. 

 on the one hand (phrase) – it is used to introduce the 
first of two contrasting different, points, facts, or ways 
of looking at something.  It is always followed later by 
“on the other hand” or ‘on the other’. 

 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. 

 aftermath (noun) – consequences, effects, results, 
repercussions. 

 kindle (verb) – stimulate, inspire, stir up, call forth. 
 hesitant (adjective) – uncertain, undecided, dubious, 

sceptical, reluctant. 
 wreak havoc (phrase) – cause/inflict massive damage. 
 come to one’s aid (phrase) – to give 

assistance/support to someone in difficulty. 
 sound (verb) – look like, seem, appear. 
 grandstanding (noun) – a way of speaking or acting to 

get attention from the spectators (people) and then 
influencing them. 

 calamity (noun) – disaster, catastrophe, tragedy.  
 lead to (verb) – result in, cause, bring on, give rise to. 
 strategic partnership (noun) – it is a long-term 

interaction between two countries based on political, 
economic, social and historical factors (Courtesy: IDSA 
(Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses)). 

 moderate (verb) – lessen, decrease, diminish. 
 pre-existing (adjective) – previous, earlier, prior. 
 articulation (noun) – expression, revelation, assertion, 

mention. 
 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. 

 point out (phrasal verb) – identify, mention, indicate, 
draw attention to. 

 susceptible to (adjective) – prone to, subject to, at risk 
of, vulnerable to. 

 open up (phrasal verb) – become accessible; become 
available. 

 ambit (noun) – scope, extent, bounds, limits, purview, 
sphere. 

 multilateralism (noun) – a method of coordinating 
relations between ( a group of) three or more 
countries. 

 on a par with (phrase) – comparable with, equivalent 
to, as equal to, on a level with. 

 precisely (adverb) – exactly, absolutely, squarely. 
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