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 ABSTRACT 

 

 

Do regions enable or constrain states’ claims to status? Looking for answers in the 

regional power literature, current scholarship in International Relations remains 

divided. On one hand, regions enable the consolidation of power in a specific 

geographic space, making states regional hegemons, therefore strengthening their 

claims to status. On the other hand, regions involve troublesome neighbourhoods, or 

the spill-over effects of unresolved conflicts which can constrain claims to status. 

Based on this debate, states would be expected to either work hard at being regional 

powers, or, to disentangle themselves from the responsibility. It seems however, that 

states do neither and yet both. Drawing on the Indian case, this thesis establishes that 

states find regions to be potentially status-enabling, but not just as spaces in which 

they can achieve hegemony. As geographic collectives, they offer the important 

function of social recognition that allows them to be differentiated from others to 

global audiences. Anchored in a constructivist approach, this thesis argues that states 

find value in ‘building’ or ‘framing’ regions in specific ways to their claims to status at 

the global level. By mapping boundaries through the region-building process, states 

forge a sense of commonality and group membership allowing them to be recognised 

in a specific way by targeted audiences. Through its qualitative and historically 

informed study of Indian region-building across time, this thesis notes that since 

independence, Indian framings of its ‘region’ have shifted to include ‘Asia’, ‘South 

Asia’, ‘Asia-Pacific’ and most recently the ‘Indo-Pacific’. It demonstrates how the 

changing notions of its region have informed its claims to status at the global level 

over time. It studies three cases Indian region-building: ‘Asia’ in the early Cold War 
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years and ‘Asia-Pacific’ in the Post-Cold War years and the ‘Indo-Pacific’ in recent 

years. Within these the first two cases, it investigates India’s understudied role in 

Indonesian decolonisation struggle (1945-1949) and India’s Look-East policy in 1991. 

Given the contemporary and evolving nature of its Indo-Pacific case, this thesis 

engages with it as whole to demonstrate how it informs Indian claims to higher status 

at the global level.  
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction  

 

1.1 Locating the Argument 
 

In the autumn of 1954, Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru met Chairman Mao Zedong 

for the first time. After a brief exchange of greetings, the leaders engaged in what 

seemed to be a frank discussion of key international issues of the time. “Among Asian 

countries,” Nehru said to Mao, “China and India are the largest ones. Therefore, our 

two countries should play more important roles in Asia. In any case, the population of 

our two countries reaches one billion. This will lead to immense influence.” “But the 

United States does not recognise our two countries as great powers,” Mao protested. 

“They say that our two countries are small countries”. To this, Nehru replied, “The 

ruler that the United States uses to measure other countries will no longer be useful in 

the future. In addition to money, there are other factors. The human factor is the most 

important, and those who have a clear understanding of their future should not 

overlook it.”1  

 

Nehru’s intervention in this interaction captures a key insight on which this thesis 

leans. Referring to India and China as the largest countries of Asia with important roles 

within the region, he seemed convinced that they would inevitably gain immense 

influence. This was framed as an inescapable development that countries like the 

United States would have to recognise and come to terms with, even if in the latter’s 

eyes, they did not meet the traditional, material indicators of being great powers. 

 
1Minutes of Chairman Mao Zedong’s First Meeting with Nehru, 19th October, 1954. The Wilson 

Center Digital Archive (Obtained by Chen Jian and translated by Chen Zhihong, 1954), 

http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/117825, accessed 7 August, 2020. 
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Drawing on the Indian case, this thesis studies how regions inform states’ claims to 

status at the global level.  

 

International Relations (IR) scholarship offers contrasting views on the relationship 

between regions and status.2 These arguments fall on either side of the ‘region-as-

enabling’ or ‘region-as-constraining’ debate. On the enabling side of the debate, 

scholars argue that regions can be seen as spaces for great powers to consolidate their 

power and eventually become ‘regional hegemons’ or ‘regional powers’. Regional 

hegemony, which is based on control over material resources, enables states to exercise 

leadership and gain the acceptance and followership of secondary states.3 This helps 

establish a power base for enhanced participation – and hence recognition – in global 

politics.4 Regional hegemony may also provide the important function of 

representativeness. A state may promote itself, or may be seen by others, as 

representative of a particular region that in turn might be defined geographically, 

linguistically or in cultural or civilizational terms.5 Given their role as regional 

representatives, they can demand a greater voice in international affairs and act as of 

advocates of regional interests in interregional and global fora.6 Regions therefore, 

 
2 Adriana Erthal Abdenur and Danilo Marcondes de Souza Neto, ‘Region-Building by Rising 

Powers: The South Atlantic and Indian Ocean Rims Compared’, Journal of the Indian Ocean Region 

881, no. March (2014): 1–17. 
3 Kindleberger cited in Miriam Prys, Redefining Regional Power in International Relations 

(Abingdon: Routledge, 2012), 20. 
4 Stefan A. Schirm, ‘Leaders in Need of Followers: Emerging Powers in Global Governance’, 

European Journal of International Relations 16, no. 2 (2010): 199; Adrian Treacher, ‘Europe as a 

Power Multiplier for French Security Policy: Strategic Consistency, Tactical Adaptation’, European 

Security 10, no. 1 (2001): 22–44. 
5Andrew Hurrell, ‘Hegemony, Liberalism and Global Order: What Space for Would-Be Great 

Powers?’, International Affairs 82, no. 1 (2006): 7. 
6Sandra Destradi, ‘Regional Powers and Their Strategies: Empire, Hegemony, and Leadership’, 

Review of International Studies 36, no. 04 (2010): 906. 
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provide the locus standi that enable aspiring powers to stake and protect their claims 

on the global stage.7  

 

While it may indeed seem somewhat intuitively logical that regional powerhood should 

play an important role in claims to status at the global level, there are many reasons 

also undermine this seemingly smooth and logical progression.8 The constraining side 

of the debate highlights how regions can be a source of weakness either because of 

unresolved regional conflicts or regional instability and the sheer difficulty of 

maintaining influence.9 It may also be the case that states may see little to be gained 

from establishing regional hegemony simply because they think that their performance 

on a domestic or international scale far surpasses that of the other members of the 

region. In such cases, states may re-consider establishing their regional pre-eminence 

as it could only enmesh it locally and detract from its global image and interests.10 In 

fact, they may even engage in ‘leapfrogging’, that is, ignoring the neighbourhood in 

favour of a global perch like the G20.11 As it currently stands therefore, the debate 

presents very different understandings of the role of regions and status – regions can 

help gain or constrain claims to status at the global level. While this literature makes 

for a rich understanding of what regions can do for claims to status, it is predominantly 

 
7 Philip Nel and Detlef Nolte, ‘Introduction: Special Section on Regional Powers in a Changing 

Global Order’, Review of International Studies 36, no. 4 (2010): 877–78. 
8 Hurrell, ‘Hegemony, Liberalism and Global Order: What Space for Would-Be Great Powers?’ 
9 Hurrell, 8. 
10 See: Rajesh M. Basrur, ‘Global Quest and Regional Reversal: Rising India and South Asia’, 

International Studies 47, no. 2–4 (2010): 267–84. For an argument along similar lines, see Miriam 

Prys, ‘India and South Asia in the World: On the Embeddedness of Regions in the International 

System and Its Consequences for Regional Powers’, International Relations of the Asia-Pacific 13, 

no. 2 (2013): 267–99. On the difficulties of Brazil and South Africa in maintaining regional pre-

eminence, see Andrés Malamud, ‘A Leader Without Followers? The Growing Divergence Between 

the Regional and Global Performance of Brazilian Foreign Policy’, Latin American Politics and 

Society 53, no. 3 (2011): 1–24; Chris Alden and Maxi Schoeman, ‘South Africa’s Symbolic 

Hegemony in Africa’, International Politics 52, no. 2 (2015): 239–54.  
11 Amitav Acharya, ‘Comparative Regionalism: A Field Whose Time Has Come?’, The 

International Spectator 47, no. 1 (2012): 10. 
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informed by the regional power framework. In other words, the debate is centred more 

on whether being a regional power enables or constrains claims to status. This pattern 

of inquiry relies on critical assumptions about what the region is, and who is its regional 

power. To determine the former, scholars usually rely on ‘conventional wisdom’, 

whereas to determine the latter, they identify countries which possess relative material 

preponderance within these ‘regions’.12 

 

This thesis takes a different approach. It suggests that regional powerhood is certainly 

one, but not the only way in which states’ relationship to their regions can be 

conceptualised. As regional power approaches require taking into account fixed 

definitions of regions and how they are constituted, they remain limited in their ability 

to explain how states both within and beyond it come to regard certain spaces as 

regions in the first place. This study examines exactly this process to explore the 

relationship between regions and status in international relations. Located at the 

‘enabling’ side of the region-status debate, it demonstrates that states find value in 

‘building’ or ‘framing’ regions in specific ways (and not others) to their claims to status 

at the global level.  

 

Examining how regions become regions has been the agenda of constructivist and 

critical geopolitics scholars in International Relations.13 Scholars within this group have 

 
12 See for instance: Miriam Prys, ‘What Makes a Regional Hegemon?’, Paper Presented at ECPR 

Joint Session of Workshops (Helsinki, 2007); Prys, Redefining Regional Power in International 

Relations. 
13 Iver B Neumann, ‘A Region-Building Approach to Northern Europe’, Review of International 

Studies 20, no. 01 (1994): 53–74; Mark Beeson, ‘Geopolitics and the Making of Regions: The Fall 

and Rise of East Asia’, Political Studies 57, no. 3 (2009): 498–516; Oliver Kessler and Jan Helmig, 

‘Of Systems, Boundaries, and Regionalisation’, Geopolitics 12, no. 4 (2007): 570–85; Karoline 

Postel-Vinay, ‘The Historicity of the International Region: Revisiting the “Europe and the Rest” 

Divide’, Geopolitics 12, no. 4 (2007): 555–69; Abdenur and Marcondes de Souza Neto, ‘Region-

Building by Rising Powers: The South Atlantic and Indian Ocean Rims Compared’; Anssi Paasi, 

‘Region and Place: Regional Identity in Question’, Progress in Human Geography 27, no. 4 (2003): 
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long argued that regions are ‘imagined communities’ which are ‘cognitive construct[s] 

shared by persons in the region themselves’.14 In other words, regions do not just exist, 

but are made to exist through an active process of region-building. This suggests that 

regions are “preceded by the existence of region-builders” who are political actors who 

“give expression to specific ideas about the appropriate demarcation of geographic 

space” through combinations of discourse and practice. Through this, they transfer 

that spatialisation to others, outside the region.15 Furthermore, this scholarship 

attributes equal importance to the reading of the extra-regional by region-builders, and 

how this may affect the way in which they imagine and build the region.16 As the above 

interaction between Nehru and Mao demonstrates, membership in the ‘Asian’ region 

was seen to enable the way in which both countries would be esteemed by the great 

powers. By examining instances such as these, this thesis asks the following question: 

how do regions inform states’ claims to status at the global level? 

 
In order to answer this question, the thesis engages in a qualitative, historical study of 

India and the changing notions of how it has framed ‘its’ regions across time. The 

Indian case suggests that this is being done not only because of the role it seeks within 

this region, but also through its reading of the extra-region – how it wants to be seen 

by members from the extra-region and where within it, it aspires to place itself. In 

other words, it establishes that India sees links between two notions of place: states’ 

sense of their geographic place (region and neighbourhood) and social place (status) 

in the world. By linking the concept of ‘regions’ and how they are built with that of 

 
475–85; Mathias Albert and Paul Reuber, ‘Introduction: The Production of Regions in the Emerging 

Global Order – Perspectives on “Strategic Regionalisation”’, Geopolitics 12, no. 4 (2007): 549–54. 
14 Neumann, ‘A Region-Building Approach to Northern Europe’, 57. 
15 Beeson, ‘Geopolitics and the Making of Regions: The Fall and Rise of East Asia’, 501. See also 

Neumann’s definition of region-builders in Neumann, ‘A Region-Building Approach to Northern 

Europe’, 58. 
16 Mark Beeson, ‘Re-Thinking Regionalism: Europe and East Asia in Comparative Historical 

Perspective’, Journal of European Public Policy 12, no. 6 (2005): 970. 



 6 

‘status’, this analysis makes a case for shifting away from the analytical limitations of 

the ‘levels of analysis’ approach, familiar to the discipline.17 Instead, it locates itself at 

the intersection of the ‘regional’ and the ‘global’ levels of analysis and demonstrates 

the conceptual value of the ‘regional-global nexus’ in International Relations. The latter 

suggests that the norms, behaviour and institutions functioning at the regional level, 

impact and are impacted by forces of a global range and scope.18  

 

This study proceeds alongside the following caveats: first, by focusing on India’s 

region-building is not to portray India as an original or sole author of a particular 

‘regional’ frame. Rather, the study focuses on the processes by which India constructs 

and reconstructs what it considers as ‘its’ region and the extent to which it is able to 

convince others of the same. It, in effect, also unpacks how Indian region-building 

projects may support or contest other interpretations of the same regional frame. This 

also means that different framings of the region may compete and co-exist at the same 

time. When this thesis makes reference to changing notions of India’s regions, it does 

not necessarily imply that one regional frame replaces the other. For instance, India’s 

reference to its region as the Indo-Pacific in contemporary times does not mean it no 

longer sees itself as part of South Asia. The interest of this thesis lies more in 

understanding the emergence of region-building projects in the Indian case and how 

they inform claims to status at the global level. Second, to state that regions form 

through elite region-building projects is not to claim that domestic politics do not guide 

regional formation. There is tremendous merit in the argument of the bottom-up 

construction of regions which involve actors at the domestic level in driving and 

 
17 See David Singer, ‘The Level-of-Analysis Problem in International Relations’, World Politics 14, 

no. 1 (1961): 77–92. 
18 Brian L Job, ‘Grappling with an Elusive Concept’, in Security Politics in the Asia-Pacific : A 

Regional-Global Nexus?, ed. William T. Tow (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 32. 
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recognising regional projects. The interest of this thesis, however, lies at the region-

global level, and the fact that insufficient attention is given to regions in reflecting the 

which states aspire to be recognised at the global level. The Indian case reveals that 

there lies a much thicker explanation for the relationship between region-building and 

claims to status. It the study of this this process that the thesis focuses upon.  

 

1.2 The Framework 
 

This thesis is built on the ontological insight of social constructivism, that emphasises 

the notion that structures of international politics are ‘social’ and not ‘material’.19 In 

other words, they are not simply ‘out there’, existing independently of the thoughts 

and ideas of the actors involved in it.20 In a world that is indeed socially constructed, 

objects are not independent of actors’ interpretations and language and are therefore 

‘social facts.’21 These social facts depend, by way of collective understanding and 

discourse, on the attachment of collective knowledge to physical reality.22 This thesis 

studies the process by which regions become social realities. It proceeds from the 

assumption that regions are ‘social facts’ and products of certain discourses and 

practices that breathe them into life. Like other constructivist projects, this study 

acknowledges that generalizations of the social world that are highly contingent to 

historical, social and normative contexts.23 Drawing on the Indian case, it develops a 

conceptual framework informed by insights from Sociology, Political Geography and 

 
19 Alexander Wendt, ‘Collective Identity Formation and the International State.’, American Political 

Science Review 88, no. 2 (1994): 71–72. 
20 Robert Jackson and Georg Sorensen, ‘Social Constructivism’, in Introduction to International 

Relations Theories and Approaches, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 164. 
21 Emanuel Adler, ‘Constructivism in International Relations: Sources, Contributions, and Debates’, 

Handbook of International Relations, 2013, 113. 
22 John R. Searle, The Construction of Social Realityby John R. Searle (New York: The Free Press, 

1995), 205. 
23 Adler, ‘Constructivism in International Relations: Sources, Contributions, and Debates’, 214. 
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International Relations to theorise the relationship between regions and status in 

international relations. It establishes that the enabling role of regions to status claims 

emanates from their ability to enhance the social recognition of states that belong to 

them.  

 

As states claim higher status at the global level, they are, in effect, communicating a 

claim to social place to which they feel entitled to belong. In order to establish 

themselves worthy of making that claim, they find it crucial to be recognised in a specific 

way by certain audiences. Regional membership is an important way to help ensure this as 

it conveys a set of distinctive of collective characteristics with which states can be 

socially recognised by certain audiences. In this way, regions take the form of social 

groups that convey certain meanings about their members. In spatialising geographies 

and mapping boundaries through the region-building process, states forge a sense of 

commonality and group membership, with which they can then differentiate 

themselves from others to targeted audiences.24 Region-building therefore becomes an 

important opportunity for states to be recognised in a specific way, making it valuable 

part of establishing claims to status at the global level.  

 

Audiences indeed play a crucial role in conferring status through region-building. They 

can be of different kinds and exist at different levels – local/domestic, regional and 

global. How states prioritise their key audiences in this regard, is based on the overall 

objectives of their status projects. While this thesis draws on Indian region-building 

projects targeted at audiences on all these levels, it identifies great powers as key 

 
24 See Geoffrey J. Leonardelli and Soo Min Toh, ‘Social Categorization in Intergroup Contexts: 

Three Kinds of Self-Categorization’, Social and Personality Psychology Compass 9, no. 2 (2015): 

70–71. On regions and group formation see Postel-Vinay, ‘The Historicity of the International 

Region: Revisiting the “Europe and the Rest” Divide’. See Postel-Vinay, 562. 
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audiences for its claims to status. This has not simply been determined based on the 

emphasis placed upon them as conferrers of status in International Relations literature, 

but also because – and this is seen in the empirical chapters - the importance the Indian 

foreign policy establishment has placed on great power perceptions of itself, across 

time.  

 

While this study draws on the Indian case, its insights can travel across time and space 

in two ways. One, through the category of states India is a case of. This includes states 

that possess relative material and social power to claim status at the global level such 

as China, Russia, South Africa, Japan and Brazil. In this sense, it follows a single case 

study research design that involves an “intensive study of a single unit for the purpose 

of understanding a larger class of (similar) units.”25 Two, through the phenomena it 

studies, which is region-building. This framework can be applied to cases of region-

building to study and trace the possible status claims they may inform. This could 

include for instance the Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere’ by Imperial Japan, 

the construction of ‘South America’ in Lula’s Brazil, the idea of ‘Eurasia’ in Post-Soviet 

Russia, Turkey’s claims to its membership in ‘Europe’ or even China’s regional 

connectivity projects through its ‘one belt one road’ initiatives, amongst others. 

Determining the scope conditions in this way, allows the framework to be opened up 

to a wider universe of cases. It also makes it both applicable and relevant to states that 

may not necessarily possess relative material power at the global level but have invested 

resources in region-building. This could include for instance the ‘small states’ that 

played a role in constructing ‘Southeast Asia’ through the framework of ASEAN.  

 

 
25 John Gerring, ‘What Is a Case Study and What Is It Good For?’, American Political Science 

Review 98, no. 02 (2004): 342. 
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1.3. Research Design 
 

In studying how India has framed and re-framed spaces as ‘regions’, this thesis has 

selected cases based on the historical context or the specific moments in time, in which 

the process of construction is stimulated.26 Given its interest in the discourses and 

practices in the making of social realities, the research design of this study follows the 

likes of Neta Crawford, Christian Reus-Smit, Jutta Weldes and Ted Hopf, in 

conducting empirical historical and interpretive research aimed at understanding how 

region-building informs claims to status at the global level in the Indian case.27  

 

In International Relations, the study of India and its region has predominantly focused 

on South Asia.28 Basing its performance within this region, scholars have concluded 

that India is at best a ‘reluctant hegemon’ and a ‘detached regional power’.29 This 

reading has led to the conclusion that the region has held India back from its wider, 

global ambitions and majorly constrained its claims to status.30 A constructivist, 

‘region-building’ reading of India’s regions reveals however that first, its conceptions 

of the region are not limited to South Asia but also include ‘Asia’, ‘Asia-Pacific’ and 

 
26 Christian Reus-Smit, ‘Reading History through Constructivist Eyes’, Millennium: Journal of 

International Studies 37, no. 2 (2008): 395–414. 
27 Neta Crawford, Argument and Change in World Politics : Ethics, Decolonization, and 

Humanitarian Intervention (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002); Christian Reus-Smit, 

The Moral Purpose of the State: Culture, Social Identity, and Institutional Rationality in 

International Relations (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1999); Jutta Weldes, 

Constructing National Interests : The United States and the Cuban Missile Crisis (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 1999); Ted Hopf, Social Construction of International Politics: 

Identities & Foreign Policies, Moscow, 1955 and 1999 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002); 

Adler, ‘Constructivism in International Relations: Sources, Contributions, and Debates’. 
28 Kanti P. Bajpai, ‘Regions, Regional Politics and the Security of South Asia’, in South Asia 

Approaches the Millennium : Reexamining National Security, ed. C. Weinbaum, M.G; Kumar, 1995, 

205–23.; David M Malone, Does the Elephant Dance?: Contemporary Indian Foreign Policy 

(Oxford: OUP, 2011). 
29 Subrata K Mitra, ‘The Reluctant Hegemon: India’s Self-Perception and the South Asian Strategic 

Environment’, Contemporary South Asia 12, no. 3 (2003): 399–417.On regional detached power, 

see: Miriam Prys, Redefining Regional Power in International Relations : Indian and South African 

Perspectives, Routledge Series on Global Order Studies (London: Routledge, 2012), 182.  
30 See for instance: Basrur, ‘Global Quest and Regional Reversal: Rising India and South Asia’. 
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most recently, the ‘Indo-Pacific’. Second, the changing conceptions of its region have 

emerged in the context of transformations at the global level, that have stimulated a 

rethink of how India spatialises and builds it region.31  

 

These transformations refer to “order transitions”, which involve “significant 

alterations in the common goals and values, rules of the game, and social structures.”32 

It is not of mere chronological coincidence that Indian framings of its region shift in 

the context of these transitions, and this thesis studies them as such. Over time, Indian 

framings of the region have shifted to include ‘Asia’ in the Post-War/early Cold War 

period, ‘South Asia’ through the middle to late Cold War period, ‘Asia-Pacific’ in the 

post-Cold War context with the emergence of American unipolairty, and most 

recently, the ‘Indo-Pacific’, as the American-led order comes under strain. This thesis 

studies Indian region-building in the context of the onset of three order transitions, 

the first brought on by the end of the Second World War, the second through the end 

of the Cold War, and third, the ongoing order transition as the post-Cold War order 

comes under strain.33  

 

The onset of the first transition brought about significant alterations in the social and 

material hierarchies of global order. European powers had significantly fallen from 

great power ranks, while Japan was no longer on the scale.34 The Soviet Union and the 

United States were on their way to becoming superpowers, as British pre-eminence 

 
31 Evelyn Goh, The Struggle for Order: Hegemony, Hierarchy, and Transition in Post-Cold War 

East Asia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014). 
32 Evelyn Goh, ‘Great Powers and Hierarchical Order in Southeast Asia: Analyzing Regional 

Security Strategies’ 32, no. 2 (2008): 16. 
33 Goh, 16. 
34 On Europe at the end of the Second World War, see Tony Judt, Postwar : A History of Europe 

since 1945 (London: Pimlico, 2007), 111–13. On Japan, see John W Dower, Embracing Defeat : 

Japan in the Wake of World War II (New York: W.W. Norton, 2000). 
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was receding.35 Moreover, the social organising principles of international society 

underwent substantial change.36 The United Nations was established as the key post-

war international institution acting at the supra-state level as an reformed and 

strengthened version of the League of Nations. In the context of these changes, India, 

under the leadership of Jawaharlal Nehru undertook a project of building the ‘Asian 

region’ as large group of mostly decolonising states in which foreign intervention 

would not be tolerated, and an ‘area of peace’ as the world was rapidly descending into 

the East-West politics of the Cold War. As one of the first countries to ‘peacefully’ 

decolonise in Asia, it framed itself as ‘naturally’ central and representative of this 

‘region’. Building the Asian region on these terms, played an important role in 

informing its claims to higher status in this era. Instead of a primary focus on the 

pursuit of material power and alliance relationships with either of the United States 

and the Soviet Union, these claims rested on its ability to play the role of a global 

peacemaker. ‘Asia’ was seen an important theatre to enact this role and augment its 

claims to higher status.  

 

The second order transition this thesis studies, is the period emerging out of the Cold 

War. The abrupt demise of the Soviet Union pushed international order to work as a 

consequence of the ‘unipolar moment’, leaving the United States as the world’s sole 

superpower.37 This also meant an ideological triumph of the American-led post-war 

order, whose watchwords were globalisation, integration, democratisation, and 

 
35 Yuen Foong Khong, ‘Negotiating “Order” during Power Transitions’, in Power in Transition: 

The Peaceful Change of International Order, ed. Charles A. Kupchan, Jason Davidson, and Mira 

Sucharov (Tokyo: United Nations University Press, 2001). 
36 Barry Buzan and George Lawson, ‘Twentieth Century Benchmark Dates in International 

Relations: The Three World Wars in Historical Perspective’, Journal of International Security 

Studies 1, no. 1 (2015): 46. 
37 Charles Krauthammer, ‘The Unipolar Moment’, Foreign Affairs 70, no. 1 (1991): 23–33. 
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expansion of the liberal order.38 The post-Cold War order was also underpinned by 

rise of China, which had undertaken a series of economic reforms in 1978. Most 

importantly, it marked an end of the ‘third world’ as a political project of the South.39 

By the late 80s and early 90s India revaluated its political and economic policies and 

claims to higher status that were largely guided by a post-colonial outlook on 

international affairs, scepticism and distance from great power politics. It embarked 

on a process of integration with the dominant political and economic structures of the 

global system and pursuit of material power.40 Part of this strategy was to frame itself 

as part of the ‘Asia-Pacific’ region, which, by the end of the Cold War had come to 

include some of the world’s largest, most populous and, in economic and military 

terms, most powerful nations. Inclusion in region presented India with an opportunity 

to be recognised as part of the economically dynamic Asia-Pacific – which it saw as 

crucial for enabling its claims to status as a rising power.41  

 

The third order transition this thesis studies is currently ongoing at the time of writing 

and its underpinned by signs of decline in the American-lead post-Cold War order.  In 

this context, Indian claims to higher status express conformity to the norms 

underpinning a liberal, rules-based order, but, at the same time, emphasise on inclusion 

and acknowledgment of the rise and role of other players – including China – that seek 

to have a greater stake in influencing a post-unipolar world.  Informing this strategy is 

 
38 John G Ikenberry, Liberal Leviathan: The Origins, Crisis, and Transformation of the American 

World Order (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), 154. 
39 Odd Arne Westad, ‘Two Finales: How the End of the Third World and the End of the Cold War 

Are Linked’, in International Relations Since the End of the Cold War: New and Old Dimensions, 

ed. Geir Lundestad (Oxford: Oxford Union Society, 2013). 
40 Rajesh Basrur and Kate Sullivan de Estrada, Rising India: Status and Power (Abingdon: 

Routledge, 2017), 83. 
41 Sinderpal Singh, ‘From “Asia” to “Asia-Pacific”: Indian Political Elites and Changing 

Conceptions of India’s Regional Spaces’, ISAS Working Paper 113 (2010): 14. To understand how 

ASEAN-centred regionalisation was a strategy to manage China’s rise, see Goh, ‘Great Powers and 

Hierarchical Order in Southeast Asia: Analyzing Regional Security Strategies’. 
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its attempt to frame and capitalise on its inclusion in the ‘Indo-Pacific’ region, whose 

membership at the time of writing comprises of but is not limited to states such as the 

United States, Japan, Australia. India insists on building the region as an ‘inclusive’ 

one, through which it signals its key membership within a grouping of key democracies 

and strategic partners, but also, emphasises on inclusion of other regional and global 

stakeholders - with a particular signal to China - in it. 

 

By focusing on the Asia project of the post-war/early Cold War years, the Asia-Pacific 

project of the post-Cold War years, and the Indo-Pacific project as the post-Cold War 

order comes under strain, this thesis studies three cases of Indian region-building. As 

the aim of this thesis is to demonstrate how regions inform states’ claims to status at 

the global level through the Indian case, for its first two cases, it has selected positive 

within-cases where the phenomenon is at work. In other words, in these cases, Indian 

attempts to claim higher status through region-building has involved some form of 

great power recognition. It studies India’s role in the Indonesian decolonisation 

struggle (1945-1949) and the form and content of India’s Look-East policy since 1991. 

Given the contemporary and evolving of the final case, the scope of narrowing into a 

within-case is limited. For this reason, this thesis engages with India’s Indo-Pacific 

project as whole, traces how it has informed its claims to the higher status and the 

extent to which it has been successful.  

 

In choosing to engage with the Indian case in this way, it demonstrates how different 

region-building at different scales have informed India’s claims to status across time: 

as an intellectual project and a strategic space in the Nehru years (Chapter 3) as a 

framework for responding to regional crises demonstrated through its response to the 

Indonesian question from 1945-1949 (Chapter 4) a strategic and economic policy 
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through the launch of its Look East Policy in the post-Cold War context (Chapter 5) 

and finally as some form of balancing strategy in contemporary times (Chapter 6). By 

looking at the discourses and practices that surrounded both these region-building 

projects, it unpacks how, through very different moments of its foreign policy, Indian 

region-building featured into its claims to higher status at the global level.  

 

Before proceeding, it must be noted that an intuitive and obvious way of studying 

India and the region is by looking at it in the context of South Asia, and the choice of 

focusing on its other region-building projects warrants explanation. While the case of 

South Asia is not by any means overlooked in this thesis and is in fact discussed in the 

Chapters 3 and 5, it is not central to this analysis and the reasons for this are twofold. 

First, and as discussed earlier, the interest of this thesis lies in Indian region-building 

in the context of the onset of global order transitions and how these played a role in 

encouraging India to rethink its regions. By the time India undertook in full force its 

South Asia project in the 70s and 80s, global order was arguably no longer in transition, 

but ‘fixed’ in accordance to the bipolar structures of the Cold War. In many ways 

therefore, the project, which involved building South Asia as space in which it was the 

preponderant power, was a response to those structures and involved fencing off this 

region by distancing it from the great powers. Second, and as discussed earlier, apart 

from a few exceptions, the dominant trend in the literature is to frame South Asia as a 

region as status-constraining for India at the global level.42 Focusing on the non-South 

Asian cases of Indian region-building, demonstrates a new and relatively untapped way 

of exploring its status-enabling ability. It is hoped that this analysis can, as the title of 

 
42 The exceptions being, Sinderpal Singh, ‘Framing “South Asia”: Whose Imagined Region?’, 

Institute of Defence and Strategic Studies Singapore, 2001, 21, http://hdl.handle.net/10220/4487, 

accessed 6 October 2020; Kanti P. Bajpai, ‘The Origins of Association in South Asia: SAARC , 

1979-1989’ (University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1990), 87-. 
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the thesis suggests, push International Relations scholarship to ‘rethink’ the way in 

which the relationship between regions and status have been conceptualised in 

reference to India and South Asia, which can be explored in future research and work.   

 

1.4 Sources 
 

While both cases rely on a combination of primary and secondary material, the nature 

of the sources differ given the different time scales of the cases. The Indian sources 

include published and unpublished primary material containing speeches, diplomatic 

correspondence, memoirs and reports. In order to examine how Indian ideas were 

then perceived by the great powers, the cases dominantly rely on published and 

unpublished American and British sources.  

 

For the study of the “Asia” project of the post-war/early Cold War years, the Selected 

Works of Jawaharlal Nehru has been a key published, primary resource. The 

unpublished sources data collected from the National Archives of India and the post-

independence papers from the Nehru Memorial Museum and Library in New Delhi. 

For its study of the Indonesian case, it relies additionally on material collected from 

the United States State Department’s Foreign Relations of the United States (FRUS) 

papers, the Harry S. Truman Library in Independence, Missouri, United States, the 

National Archives of the Netherlands, the Hague, the United Nations Security Council 

Records and the Australian National Archives. In its study of the ‘Asia-Pacific’ project 

of the post-Cold War years and Indo-Pacific in contemporary times, it relies on 

published speeches, diplomatic memoirs, policy papers and think-tank reports. Most 

of the diplomatic memoirs for the Asia-Pacific case were sourced from the central 

library of the National University of Singapore. While the empirical chapters explain 
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more specifically how these sources are used to inform the study both theoretically 

and empirically, they are fully listed by category in the bibliography. 

 

1.5 Structure 
 

This thesis consists of four main chapters which are bookended by the introduction 

and conclusion. Chapter 2 establishes the conceptual framework of the thesis, while 

Chapters 3 to 6 remain empirically focused. Chapter 2 sets up the framework with 

which regions and status can been theoretically and conceptually linked in 

International Relations. It expands on the ideas discussed in section 1.2 and establishes 

that from a conceptual standpoint, regions and the way in which they are ‘built’ can 

serve to augment states’ claims to status at the global level. The chapter reviews and 

presents a critique of the way in which prevailing literature in International Relations 

theorises the relationship between regions and status. It demonstrates how its over-

reliance on the regional power framework, has, as discussed in section 1.1, 

overwhelmingly resulted in the conclusion that regions serve to constrain states claims 

to status. Additionally, this has contributed to a theorisation of regions from a top-

down perspective, that is independent of studying how states themselves define and 

frame their regions. Drawing on constructivist and critical geopolitics literature, this 

chapter emphasises on relevance of studying how states ‘build’ regions and how this is 

seen to inform their claims to status at the global level. It argues that the status-enabling 

nature of regions lies in their ability to facilitate how states can be recognised by other 

actors, particularly by the great powers. This chapter ends with an overview of how 

the conceptual framework works in a study of the Indian case across time. In doing 

so, its sets the stage for the empirical chapters that zoom in on the specific cases of 

Indian region-building.  
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Chapter 3 studies the Indian region-building project of ‘Asia’ that took shape in the 

context of the order transition brought about by the end of the Second World War. It 

identifies the lead up to the project, its peak and its closing moments as it covers the 

final two decades leading to independence (which overlapped with the interwar years), 

the War and its immediate aftermath. It establishes that towards the end of the Second 

World War, with Japan no longer in the position it was before it, and, as the one of 

the first ‘Asian’ countries to free itself from European imperialism, a space was created 

for India to become the prime builder of the ‘Asian’ region. This chapter unpacks the 

political discourses and foreign policy practices of Nehru’s India that shaped ‘Asia’ 

through this period. The Indian region-building project centred on constructing it as 

a space in which foreign intervention would not be tolerated, and, relatedly as an ‘area 

of peace’, as the world rapidly descended into the bipolar politics of the Cold War. The 

chapter argues that framing itself as the ‘natural centre’ and its ‘representative’ of Asia, 

enabled India to be recognised for what it believed was its role in world affairs – that 

of a global peacemaker. It was convinced that playing this role successfully would 

inevitably enable it claims to status. The chapter shows how in the early days of the 

project, the region and India were recognised at the global level in the way it intended. 

In the later years however, as East-West dynamics strengthened, India’s region-

building project was seriously challenged, and, with the border war of 1962, eventually 

declined. This, amongst other events in the 60s produced a fundamental change in 

beliefs in Indian self-conceptions as an international actor resulting a dramatic 

shrinking of India’s regional imagination to South Asia. On examining the closing 

moments of its Asia project, the chapter ends by critiquing accounts of Indian foreign 

policy and international relations that tend to overemphasise this aspect of the project 

rather than the form and content of the project itself and its important moments of 

success.  
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Chapter 4 focuses on a key moment in which India’s region-building project 

successfully informed and enabled its claims to status, by presenting a multi-archival 

study of its role in Indonesia’s decolonisation struggle from 1945-1949. The crisis in 

Indonesia emerged as a consequence of renewed efforts by the Dutch to re-establish 

empire in the archipelago in 1945. Defining this as an “insult and a challenge to Asia” 

India framed the crisis as one of ‘Asian’ concern.43 Identifying itself as the “torch-

bearer in the liberation movement of Asiatic countries”44 it believed it had an 

important role in representing the ‘Asian’ position on the Indonesian question. Indian 

activism took four main forms: first, direct action in favour of the Republic of 

Indonesia in the form of risky rescue operations for Indonesian leaders, giving them 

refuge in India and imposing limited sanctions against the Dutch. Second, by amassing 

and representing an ‘Asian’ position on the Indonesian question at global forums (the 

United Nations being the most important). Third, by exerting diplomatic pressure on 

Western great powers to use their influence to limit Dutch action in Indonesia and 

finally, by becoming a major diplomatic channel with which the former could 

communicate with leaders from Indonesian Republic and vice versa, hastening the 

return of peace in the archipelago. The chapter argues that the repetition and 

consistency of its discourses and practices associated with this ‘regional’ framing of the 

crisis made actors both within and beyond ‘the region’ to refer to it in these terms. In 

this way, through its activism on the Indonesian question, the chapter makes the case 

that given the audience recognition, India was successful in breathing the ‘Asian 

region’ into life. This enabled the recognition of India as representative of a group of 

 
43 Jawaharlal Nehru, ‘Interview to the Press, Delhi: The War in Indonesia (28 July, 1947)’, in 

Selected Writings of Jawaharlal Nehru, Series 2, Volume 3, ed. Sarvapalli Gopal (Delhi: Jawaharlal 

Nehru Fund, 1985), 367–77. 
44 Jawaharlal Nehru, ‘Address at South East Asia Day Meeting, Lucknow: India’s Lead in Asian 

Liberation (28 October, 1945)’, in Selected Writings of Jawaharlal Nehru, Series 1, Volume 14, ed. 

Sarvapalli Gopal (Jawaharlal Nehru Fund and Oxford University Press, 1981), 459–60. 
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decolonising states that included a vast part of the world, increasing the way it was 

estimated by the Western great powers, especially the United States.  

 

Chapter 5 studies the shift in Indian region-building from ‘South Asia’ to ‘Asia-Pacific’ 

that took shape in the context of the order transition brought on by the end of the 

Cold War. It unpacks the structural context which pushed India to rethink ‘its region’ 

as part of its strategy to claim status in a post-Cold War world. As India had remained 

absorbed in establishing itself as a ‘South Asian’ hegemon in the 70s and 80s, it was 

excluded from what had been built as the ‘Asia-Pacific’, a region that involved amongst 

other actors, the United States, Japan and ASEAN. With the end of the Cold War, 

recognition as part of the ‘Asia-Pacific’ region was seen as important in enabling its 

claims to status, especially as this ‘region’ had come to include the great powers on one 

hand and the small and the economically successful Southeast Asian tigers on the 

other. The chapter discusses the roll out of India’s Look East Policy (LEP) in 1991 

and how, through the policy, it undertook a region-building project that re-cast the 

‘Asia-Pacific’ as a geographic space that ‘naturally’ included India. In this way, this 

chapter has attempted to do a combination of what Chapters 3 and 4 do separately – 

provide an overview of the region-building project by discussing its opening moments, 

peak and limits and challenges, and delve into the specifics through its study of the 

LEP.  The chapter argues that through the discourses and practices constituting LEP, 

India was eventually recognised as member of the Asia-Pacific both within and beyond 

the region. In the early 2000s, the ‘Asia-Pacific’ had slowly become to be understood 

as its ‘extended neighbourhood’, enabling its claims to status as a ‘rising power’. The 

chapter closes noting that despite these developments, there were important 

limitations that stalled India’s Asia-Pacific membership from reaching its full, status-

enabling potential.  
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Chapter 6 studies how India’s Asia-Pacific project has been subsumed into its Indo-

Pacific project in contemporary times. As post-Cold War American-led order comes 

under strain, it witnesses the rise of several other players such as China, Brazil and 

even India that who have demanded a greater stake in informing a post-unipolar 

world.45 The Indo-Pacific region has emerged as a strategic maritime theatre that 

directly experiences the interactions and confrontations of a changing global order. 

Like the ‘Asia-Pacific’ concept, the origins of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ cannot necessarily be 

traced to the Indian foreign policy establishment, but much unlike it, India has been 

regarded as a defacto member of it. This chapter studies Indian discourses and practices 

surrounding its membership of the Indo-Pacific region and demonstrates how it has 

informed its claims to major power status. In recent years however, as the relations 

between the United States and China have further deteriorated alongside that of India’s 

own relations with the latter, there are signs that India’s Indo-Pacific project is 

becoming a subset of its China policy. As a result, Indian Indo-Pacific discourses and 

practices seem to reflect a balancing strategy at work. The chapter discusses this turn 

in India’s Indo-Pacific project and the implications it seems to have on its claims to 

status at the global level.   

 

Chapter 7 ties all these chapters together reiterating how by building from the Indian 

case, new theoretical and conceptual insights emerge concerning the relationship 

between regions and status in International Relations. This chapter reviews the three 

region-building projects studied in this thesis, ‘Asia’ of the post-war/early Cold War 

period, ‘Asia-Pacific’ of the post-Cold War period and the Indo-Pacific of the 

 
45 John G Ikenberry, ed., Power, Order, and Change in World Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2014). 
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contemporary era and reflects upon their continuities and changes vis-à-vis its claims 

to status at the global level.   

1.6 Contributions 
 

This introduction chapter has located and laid out the argument, framework research 

design and structure of the thesis. It, in essence, highlights the project’s central premise 

which is to study how regions inform states’ claims to status at the global level. By 

linking ‘regions’, to status in International Relations, this analysis sits at the interplay 

of the ‘regional’ and the ‘global’ levels of analysis and demonstrates the conceptual 

value of the ‘regional-global nexus’ in International Relations.46 

 

This thesis seeks to make contributions in three spheres: theoretical/conceptual, 

empirical and relevance to policy. Conceptually, it establishes the value of qualitative 

and historically grounded research to theory-building in International Relations. 

Through its study of the Indian case from bottom-up, this thesis has found crossovers 

between two hitherto unconnected bodies of literature: region-building and status. 

This framework can now, with appropriate contextual caveats help unpack these links 

in other cases across space and time. On the region side, it revives and takes forward 

the important contributions made by the region-building literature to understanding 

what this means at the global level. On the status side, it pushes the literature to think 

beyond the regional power framework to study regions. Moreover, it gives regions 

more agency than simply that of self-defined, theory-testing playgrounds.  

 

 
46For work on the region-global nexus, see: Job, ‘Grappling with an Elusive Concept’; Samuel S 

Kim, ‘Northeast Asia in the Local-Regional-Global Nexus: Multiple Challenges and Contending 

Explainations’, in The International Relations of Northeast Asia, ed. Samuel S Kim (Oxford: 

Rowman & Littlefield, 2004), 3–61; Rick Fawn, ed., Globalising the Regional, Regionalising the 

Global (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009). 
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Empirically, not only does the thesis expand the discussion of India and its region 

beyond South Asia, but it in chapters 3 to 5, highlights the insights coming out of the 

rich and underused data on Indian diplomatic history. The data collected for Chapter 

4 that studies its involvement in the Indonesian decolonisation makes this most 

evident. The chapter is not only relevant for making the theoretical claims in this thesis, 

but also sheds light on the importance of “third world interventions” in the study of 

the Cold War. The analysis suggests that the Cold War in Asia had its roots much 

before the outbreak of the Korean War in 1950. In chapter 5, despite all the research 

done on India’s Look East Policy in the post-Cold War world, scholars have hardly 

consulted the wealth and volume of published diplomatic memoirs by foreign policy 

elites who played a fundamental role in creating and implementing the policy.  

 

From a policy perspective, the insights coming from this thesis shed new light the 

current dynamics underpinning India’s Indo-Pacific project. India has officially begun 

to refer to its region as the ‘Indo-Pacific’ in the context of maintaining of a ‘regional’ 

architecture and freedom of navigation in the oceans. For Indian foreign policy elites, 

membership and recognition as part of the Indo-Pacific alongside countries like the 

United States, Australia and Japan is reflective of the recognition of its status as a major 

power and consequential actor in world affairs. While India seems to be having its 

‘Indo-Pacific’ moment, the extent to which it would be sustained depends upon certain 

important developments currently shaping the region-global nexus. This is of central 

focus in its final empirical chapter.  
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CHAPTER 2 

Region-building and Status in International Relations 

 

2.1 Introduction 

This thesis studies how regions inform states’ claims to status at the global level. The 

following chapter sets up the conceptual framework within which this process is 

empirically observed, by studying the Indian case. By focusing on the process of 

‘construction’ of regions as its line of inquiry, this chapter invariably seeks to 

understand the processes with which spaces are framed and re-framed as ‘regions’, and 

how this becomes a part of its overall claims to higher status. It argues that the status-

enabling nature of regions lies in their ability to influence the way in which states are 

recognised by other actors at the global level. As states claim higher status at this level, 

they are, in effect, communicating a claim to social place to which they feel entitled to 

belong. In order to establish themselves worthy of making that claim, they find it 

crucial to be recognised in a specific way by certain audiences. Regional membership is 

an important way to ensure this as it helps convey a distinctive set of collective 

characteristics with which states can be socially recognised at the global level. This 

chapter suggests that regions inform states claims to status based on what they are and 

what they do. Regions take the form of social groups that convey certain meanings 

about its members. This allows them to function as theatres or stages for states to 

enact a specific role to targeted audiences. For the reasons discussed in chapter 1, 

though these audiences can be of various forms, the focus here is on great powers 

conferrers of status. 

 

Anchored in a constructivist approach, this chapter studies ‘region-building’ or the 

process by which regions become social realities. It proceeds from the assumption that 
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regions are ‘social facts’ and products of certain discourses and practices that breathe 

them into life. It demonstrates how in spatialising geographies and mapping 

boundaries through the region-building process, states forge a sense of commonality 

and group membership, with which they can then differentiate themselves from others 

to global audiences.47 In studying how spaces are framed and re-framed as ‘regions’, 

this framework takes into account historical context or the specific moments in time, 

in which the process of construction is stimulated. In this way, it studies the notion of 

change – systems change which stimulate the making and re-making of new ideas.48 It 

develops a conceptual framework informed by insights from Sociology, Political 

Geography and International Relations to theorise and rethink the relationship regions 

and status in International Relations by drawing on the Indian case.  

 

In International Relations, the study of India and its region has predominantly focused 

on South Asia.49 Having theorised India’s relations within South Asia, scholars have 

concluded that India is at best a ‘reluctant hegemon’ and a ‘detached regional power’.50 

This reading of India and its region has led to the conclusion that the latter has held 

India back from its wider, global ambitions and majorly constrained its claims to 

status.51 Instead of assuming and assigning South Asia as India’s region and working 

from there, this chapter highlights the analytical value of tracing the discourses and 

practices of Indian regional behaviour through a constructivist lens. This reading of 

India and its regions reveals first that South Asia was not an obvious or self-evident 

 
47 See Leonardelli and Toh, ‘Social Categorization in Intergroup Contexts: Three Kinds of Self-

Categorization’, 70–71. On regions and group formation see Postel-Vinay, ‘The Historicity of the 

International Region: Revisiting the “Europe and the Rest” Divide’. See Postel-Vinay, 562. 
48 Reus-Smit, ‘Reading History through Constructivist Eyes’. 
49 Bajpai, ‘Regions, Regional Politics and the Security of South Asia’.; Malone, Does the Elephant 

Dance?: Contemporary Indian Foreign Policy. 
50 Mitra, ‘The Reluctant Hegemon: India’s Self-Perception and the South Asian Strategic 

Environment’.On regional detached power, see: Prys, Redefining Regional Power in International 

Relations : Indian and South African Perspectives, 182.  
51 See for instance: Basrur, ‘Global Quest and Regional Reversal: Rising India and South Asia’. 
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region but produced by actors who have been speaking and writing it into existence.52 

Second, that its regional formulations may well include but are not limited to South 

Asia but also include ‘Asia’, ‘Asia-Pacific’ and most recently, the ‘Indo-Pacific’. Third 

the changing conceptions of its region have emerged in the context of transformations 

at the global level, that have stimulated a rethink of how India spatialises and builds it 

region.53 

 

While the aim of this this analysis is to demonstrate how regions inform India’s claims 

to status, it acknowledges that regions are not the only theatres through which it 

undertakes this process. As the growing scholarship on India and status highlights, 

these strategies are at work through its membership in a variety of spaces such as the 

G20 or claim to membership of key institutions of the non-proliferation regime or the 

United Nations Security Council.54 This framework seeks to contribute to this 

literature by making the case that more needs to be said on Indian region-building over 

time, as a component of its strategies to claim and seek higher status at the global level.  

 

This chapter is divided into the following sections. The first section reviews existing 

work on regions and status in International Relations and identifies the limitations of 

the way in which they have been dominantly linked in the discipline. It critiques this 

literature for its over-emphasis on the on regional power framework, which has led to 

the conclusion that regions only serve to constrain states claims to status. The second 

 
52 Singh, ‘Framing “South Asia”: Whose Imagined Region?’; Aminah Mohammad-Arif, 

‘Imaginations and Constructions of South Asia: An Enchanting Abstraction?’, Samaj: South Asia 

Multidisciplinary Academic Journal 10, no. March 2016 (2014): 1–28. 
53 Goh, The Struggle for Order: Hegemony, Hierarchy, and Transition in Post-Cold War East Asia. 
54 Basrur and Sullivan de Estrada, Rising India: Status and Power; Rohan Mukherjee, ‘Statuspolitik 

as Foreign Policy : Strategic Culture and India ’ s Nuclear Behavior’, 2014, 1–28; Baldev Raj Nayar 

and T V Paul, India in the World Order : Searching for Major Power Status (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2003). 
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section focuses on defining the concepts of regions, region-building and status. It also 

specifies what the ‘global’ and the ‘regional’ mean as levels of analysis upon which 

these concepts have been theorised in the thesis. This sets the stage for the third 

section, which discusses the concept of social recognition, as a key link to regions and 

status. It establishes that regions possess ‘recognitional value’ making them important 

parts of states’ claims to status at the global level. The final section establishes how 

this framework comes together in a study of the Indian case, followed by the 

conclusion that ties these sections together.  

 

2.2 Linking Regions and Status in International Relations: Key debates and State of 

the Art 

 

As the thesis situates itself between ‘regions’ and their construction and ‘status’, it 

builds on what is a sprawling literature of two major concepts in International 

Relations. Both bodies of literature approach the region-global nexus at different ways. 

Before unpacking these approaches, it must be specified that according to some 

dominant strands of mainstream International Relations, the very notion of a nexus 

might seem irrelevant. To scholars within this group, it is obvious that it is the forces 

of the global that come at the region from the outside-in. They proceed from the 

assumption that the global exists in the form of an international anarchic structure 

which is the principal force shaping the motives and actions of states.55 Regions 

therefore, come as a consequence of states acting under the forces of this structure. 

 
55 Kenneth N Waltz, Man, the State, and War: A Theoretical Analysis (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1959), 224–38; Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading 

(Massachusetts): Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, 1979), 79–128; Raymond Aron, Peace and 

War: A Theory of International Relations (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1966), 6–10; Stanley 

Hoffmann, The State of War: Essays on the Theory and Practice of International Politics (London: 

Pall Mall, 1965), 27, 54–87. 
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For the offensive realist, regions function as ‘spheres of influence’ that great powers 

establish in their pursuit of power maximisation.56 On achieving hegemony in a region, 

great powers will meddle in other regions so as to prevent other states from achieving 

a similar position their respective regions.57 The neorealist variant of this group 

suggests regions form as a survival strategy in an international anarchic structure.58 

States form alignments when confronted with an external threat, where they may 

choose to either balance by allying with others against the threat, or bandwagon, by 

aligning with the source of danger.59 Coming at the debate in a different way, the liberal 

cluster in International Relations explains how regions have more to offer than just 

being pawns in a great power scramble for influence or survival. Under conditions of 

globalisation, the region can be rewarding and beneficial to states both politically and 

economically, and it is for these reasons that states may choose to belong to them.60 

Though both the approaches have different takes on regions, they converge on the 

notion that the region-global is not so much a nexus than a one-way street – the global 

pushes and acts upon the region.  

 

These overly structuralist accounts are countered by scholarship that establishes the 

ability of regions coming at the global from inside-out. This approach emphasises the 

importance of local factors in shaping the regional context.61 These can range from 

 
56 John J Mearsheimer, ‘Structural Realism’, in International Relations Theories, ed. S Dunne, T; 

Kurki, M; Simith (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 71–88. 
57 John J Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: Norton, 2001), 42–43. 
58 Stephen Walt, ‘Alliances: Balancing and Bandwagoning’, in International Politics : Enduring 

Concepts and Contemporary Issues, ed. Robert J Art and Robert Jervis, 5th ed. (New York: 

Longman, 2000). 
59 Stephen Walt, ‘Alliances: Balancing and Bandwagoning’, in International Politics : Enduring 

Concepts and Contemporary Issues, ed. Robert J Art and Robert Jervis, 5th ed. (New York: 

Longman, 2000). 
60 Robert Keohane and Joseph Nye, Power and Interdependence, Fourth (Glenview: Longman, 

2012), 255. 
61 Bruce M Russett, International Regions and the International System: A Study in Political 

Ecology (Chicago: Rand McNally, 1967); Amitai Etzioni, Political Unification : A Comparative 

Study of Leaders and Forces (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1965); Emanuel Adler and 
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cultural similarities to history of interactions within certain geographical spaces that 

seem to naturally encourage the formation of regions. The inside-out take on regions 

also includes some neo-functionalist accounts that suggest that regions in themselves 

play an important role in facilitating high and rising levels of interdependence which 

can spill-over beyond the region thereby transcending pressures of international 

anarchy.62  

 

As these approaches set the region-global debate upon the differences between 

outside-in or inside-out factors, regional security literature lies at the middle of this 

continuum.63 This cluster of scholarship set out to theorise a framework for 

international security in a post-cold war world, where, in the absence of the East-West 

threat structures, regions became central to the international security landscape.64 For 

regional security analysts therefore, regions function as geographically clustered sets of 

such units, formed on the basis of patterns of amity and enmity.65 Regions may be 

zones based on internal perceptions of cultural, political or economic similarity as well 

as zones in which internal or external possibilities of geopolitical control, rivalry or 

integration are realised.66 This cluster of scholarship evoked an emerging need to 

reconcile International Relations and Area Studies to combine the more specific 

contexts emerging out of regions with more generalisable approach of International 

Relations to make better sense of the security challenges in a post-Cold War World.  

 
Michael N Barnett, Security Communities (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Paul D 

Williams and Jürgen Haacke, ‘Security Culture, Transnational Challenges and the Economic 

Community of West African States’, Journal of Contemporary African Studies 26, no. 2 (2008): 

119–36. 
62 Ben Rosamond, Theories of European Integration, European Union Series (Basingstoke: 

Macmillan, 2000). 
63 Neumann, ‘A Region-Building Approach to Northern Europe’, 55. 
64 Barry Buzan and Ole Wæver, Regions and Powers: The Structure of International Security, 

Cambridge Studies in International Relations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 3. 
65 Bajpai, ‘Regions, Regional Politics and the Security of South Asia’; Buzan and Wæver, Regions 

and Powers: The Structure of International Security. 
66 Bajpai, ‘Regions, Regional Politics and the Security of South Asia’, 26. 
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Of this cluster, Buzan and Wæver’s regionalist approach to international security is 

both dominant and overarching. It offers a general picture of security as “a conjunction 

of two levels: the interplay of global powers at the system level” and “clusters of close 

security interdependence at the regional level”.67 According to their framework 

international order consists of a hierarchy of “global powers” and “lesser powers”. 

The former have the capability to project power across distances while the latter are 

limited to their “local regions”.68 Arguably, their approach sits on the middle of the 

outside-in continuum as it on the one hand acknowledges that “macro-system 

structures…shapes the nature, and even the possibility, of the regional level”69 but on 

the other, recognises that the way in which issues are securitised within regions 

depends on the “actions and interpretations of local actors, and is not just a mechanical 

reflection of the distribution of power.”70 While structural forces shape and condition 

the region from the outside-in, their framework suggests that there are forces from 

within regions, that shape a reality from the inside-out which cannot be determined 

entirely by the systemic forces.71  

 

Indeed, while much as been said and done about regions, one author notes that the 

“regionalist perspective of Buzan and Wæver provides the most ambitious and 

complete consideration of regional-systemic relationship in recent years.”72 Despite 

the reasonable amount of time has passed since that insight was made, it continues to 

hold fairly true. To be sure, there is a great body of sophisticated analyses on dynamics 

 
67 Buzan and Wæver, Regions and Powers: The Structure of International Security, 43. 
68 Buzan and Wæver, 3. 
69 Buzan and Wæver, 28. 
70 Buzan and Wæver, 40. 
71 Buzan and Wæver, 3. 
72 Job, ‘Grappling with an Elusive Concept’, 33. 
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on the regional level per se, such as that on regional orders,73 regional powerhood,74 

regionalism75 regionalisation,76 regionhood77 and so on, but when more systems-

focused scholarship (such as that on status) seeks to explore their theories in a 

“regional context” (and it is unclear what this entirely means) the Buzan and Wæver 

approach still remains dominant.78 This can perhaps be attributed to the apparent 

conceptual neatness of their approach: the authors are very clear in establishing their 

scope conditions – that they are providing a framework to understand a post-Cold 

War global security order. When seen through the lens of security, some states are able 

to project power globally, and some not. On their reading therefore, there is an 

extremely clear “three-tiered scheme” that operates in a global security order, that 

includes “superpowers, great powers and regional powers.”79  

 

Based on these three tiers, Buzan and Wæver have stretched their framework to then 

include ‘status’. 80  Their scheme of global, great and regional powers which are based 

on these power projection capabilities, are also defined in the context of them being 

steps on a status ladder. This approach invariably reduces the discussion on the 

relationship between regions and status in international politics to one on material 

 
73 David A. Lake and Patrick M. Morgan, ‘Regional Orders: Building Security in a New World’ 43, 

no. January 1991 (1997): 406; Godehardt Nadine and Dirk Nabers, Regional Powers and Regional 

Orders, ed. Godehardt Nadine and Dirk Nabers (Abingdon: Routledge, 2011). 
74 Prys, Redefining Regional Power in International Relations : Indian and South African 

Perspectives; Destradi, ‘Regional Powers and Their Strategies: Empire, Hegemony, and 

Leadership’. 
75 Fredrik Söderbaum, Rethinking Regionalism, Rethinking World Politics (Basingstoke, 

Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015); Andrew Hurrell, ‘Regionalism in Theoretical Perspective’, 

in Regionalism in World Politics : Regional Organization and International Order (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1995), 37–73. 
76 Kessler and Helmig, ‘Of Systems, Boundaries, and Regionalisation’. 
77 Luk Van Langenhove, ‘What Is a Region? Towards a Statehood Theory of Regions’, 

Contemporary Politics 19, no. 4 (2013): 474–90. 
78 Kirssa Cline et al., ‘Identifying Regional Powers and Their Status’, in Major Powers and the 

Quest for Status in International Politics, ed. Thomas J. Volgy et al. (New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2011), 141. 
79 Buzan and Wæver, Regions and Powers: The Structure of International Security, 33–34. 
80 Buzan and Wæver, 31. 
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power. In doing so, it does not account for the fact that states make claims to higher 

status irrespective of material power.81 It also fails to explain what happens to those 

geographically fixed status clubs, when states themselves change the way they frame 

and define their geographies. With all these limitations, the Buzan and Wæver 

approach, has made a direct transition into the literature on status. Building on similar 

frameworks, the status literature identifies status clubs on the basis of the geographic 

limits of material power projection.82  

 

Status scholarship has worked with the levels of analysis approach in International 

Relations and identified major powers and regional power categories as status clubs 

within which states are attributed social standing.83 This implies that states can only 

claim status within their respective geographic status leagues, leading to the conclusion 

that there are two distinct but related ways in which status is manifested in international 

politics: “as membership in a defined club of actors, and as relative standing within such 

a club.”84 In their focus on the regional power club, Cline et. al, design a framework 

for studying status in the context of regional power clubs. The authors set themselves 

the task of identifying the thresholds of regional powerhood. They then calculate a 

regional power’s life span – from the time period when a state rises to regional power 

status as well as when it is no longer able or willing to actively structure the politics of 

its region.85 Finally, they design these classifications with the aim of providing a 

framework for comparing members of what they identify as a regional power status 

club. On their reading, this includes Australia, Brazil, India, Nigeria, South Africa.  

 
81 On the non-liner relationship between status and power see: Basrur and Sullivan de Estrada, Rising 

India: Status and Power. 
82 Buzan and Wæver, Regions and Powers: The Structure of International Security. 
83 Cline et al., ‘Identifying Regional Powers and Their Status’. 
84 T V Paul, Deborah Welch Larson, and William Curti Wohlforth, Status in World Politics 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 7. 
85 Cline et al., ‘Identifying Regional Powers and Their Status’. 
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Though the approach and method are indeed comprehensive and systemic, important 

limitations remain: first, since it leans on the levels of analysis approach of separating 

the region from the global, it struggles to explain interactions that occur at the 

intersections of these levels. The authors note that regional powers possess a “dual 

role” as global power aspirants and creators of regional governance, yet, their approach 

does not seem to capture the dynamics of how these roles interact.86 Second, if at all 

they do interact, the approach seems to suggest that the only scope for making status 

claims at the global level, is via the regional power route. If, according to their 

framework only Australia, Brazil, India, Nigeria, and South Africa are uniquely regional 

powers that provide the set of potential rising powers from which a new global power 

could emerge,87 the explanatory value that ‘status’ adds to what could have been 

explained by power-driven behaviour in international relations remains unclear. It is 

therefore uncertain what their study has yielded other that already uncovered by 

literature on regional powerhood on the one hand, and power transition on the other.88 

 

Third, it also fails to make sense of whether regions enable or constrain strategies to 

seek status. On one hand, their framework seems to suggest that being a regional 

power is the first step to any claim to major power status. While it may seem logically 

intuitive for this to be the case, the literature on regional powerhood also reflects on 

the challenges of becoming a full-blown regional power: regions can be a source of 

weakness because of unresolved regional conflicts or because of regional instability 

and the sheer difficulty of maintaining influence. Moreover, attempts to develop a 

 
86 Cline et al., 134. 
87 Cline et al., 151. 
88 Prys, Redefining Regional Power in International Relations : Indian and South African 

Perspectives; Destradi, ‘Regional Powers and Their Strategies: Empire, Hegemony, and 

Leadership’. 
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global role can stir animosity of regional neighbours.89 It therefore seems that regional 

powers reach some sort of dead end with their claims to status at the global level – 

states must achieve region power status to move to the next rank, but since being a 

regional power is ever so challenging, they remain victims of the territorial trap of the 

region. It is for these reasons that scholars have argued that in order to claim status at 

the global level, states may consider ‘leapfrogging’ the region given deep-seated 

problems within their neighbourhoods.90  

 

On this reading therefore, to enable status, states would be expected either to work 

hard at being regional powers, or, to “disentangle itself from regional problems in 

order to stake a solid claim to global standing”.91 In reality however, states seem to do 

neither and yet both. What is demonstrated in this thesis is that regions can play a 

critical role in states claims to status and this includes but is not limited to achieving 

regional powerhood. For instance, drawing on the Nehru-Mao interaction that opened 

this thesis, the leaders were not necessarily thinking of themselves as ‘regional powers’, 

yet there was something critical about the way in which the leaders thought of 

themselves as ‘Asian nations’ that made them think of their states as potentially great 

powers. Existing approaches in International Relations literature are unable to capture 

these dynamics.  

 

 
89 Hurrell, ‘Hegemony, Liberalism and Global Order: What Space for Would-Be Great Powers?’, 9. 

See also Prys, Redefining Regional Power in International Relations : Indian and South African 

Perspectives; Destradi, ‘Regional Powers and Their Strategies: Empire, Hegemony, and 

Leadership’. 
90 On the region as a possible constraint to global ambitions, see Basrur, ‘Global Quest and Regional 

Reversal: Rising India and South Asia’; Ashok Kapur, India: From Regional to World Power 

(Abingdon: Routledge, 2006); Acharya, ‘Comparative Regionalism: A Field Whose Time Has 

Come?’, 10; Hurrell, ‘Hegemony, Liberalism and Global Order: What Space for Would-Be Great 

Powers?’, 8–9. 
91 Basrur, ‘Global Quest and Regional Reversal: Rising India and South Asia’. 
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A few reasons emerge as possibilities for why this is the case. The most obvious one 

is because ‘powerhood’ is an easy metric to capture states’ relationship to their regions 

as it relies on measurable material indicators.92 This becomes relevant to a large part of 

the status literature in International Relations, where status only matters to the extent 

that it can lead to war.93 Similar to the literature on the power transition theory, it seeks 

to identify ‘status-situations’ for which tipping points are established to study when 

status driven behaviour is likely to turn violent, lead to conflict and change the power 

and the global status hierarchy as a consequence.94 Their focus has been to study 

whether states have reached a ‘status-equilibrium’ – or the material means to back up 

their status claims – in which case they are a potential threat to the incumbent great-

power status holders, and hence need to be ‘managed’.95 In this literature therefore, 

regions only matter because they have ‘regional powers’ that are then capable of posing 

a threat to existing power hierarchies. Furthermore, since the status literature relies on 

the regional power framework, it incorporates its approach of taking certain regional 

conceptions as givens. In doing so, scholars consciously overlook the ways states go 

about constructing and re-constructing their regions. Unsurprisingly therefore, the 

literature has been unable to capture insights on status from studying how regions are 

‘constructed’ in states foreign policies.  

 

 
92 Cline et al. base their criteria of regional powerhood on material attributes and the willingness to 

use them. See Cline et al., ‘Identifying Regional Powers and Their Status’, 144–49. 
93 Jonathan Renshon, Fighting for Status: Hierarchy and Conflict in World Politics (Princeton, New 

Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2017); William C. Wohlforth, ‘Unipolarity, Status Competition, 

and Great Power War’, World Politics 61, no. 01 (2009): 28–57. 
94 Renshon, Fighting for Status: Hierarchy and Conflict in World Politics; Thomas J Volgy et al., 

‘Status Considerations in International Politics’, in Status in World Politics, ed. Paul, T.V, Deborah 

Welch Larson, and William C. Wohlforth (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 58–85; 

Wohlforth, ‘Unipolarity, Status Competition, and Great Power War’. 
95 On the point of ‘managing rising powers’, see Deborah Welch Larson and Alexei Shevchenko, 

‘Managing Rising Powers’, in Status in World Politics, ed. T.V Paul, Deborah Welch Larson, and 

William C. Wohlforth (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 33–57. 
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2.3 Framing the Concept: Rethinking Regions and Status in International Relations 

 

In its critique of the way in which the ‘regions’ and ‘status’ come together in 

International Relations, the previous section has problematised the assumptions upon 

which this literature stands, resulting in its inability to explain dynamics that occur at 

the region-global nexus.96 This section explains what this thesis conceptualises as this 

nexus. It also explains what it means by the concept of ‘region-building’ and ‘status’ 

that underpin it.  

 

In this thesis, the term ‘global’ has been chosen to describe what the ‘international’ has 

not been able to in International Relations. The ‘international level’ in the discipline is 

now synonymous with the ‘systemic level’ which concentrates on the structuring of 

the international state system and the polarity that has characterised it. As a 

consequence, it became largely occupied with the interaction among great powers 

across political, security, economic and social dimensions.97 The global on the other 

hand, has broader connotations and implications. “It is employed as a holistic term 

encompassing humanity’s physical and social environment and the economic, political 

and social forces that effect change with global consequence”.98 In this 

conceptualisation, international relations, or interactions between nation-states are a 

part of the ‘global’ whole.  

 

 
96 For a critique on the treatment of the various levels of analysis as distinct ontological realms and 

the value of considering their interrelationship and co-constitution in the study of International 

Relations, see Michael N Barnett and Kathryn Sikkink, ‘From International Relations to Global 

Society’, in Oxford Handbook of Political Science, ed. Robert E. Goodin (Oxford University Press, 

2011), 749–68. 
97 Job, ‘Grappling with an Elusive Concept’, 40. 
98 Job, 40. 
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Over the years, the global has come to mean several things in the discipline, three of 

which are most relevant to the inferences made in thesis: first, a shift away from the 

state-centrism and a cognisance of transnational networks, relations, and associations 

that affect inter-state relations. Second, a relaxation of the assumptions built around 

the anarchy narrative of textbook International Relations and sovereign equality 

amongst all states, and an emphasis on the hierarchies both legal and social that 

characterise international relations.99 Third, an escape from the territorial trap of 

International Relations theorising, that carves up the world into geographic units such 

as states or regions, where the boundaries of the former are reinforced by the principle 

of sovereignty. Like the international level, therefore the ‘global level’ also refers to a 

one of planetary scale, but the term is used here in the context of what it has been able 

to account for and capture, versus the former. This thesis studies claims to status at 

this level. 

 

Status in this thesis has been defined as a sense of social place, where states are 

recognised to belong (such as states recognised as great powers), seek to, or feel 

entitled to belong. It is a social resource possessed by states, which can serve as an end 

or a means to gain certain privileges.100 For instance, since the end of the Cold War, 

the United States’ great power status has given it the privilege of possessing the world’s 

largest number of nuclear resources and (by and large) acceptance of doing so. This 

 
99 See Andrew Hurrell, On Global Order: Power, Values, and the Constitution of International 

Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 34. 
100 On status as an end and a means, see Basrur and Sullivan de Estrada, Rising India: Status and 

Power, 8.This notion of status is drawn from Max Weber’s conception of status, defined as an 

effective claim to social esteem in terms of positive or negative privileges. See Max Weber, 

Economy and Society, New York (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), 305, 952. For this 

conception of status in IR literature, see Edward Keene, ‘The Standard of “Civilisation”, the 

Expansion Thesis and the 19th-Century International Social Space’, Millennium: Journal of 

International Studies 42, no. 3 (2014): 651–73; Carsten Andreas Schulz, ‘Hierarchy Salience and 

Social Action: Disentangling Class, Status, and Authority in World Politics’, International Relations 

33, no. 1 (2019): 88–108. 
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implies that while it may involve a pursuit of material power, it is a step further as it 

involves the claim to a privilege to be recognised and accepted by targeted audiences for 

procuring, possessing or using that power for a particular purpose. Status is therefore 

attached to a sense of exclusivity, as it is “scarce in some absolute or socially imposed 

sense” and it is “subject to congestion or crowding through more extensive use”.101 

This conceptualisation specifically rejects the notion that there is one global status-pot 

within which states must compete for relative portions. States indeed make claims to 

status of different types, on the basis of different criteria. For instance, by virtue of its 

membership in the nuclear weapons club or its membership on the Security Council, 

the United Kingdom seeks to retain its great power status, while through its troop 

contributions in international operations, Norway has long sought to claim status as a 

do-gooder state.102 More status to the United Kingdom does not mean less status to 

Norway – but both have earned their status of different forms. The example of 

Norway is an illustration of the more recent insight in the literature on status, in that 

it matters to states despite their size and material resources, pushing against the field’s 

predominant great-power focus.103 

 

Claiming status at the global level involves “influencing external perceptions of a 

state’s relative standing by acquiring status symbols”.104 This means that audiences are 

critical to any claim to status. In their list of status symbols, Paul, Larson and 

 
101 Deborah Welch Larson, T.V Paul, and Wiliam C. Wohlforth, ‘Status and World Order’, in Status 

in World Politics, ed. T.V Paul, Deborah Welch Larson, and Wiliam C. Wohlforth (New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2014), 9. 
102 On Norway, see: Iver B Neumann and Benjamin De Carvalho, ‘Introduction: Small States and 

Status’, in Small State Status Seeking: Norway’ s Quest for International Standing (Abingdon: 

Routledge, 2015), 1–22; William C. Wohlforth et al., ‘Moral Authority and Status in International 

Relations: Good States and the Social Dimension of Status Seeking’, Review of International Studies 

44, no. 3 (2018): 526–46. 
103 On status mattering despite ‘size’ see Neumann and Carvalho, ‘Introduction: Small States and 

Status’. On status mattering despite material resources, see Basrur and Sullivan de Estrada, Rising 

India: Status and Power. 
104 Paul, Larson, and Wohlforth, Status in World Politics, 11. 
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Wohlforth include “observable qualities and assets…such as space programs, 

acquisition of high-technology weapons, major diplomatic initiatives, promotion of a 

state’s soft power or culture, and efforts to surpass others’ economic growth rates.”105  

 

Missing from this analysis, however, is the notion of regions and regional membership, 

which functions not so much as a ‘symbol’ but a theatre to demonstrate and signal 

claims to higher status. This is perhaps because in International Relations, this is 

studied at the ‘regional level’ of analysis which is conceptualised as a “distinct level of 

analysis between the global and the local.”106 There are however, more global elements 

to the region, which, theorising at the regional level is unable to sufficiently account 

for. The Indian case helps illustrate how regions are global in their very making. This 

is not simply in a neorealist sense of systemic structures pushing on the region from 

the outside in, but also observable through the processes that make them from the 

inside out. A closer reading of how regions are made or ‘built’ from the Indian case 

reflects that they emerge through a particular reading and interpretation of global order 

and inform where states seek or feel entitled to place themselves socially within it, in 

the form of status.  

 

To examine how regions are made, or, how states come to understand certain spaces 

as regions, Political Geography and Critical Geopolitics provide useful tools of 

analysis. These approaches emphasise on the importance of examining the ways in 

which certain self-understandings interact with material incentives to form regions and 

the role of language and discourse through which these are expressed.107 They 

 
105 Paul, Larson, and Wohlforth, 12. 
106 Buzan and Wæver, Regions and Powers: The Structure of International Security, 27. 
107 Andrew Hurrell, ‘Explaining the Resurgence of Regionalism in World Politics’, Review of 

International Studies 21, no. 4 (1995): 331. See also Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: 

Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 3rd ed. (London: Verso, 2006). Key works on 
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therefore pay attention to the process of ‘region-building’, which implies that “the 

existence of regions is preceded by the existence of region-builders, political actors 

who, as part of some political project, imagine a certain spatial and chronological 

identity for a region, and disseminate this imagined identity to others”.108 Within this 

literature Anssi Paasi’s framework is instructive, as it specifies the four stages through 

which combinations of discourse and practice breathe regions into life.109 The first 

involves territorial shaping, which is essentially a boundary-making exercise that 

specifies the geographic limits of regions; the second concerns symbolic shaping that 

reinforces the territoriality of a region by giving it a name, associating it with certain 

symbols or icons; and third involves institutional shaping referring to the establishment 

of formal and informal institutions that consolidate the region.  110 The effect of these 

three stages is that they are able to encode a shared reality of some kind and distinguish 

the members of one (regional) group from others, making this an important exercise 

in the establishment of collective identity. These stages follow no specific order, often 

occur simultaneously and help in contributing to the fourth stage, which includes the 

establishment of the region when it is accepted by others as part of the regional system 

and broader social consciousness.111  
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Paasi’s four stage process very helpfully captures India’s region-building experience. 

By focusing on the Indian state as the main gatekeeper of its region-building, this thesis 

studies how its foreign policy elites have been speaking and writing regions into 

existence turning them into political acts with internal and external audiences.112 Based 

on the insights of the region-building approach, regions in this study are 

conceptualised rather broadly, to refer to political collectives that lie “somewhere 

between the national and the global [that make] references to territorial location and 

to geographical or normative contiguity. They usually include more than two countries 

and can be continental (Europe, Latin America), sub-continental (West Africa, 

Southeast Asia, South Asia) as well as transcontinental (transatlantic area, Eurasia).”113 

The aim of region-building projects, is to ensure that regions eventually come to exist 

as groups of countries that seem ‘naturally’ delimited by physical features such as 

mountain ranges, oceans and seas. Reference to ‘natural’ delimitation by geographic 

features is crucial for identifying regions as without it, the concept becomes both 

“diffuse and unmanageable”.114 It is through its emphasis on geographic features that 

the thesis distinguishes ‘regions’ from other “less than global” groupings like the non-

aligned group, G77, BRICs amongst others.115  

 

Examining region-building processes draws attention to idea that regions are indeed 

not as natural as they may seem, but a consequence of political processes and 

 
112 On regions as political acts, see Neumann, ‘A Region-Building Approach to Northern Europe’, 

58. ‘Region-builders’ can range from states to regional and international organisations and think-

tanks, but states and the political elite that represent them are the main ‘gatekeepers of region-

building’ see Louise Fawcett, ‘Region Building Debates in a Global Context’, in Region-Building 

in Africa, ed. Daniel H Levine and Dawn Nagar (Capetown: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 32. On 

political elites being gatekeepers, see: Singh, ‘From “Asia” to “Asia-Pacific”: Indian Political Elites 

and Changing Conceptions of India’s Regional Spaces’, 54. 
113 Tanja A. Börzel and Thomas Risse, ‘Introduction’, in The Oxford Handbook of Comparative 

Regionalism, ed. Tanja A. Börzel and Thomas Risse, 2016, 7. 
114 Hurrell, ‘Explaining the Resurgence of Regionalism in World Politics’, 333. 
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contestations that require actors and audiences. This makes region-building a social 

process, where regions take the form of social groups that communicate something 

distinct about the states that partake in the process. By coming together to constitute 

regions, states become individually associated with certain meanings and group identity 

traits that underpin them. In certain contexts, and/or under certain conditions, this 

can serve as key theatres for states to enact roles that could augment its claims to status 

at the global level. These interactions of regions and status occur neither at the global 

or regional levels of analysis independently, but at the ‘nexus’ of the two. Informing 

this interaction is the critical process of social recognition.  

 

2.4 Region-building and Social Recognition: The Key to Claiming Status 

 

The importance of social recognition is anchored in the Hegelian theory that man must 

“impose the idea that he has of himself on beings other than himself: he must be 

recognised by the others (in the ideal, extreme case, by all others).”116 When applied to 

the realm of the international relations, recognition does two things: first, it brings 

things to life. “It represents the process through which actors come to exist as actors 

within the international system and take on a particular identity within that system.”117 

For instance, the global recognition of Bangladesh in 1971 allowed the state to be 

treated as separate from Pakistan and therefore to enjoy the rights and benefits of 

independent statehood. Second – and less emphasised in the literature on recognition 

in International Relations – is the desire of states to be recognised in a particular way. To 

reiterate Hagel’s insight, this refers to the notion that man must impose “the idea he 

 
116 Alexandre Kojève et al., Introduction to the Reading of Hegel, Kojève, Alexandre, Raymond 

Queneau, Allan Bloom, and James H. Nichols (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1980), 11. 
117 Brian Greenhill, ‘Recognition and Collective Identity Formation in International Politics’, 
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has of himself” to others. It is more this second idea of recognition that this framework 

engages with. States find it important to impose their own conceptions of themselves 

externally, especially from those they perceive as more powerful than themselves. 

Hagel explained this in his metaphor of the ‘master’ and ‘slave’ – while the latter may 

denote respect to the former, the former seeks recognition from those who he in turn 

respects.118 Accordingly, this thesis defines recognition as a social act through which 

another actor is “constituted as a subject with legitimate social standing.”119 As a result 

of recognition, states are able to maintain a certain social status (or recognised place) 

within a political community and its claim to hold that place is secured.120 While on the 

one hand recognition confirms states’ claims to a specific status, its second attribute – 

which is the desire to be recognised in a specific way – is critical to claims to status. 

Embedded within a claim to status is a desire to be recognised in a specific way so that 

states can then be seen as worthy of possessing that status.   

 

Arguably, International Relations literature has downplayed the importance of 

recognitional dynamics within underpinning status. This is largely because it has placed 

more weight on conceptualising status as rank, based on “valued attributes” such 

as “wealth coercive capabilities, culture, demographic position, socio-political 

organisation, and diplomatic clout).”121 The possession of attributes, however, does 

not confirm one’s status or social standing – recognition is critical to this process. The 

mere aspiration for a given status is not enough to achieve it; claims involve 
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recognitional dynamics.122 Group membership plays an important role in this regard. 

In a hierarchised global order, status politics plays out through the existence of special 

clubs and groups that give states that belong to them certain privileges. States work 

towards forming boundaries between groups and outsiders, that help enhance a 

group’s distinctiveness.123 Struggles for status involve the processes by which actors 

gain admission into a group once members deem that the actor follows the rules of 

membership.124 For instance, membership in the European Union or The Organisation 

for Economic Co-operation and Development depends on criteria such as human 

rights, democracy and economic liberalism.125 These membership criteria keeps these 

institutions systematically closed to others, giving them a sense of social exclusivity.  

 

When a state secures group membership, it is invariably recognised by members of the 

group and those beyond it as possessing the membership criteria for it, which can serve 

to augment its claims to a higher status. Some key illustrations of these dynamics in 

international relations are demonstrated through membership into high-status groups 

such as the ‘family of civilised nations’ of 19th century Europe, to G-summitry.126 But, 

as the Indian case reveals, membership of high-status groups is one but not the only 

way in which status claims can be enhanced. The sheer act of joining a group – 

irrespective of where it stands in terms of status – provides an opportunity for states 
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to be recognised in a specific way just by being conferred as a member of it.127 The 

recognitional value of group membership lies in its ability to act as transmitters of 

collective characteristics that member states can be recognised by. This membership 

can be framed in a way to augment claims to status.  

 

Referring back to the discussion in section 2.3, region-building is also a process of 

securing group membership.  It involves states socially recategorizing themselves as a 

collective over and above ‘national’ collectives, creating new categories of the ‘regional-

self’ vis-à-vis extra-regional others.128 On securing membership, regions function as 

geographic theatres for them to enact a specific role to targeted audiences, which can 

serve to augment their claims to status at the global level. Great powers are key 

audiences in this regard.   

 

The importance of great powers in a status project has been emphasised by the 

growing literature on status-seeking.129 In their pioneering work, Deborah Welch 

Larson and Alexi Shevchenko followed by others such as Rohan Mukherjee draw on 

the Social Psychology’s Social Identity Theory (SIT) to argue that status-seeking states 

can adopt one of three strategies: social mobility by following what the international 

regime requires and not what it prohibits; social competition by violating or subverting 
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the regime’s rules and third, social creativity by choosing to shape the rules to their 

advantage.130 While there is considerable debate on how well these strategies drawn 

from social psychology map on to the study of international politics, insights from this 

scholarship express commonality with the status-seeking literature that does not 

explicitly specify its leanings on SIT.131 Randall Schweller and Xiaoyu Pu’s analysis of 

status-seeking in the context of ‘emerging powers’ for instance, notes that the latter 

choose to be supporters, spoilers or shirkers of the international regime.132 Similarly, 

Richard Ned Lebow argues that in order to gain access “into the circle of great powers” 

rising powers can follow three strategies: emulation, deviance and challenge.133 There 

is an overwhelming consensus in this literature that suggests that status-seeking states 

have “a common set of choices…with regard to the rules of global order. It can choose 

to follow the rules, break the rules or change the rules”.134 In other words, status-

seeking strategies involves emulating the great powers or accepting the rules and norms 

that influences the nature of global order, rejecting these rules or, pursuing a creative 

or unconventional strategy that it may see as potentially status-enhancing.  

 

In their analysis of the Indian case, Rajesh Basrur and Kate Sullivan de Estrada adopt 

a simpler classification that helpfully subsumes the above to reflect how status-seeking 

states undertake two strategies. First, conformity which includes emulation, but may 

also encompass competition as well as degrees of innovation within global order. 

Second, rejection, which includes either violation of existing systemic rules/norms; 
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and/or (b) creativity, which involves efforts to generate alternative rules/norms.135 

These strategies of conformity and rejection are also informed by the region-building 

projects that states undertake. For instance, in joining institutions such as the 

European Economic Community in the 1980s, Felipe González’s Spain became firmly 

anchored in ‘Western Europe’ and the transatlantic West. This enabled it to be socially 

recognised as a member of regional group that subscribed to a particular vision of a 

political and economic future in the context of the bi-polar contest that characterised 

global order since 1945. In doing so, with important degrees of innovation, it joined a 

group that conformed to the dominant structures and norms that underpinned global 

order in the context of the Cold War era.136 In contrast, the construction of the 

‘Eurasian Union’ by Putin’s Russia in the post-Cold War context represented a 

rejection of global order centred on American unipolarity that manifested in the form 

of the eastward expansion of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO).137  

 

While it is indeed possible to see status at work in these cases, it does put forth the 

question of whether these region-building behaviours inform the pursuit of status or 

security. As discussed earlier, in its conceptualisation of status, this thesis notes that 

while claims to higher status may involve a search for material power, it is a step further 

than security-seeking as it involves the claim to a privilege to be recognised and accepted 

by others for procuring, possessing or using that power for a particular purpose. In 

order to distinguish between status-seeking and security-seeking empirically therefore, 
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this thesis pays close attention to how Indian elites have framed its foreign policy 

behaviour and relies on evidence of status ambitions that Indian leaders themselves 

offer of these behaviours.138 In particular, it observes how regions fit into and inform 

these discourses. For this reason, in the Nehru-Mao interaction discussed in the 

opening paragraphs of this thesis, it recognises status at work, and, specifically notes 

how membership in the Asian region was appearing to inform it.  

 

Based on these concepts and conceptual caveats, through its analysis of the Indian 

case, this thesis demonstrates how region-building discourses and practices inform 

states’ claims to higher status. It pays attention to how region-building fits into forms 

one component of its claims to status that may rest on conformity or rejection the 

dominant norms of global order. By examining the relationship between regions and 

status in this way, it encourages International Relations to rethink its theorisation of 

the relationship between regions and status in two ways. On the region side, by drawing 

on insights of the literature on status, it offers an alternative interpretation of regional 

behaviour in world politics from those provided by the outside-in and inside-out 

approaches discussed in section 2.1.139 On the status side, it encourages a 

reconsideration of this literature’s over reliance on the regional power framework for 

its analysis. As discussed in section 2.2, this requires scholars to take regional 

conceptions as givens, invariably overlooking the ways states go about constructing 

and re-constructing their regions. While the above sections have set up the framework 

based on which the relationship between regions and status have been conceptualised 

in this thesis, the following section studies how these come through in the Indian case.   

 
138 Basrur and Sullivan de Estrada, Rising India: Status and Power, 14. 
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2.5 Region-building, Status and the Indian Case 

 

As established in section 2.1, the dominant theorisation of India and its region through 

the regional power framework has contributed a great deal of insight and analysis on 

India within its South Asian neighbourhood and the challenges it faced in establishing 

itself as a regional leader within it.140 While this has played a major role in nuancing the 

study of regional power behaviour in International Relations, it has also resulted in a 

reading of its region as a static space in which Indian claims to status have been 

constrained. Unsurprisingly therefore, there is an oversight in the literature of the 

important moments in which India has seen its regions and regional membership as 

enabling its claims to status. While there is no specific volume dedicated to examining 

the enabling nature of the region and status relationship at the time of writing, the 

thesis sees itself as both drawing from and filling gaps in key contemporary work on 

Indian foreign relations on related themes. This section first discusses this work and 

second, presents an overview of the case by reflecting on the conceptual framework 

discussed above.  

 

There are four contemporary volumes on Indian foreign policy, that, despite their 

differences in empirical focus, speak to the conceptual framework of this study. On 

the region side, Sinderpal Singh’s India in South Asia: Domestic Identity Politics and Foreign 

Policy from Nehru to the BJP (2014) and Zorawar Dault Singh’s Power and Diplomacy: India's 

Foreign Policies During the Cold War (2019) and are particularly relevant. Sinderpal Singh’s 

book analyses three periods of Indian foreign policy since independence that he 
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categorises as the Nehru (1947–62), Indira Gandhi (1966–77, 1980–4) and BJP (1998–

2004) eras to explain its “continuities and disjunctures” vis-à-vis its regional role in 

South Asia.141 It argues that the answers lie in domestic identity politics. South Asia 

was an important stage, Singh contends, to demonstrate the ways in which Indian 

political elites have sought to represent its state identity over time.142 Similar to the 

approach taken in this study, it examines the evolution of India’s regional policy by 

tracing elite discourses and practices. At the same time however, it differs from it in 

two ways. As Singh taps into the understudied work on domestic sources of Indian 

foreign policy in its South Asian neighbourhood, his framework sits more at the 

important nexus of the local/domestic-regional than the region-global levels of 

analysis. Second it synonymises South Asia as India’s region, without accounting for 

the shifts in the ways in which the latter has defined its region over time.143 For 

instance, Singh notes that origins of India’s South Asia policy lie in the Nehru years, 

but does not address the notion that over this period, the region was imagined in wider 

terms, often though the regional frame of ‘Asia’. 

 

The changing notions of India’s region are better accounted for in Zorawar Dault 

Singh’s book that seeks to explain the shift in Indian foreign policy from its “extra-

regional peacemaker role during the Nehru period, where India intervened in several 

crises in Asian high politics” to that of a “sub-continental security seeker in the Indira 

Gandhi period, with narrower conceptions of order and security.”144 Singh’s study of 
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Indian foreign policy sits distinctly at the region-global levels of analysis and draws on 

rich array of primary material to make the case that changing conceptions of its 

regional role, emerge from leaders’ “self-images” which are defined as the ways in 

which “national leaders view and identify their own state in the international 

system.”145 While the book indeed relies on similar assumptions about regions and 

links this to how states see themselves at the global level, it differs from this study in 

three ways. First, its analysis of the ‘global’ is limited solely to perceptions leaders’ 

worldviews. While an analysis of elite agency is obviously required and important, 

pinning the framework on what goes on insides their minds, or what Singh refers to 

as the “cognitive dimension which includes orientations relating to how national 

leaders understand fundamental aspects of international politics” begs the question 

that do regions disappear when leaders are unable to imagine them?146 While changing 

regional conceptions have often times coincided with leadership change in the Indian 

case it has also been the case that the ideas that underpinned one region-building 

project, close but also resurface later. Singh’s framework in unable to sufficiently 

account for these possibilities. Second, the book does not fully explore the responses 

of global audiences that India targets through its changing regional conceptions. 

Relatedly, it also does not map how region-building projects play out when they arrive 

at the global level, and the extent to which they are able to contest and compete with 

rival regional conceptions. It is therefore limited in its ability to give any indication of 

the extent of success of an Indian region-building project and the significance of it at 

the global level. Third and most important, the book alludes to but does not really deal 

with the concept of status. This may well have been beyond its scope of inquiry and it 

is indeed on this insight that this thesis makes its key contribution.  
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On the status side, two volumes exist with respect to India’s foreign relations of key 

relevance to this thesis. First, Baldev Raj Nayar and T.V. Paul’s book, India in the World 

Order: Searching for Major Power Status (2003) and, Rajesh Basrur and Kate Sullivan de 

Eastra’s book, Rising India: Status and Power (2017). Framing India’s 1998 nuclear tests 

as a critical juncture for claims to status at the global level, Paul and Nayar’s book is 

an early entrant to the literature on India and status, making the claim that “India’s 

foreign-policy behaviour has been driven by the desire to achieve major-power 

status.”147 It brings to light the key spaces in which its claims to higher status have been 

recognised or denied – such as in the United Nations and other international 

institutions, the nuclear non-proliferation regime or the global economy. The analysis, 

however, takes quite a materialist view of status and the authors fall short in fully 

unpacking the explanatory value of ‘status’ to a power political understanding of Indian 

foreign policy over time. Furthermore, and of more direct relevance to the focus of 

this thesis, Nayar and Paul’s book emulates a large part of status scholarship in 

International Relations in treating South Asia as a constraining device for Indian claims 

to status. Using the term “regional containment”, the authors argue how the major 

powers such as the United States and China have pursued policies such as “alignment 

with and arms supplies to India's smaller regional adversary, Pakistan, which have 

helped to balance and neutralise the Indian power position within South Asia.”148 

 

Basrur and Sullivan de Estrada’s work on the other hand explains in greater detail the 

complex relationships between status and material power. Problematising the linearity 

with which the status scholarship has analysed this relationship, the book provides an 

updated account of status-seeking strategies pursued in Indian foreign policy since 
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independence. The authors in some parts acknowledge and note how Indian strategies 

to claim status play out in different regional theatres. In their analysis of the Nehru 

years for instance, they note India’s role in “championing the Asian viewpoint in global 

forms”, while in the post-Nehru years, they point out that India’s “emergence as a 

regional power with military muscle” earned it “considerable respect”, with the region 

being South Asia.149 In this way, while the authors allude to India’s changing regions 

vis-à-vis its claims to status, this thesis is entirely dedicated to explaining and unpacking 

this enabling side of this relationship. This section now proceeds by expanding on the 

discussion in section 2.1 to unpack how Indian region-building has informed its claims 

to status at the global level.  

 

In the mid to late 40s, as India was on the cusp of independence, its entry into the 

international society of states coincided with the onset of the post-war world. With 

Japan no longer in the position it was before the War and, as the one of the first Asian 

countries to free itself from European imperialism, a space emerged for it to become 

the prime builder of this region. As global order shifted from a world pinned on 

European imperialism to one that was rapidly descending into the politics of the Cold 

War, India attempted to achieve higher status without only focusing on the pursuit of 

material power and alliance relationships with either of the dominant states of the time, 

the United States and the Soviet Union. Instead, it based its claims to higher status 

‘counter-order’ efforts.150 Its claims to status rested on two key ideas. First, through an 

emphasis on sovereignty not only of its own borders but sovereignty over its own 

international voice, and second, as a global peacemaker. This claim was tangibly 

enacted through its Asia project that took shape through this period. It centred on 
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building Asia as a group of geographically connected nations with intimate ties and 

common concerns, with India at its centre. ‘Asia’ would be a space in which foreign 

intervention would not be tolerated, and, relatedly become an ‘area of peace’, as a 

geographic space of resistance and rejection of the dominant structures and norms 

built around the East-West structures of the Cold War. 

 

While this idea of Asia had its origins in the decades leading to independence, it was 

most evidently produced and reproduced through the foreign policy practices of India 

thorough the Nehru years. These were reflected through its roles in the Indonesian 

decolonisation struggle (Chapter 4), Korean War, the first Indo-China War, the 1954 

Formosa crisis amongst others (Chapter 3, section 3.3). While chapters 3 and 4 discuss 

the Asia project in detail, the essence of this idea is best captured in Nehru’ own words 

in 1946: “whatever the present position of India might be, she is potentially a Great 

Power…whether we succeed in getting into the Security Council or not, I think we 

should take up the attitude at the beginning and throughout that India is the centre of 

security in Asia and that, therefore, India must have a central place in any council 

considering these matters.”151 Eventually however, the project and its related claim to 

status was undermined by the geopolitics of the Cold War – Pakistan joined the 

American-sponsored Southeast Asia Treaty Organisation (SEATO), bringing the Cold 

War to India’s doorstep.152 Furthermore, India’s war with China in 1962, Nehru’s death 

in 1964 and the India-Pakistan War in 1965 produced a fundamental change regarding 

its assessments of its region and relatedly its claims to status.   
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152 Singh, Power and Diplomacy: India’s Foreign Policies During the Cold War; Paul McGarr, The 
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 55 

The Indian foreign policy establishment came to the realisation that its Asia project 

centred on non-alignment had constrained its own pursuit of a self-centred balance of 

power policy.153 For instance, despite the United States-Pakistan alliance in 1954, India 

was reluctant to take up the Soviet offer of purchasing weapons as this would mean a 

compromise on the key basis on which India sought status – as a global, non-aligned 

peacemaker. The setbacks of the late 60s caused it to fall to a “relatively low position 

in the international hierarchy of states,” which resulted in a status-seeking strategy that 

on the one hand, retained some of the counter-order features of the Nehru era through 

its rejection of great power politics and Cold War dynamics, but on the other hand, 

departed from it in terms of its relative neglect of material power.154 This contributed 

to a reassessment of its international role from one of a peacemaker to one of a security 

seeker and urged a re-interpretation of the changing dynamics of the Cold War in the 

60s in terms of their direct security impact on India and its immediate periphery. 155 It 

manifested into a region-building project centred around a narrower frame of South 

Asia as an Indo-centric region with India as its dominant power.156 Soon India became 

known to have its own version of the Monroe doctrine, that opposed the presence of 

external powers in the Indian Ocean or South Asia, as this was framed as inimical to 

its national interests.157 During the 1970s and 1980s India engaged in a series of military 

interventions to keep the South Asian regional landscape in line with its interests. This 

meant a shift in its strategy of seeking and claiming status on the basis of little or no 

material power, to one that involved actively procuring it.158 As global order evolved 
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in the context of a bipolar world, intensely shaped by East-West dynamics that 

contained critical geographic dimensions in the form of regional treaty organisations, 

arcs of containment and iron curtains, India found value in being recognised as a 

member of a tighter geographic frame to its claims to status at the global level. This 

made it seem most evidently large and powerful vis-à-vis others in the region. While 

the strategy proved successful with the establishment of Bangladesh in 1971, it was 

challenged through its peacekeeping mission in Sri Lanka in the 80s that locked it into 

a two-year battle, eventually costing the life of its then Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi. 

Eventually, claiming status on the basis of its role as a South Asian hegemon proved 

to be both economically and politically damaging, stimulating a rethink of its region. 

The change in strategy was also stimulated by shifts in the global context toward the 

late 80s and early 90s.  

 

The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 left the United States as the only surviving 

superpower, alongside the rise of China. With global order centred on American 

unipolarity, whose watchwords were globalisation, integration, democratisation, and 

expansion of the liberal order,159 Indian elites came to the understanding that India 

would no longer be able to successfully claim status on the basis of its scepticism and 

distance from great power politics, economic inwardness and unsuccessful record of 

South Asian hegemony. It now found value in being recognised as a liberal democracy 

and through its fuller integration into the global economy.160 This urged it to redefine 

its region. Indian elites realised that as it remained absorbed in establishing itself as a 

South Asian hegemon in the 70s and 80s, it was excluded from what had been built as 

the ‘Asia-Pacific’, which included states like the United States, Japan, Australia, 
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ASEAN and other actors. They were of the understanding that membership in the 

Asia-Pacific was an opportunity for India to become socially recognised as a part of a 

dynamic geographic group that had come to include the world’s major powers and the 

small but economically successful Asian tigers.  

 

In knocking the doors of this region, with important degrees of innovation, it 

expressed conformity to the material structures of the post-Cold War era as it worked 

to secure membership in a space that accepted American unipolairty and 

simultaneously accommodated the rise of China. Furthermore, becoming a member 

of this region would signal its commitment to the liberal world order and globalisation 

– both of which underpinned the Asia-Pacific region. In 1991, India launched its ‘Look 

East’ policy under the then Prime Minister Narasimha Rao which reflected its shifting 

orientations of regional space. Through the policy, it undertook a region-building 

project that re-cast the ‘Asia-Pacific’ as a geographic space that ‘naturally’ included 

India.  

 

Its efforts bore fruit as it was eventually made its way into the ASEAN-centred 

intuitions that proliferated through the region, such as the ASEAN Regional Forum 

(ARF), the East Asia Summit and so on. “Recreating its Asian identity” by being 

recognised as part of Asia-Pacific, was seen as valuable in enabling its claims to status 

as a rising power.161 While India it was largely successful in this regard, there were 

important limitations (discussed in chapter 5, section 5.6) that stalled this from 

reaching its full, status-enabling potential.  

 

 
161 Salman Khurshid, ‘Forward’, in Two Decades of India’s Look East Policy (New Delhi: Manohar, 

2012), 9–10. 



 58 

Unlike its Asia project of the Nehru years however, India’s Asia-Pacific project has not 

had direct closing moments. Instead, it has been subsumed into a new regional project 

of the Indo-Pacific. Since the 2010s, India has joined the United States, Australia and 

Japan amongst others in referring to itself as part of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ region. While 

definitions are contested, in broad, geographic terms, it refers to an interconnected 

space between the Indian and Pacific Oceans. The notion of an ‘Indo-Pacific’ region 

has emerged in the context of an ongoing, twenty-first century order transition. As the 

post-Cold War American-led order comes under strain it witnesses the rise of several 

other players such as China, Brazil and even India that who have demanded a greater 

stake in informing a post-unipolar world.162 Much like the Asia-Pacific, the term 

originated outside of India, but much unlike it, this region was framed to the inclusion 

of India from the very start. For Indian foreign policy elites, the very formulation of 

the ‘Indo-Pacific’ and de-facto recognition of its own presence within it has been seen 

as a growing recognition of its status as a major power and consequential actor in world 

affairs. In framing its region as such, India has joined, amongst others, three major 

countries - Japan, Australia, the United States, all of which possess tremendous social 

capital in a (now shifting) American-centred global order. The importance of India to 

the ‘Indo-Pacific’ is not only reinforced by the discourses and practices emerging out 

of India’s own foreign policy establishment, but from other relevant audiences, 

including the United States.  

 

India is indeed having its ‘Indo-Pacific’ moment as it has achieved membership in a 

high-status region. Furthermore, the region has been loosely defined giving it room to 

peruse multiple partnerships with United States and other major powers such as Japan 
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and Australia, while, at the same time, engaging with China.163 The extent to which it 

would be sustained however, depends upon certain important developments currently 

shaping the region-global nexus. As tensions increase between the United States and 

China, the Indo-Pacific seems to increasingly take the form of a securitised club framed 

to exclude the latter. China explicitly rejects the concept as it is perceived as a strategy 

to contain its rise.164 There is the possibility that with this, in addition to the 

deterioration of India’s own relations with China, the Indo-Pacific project could 

become untenable – ultimately doing a disservice to its claims for status. India is yet to 

navigate these concerns.  

 

This overview of Indian region-building over time demonstrates the importance of 

rethinking regions and status in International Relations. While region-building seems 

to have been an important component of Indian claims to status across time, each of 

its projects have been anchored in a specific historical context and had have had their 

own opening moments, peaks and closing moments. Moreover, each of its projects 

have reflected patterns of consistency and change. Its ‘Asia’ project of the Nehru years 

concentrated on building a region as a space to conduct an alternative mode of world 

politics centred on non-alignment and peacemaking, while its ‘South Asia’ project 

concentrated on building a region of which it would be globally regarded as its 

undisputed hegemon. Its ‘Asia-Pacific’ project on the other hand, concentrated on re-

building this region to include itself, so it could be recognised as part of a globalising 
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and economically dynamic group of countries, while its Indo-Pacific project aims at 

building it as a space to demonstrate its rising power status and pursuit of multiple, 

strategic partnerships in a changing world order. While the thesis returns to a 

discussion on change and consistency of Indian region-building over time in its 

concluding chapter, the following chapters study these projects by analysing the 

discourses and practices that have underpinned them and the extent of their success. 

The Asia project remains the focus of chapters 3 and 4, while the Asia-Pacific and 

Indo-Pacific projects are discussed in chapters 5 and 6.  

 

2.6 Conclusion: Regions, Status and the Region-Global Nexus 

 

This chapter has set up the framework with which regions and status can been 

theoretically and conceptually linked in International Relations. It has established that 

from a conceptual standpoint, regions and the way in which they are ‘built’ can inform 

states’ claims to status at the global level. It argues that the status-enabling nature of 

regions lies in their ability to influence the way in which states are recognised by other 

actors at the global level. It has made this argument through four sections.  

 

Through its review and critique of the prevailing literature in the International 

Relations (section 2.2), this chapter has established that it has dominantly relied on 

regional power frameworks to study the relationship between regions and status. These 

come with the inbuilt requirement of having to study regions as fixed entities, and, 

focus on explaining dynamics at the distinct, regional level of analysis. When studying 

regions, status literature has drawn directly from regional power frameworks which 

has resulted in first, overlooking important insights on status that emerge from 

examining how regions shift across space and time; second, a limited ability to theorise 
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interactions across the regional and global levels of analysis and third, the 

overwhelming conclusion that regions serve to constrain states claims to status. The 

chapter then goes on to make a case for rethinking the ways in which regions and 

status are conceptually linked in International Relations, to better account for how they 

interact at the nexus of the regional and global levels of analysis.  

 

Sections 2.3 and 2.4 have directly dealt with the conceptual framework. It first 

unpacked its conceptualisation of the region-global nexus and what it means by the 

concept of ‘region-building’ and ‘status’ that underpin this nexus. It first established 

what this thesis means when it refers to the ‘global level’ and claims to status within it. 

Having defined status as sense of social place, where states are recognised, seek to, or 

feel entitled to belong, it has demonstrated that regions and the way in which they are 

framed inform claims to status. Relying on approaches from Political Geography and 

Critical Geopolitics, it has argued that through regions and the ways in which states 

‘build’ them, they forge a sense of commonality and group membership, with which 

they can differentiate themselves from others.165 On securing membership, regions 

function as geographic theatres for them to enact a specific role to targeted audiences, 

which can serve to augment their claims to status at the global level. 

 

The chapter’s final section presents how the thesis’ conceptual framework comes 

through, in its study of the Indian case. By presenting an overview of India’s region-

building experience over time, it has discussed how its conceptions of the region are 

not limited to South Asia’ and include many other formulations. Second, that the 

changing conceptions of its region have emerged in the context of transformations at 
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the global level, that have stimulated a rethink of how India spatialises and builds it 

region.166 It discusses its different projects of Asia’, ‘South Asia’, ‘Asia-Pacific’ and 

most recently the ‘Indo-Pacific’. By discussing the global context in which these 

projects emerged it has demonstrated how they have reflected its own reading of global 

order and where within it has sought to or felt entitled to place itself socially, in the 

form of status. In doing so, it has established that India has seen important links 

between its geographic and social place in the world.    
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CHAPTER 3 
 

“There can be no peace until Asia plays her part” 

Region-building, Status and Nehru’s India167 

 

 

“[W]orld developments and common interests are forcing Asiatic countries to look 

at each other again. The period of European domination is passed over as a bad 

dream and memories of long ago remind them of old friendships and common 

adventures” - Jawaharlal Nehru, 1946168 

…. 

3.1 Introduction 

 

On March 23, 1947 delegates from across what is today almost unquestionably 

understood as South Asia, Southeast Asia, the Middle East and Central Asia arrived in 

New Delhi in the spirit of reviewing the “position of Asia in the post-war 

world.”169 India was at the twilight of its “tryst with destiny” and attendees of the 

conference and the political entities they represented were all confronted by different 

realities – some were in the midst of civil war, some were on the brink of independence 

while for others, this was still a distant objective.170 The post-war map of Asia and the 
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nations it would constitute was anything but self-evident.171 The idea behind the 

gathering in New Delhi, through the ‘Asian Relations Conference’, was to revive the 

‘region’ as a connected space after centuries of fragmentation under colonial rule. 

Speaking at the plenary session of the conference, Jawaharlal Nehru, who was leader 

of India’s interim government at the time, stated, “all countries of Asia have to meet 

together on an equal basis in a common task and endeavour. It is fitting that India 

should play her part in this new phase of Asian development. Apart from the fact that 

India herself is emerging into freedom and independence, she is the natural centre and 

focal point of many forces at work in Asia.”172 

 

This chapter studies the ideas that emerge from these four lines. It studies the political 

discourses and foreign policy practices of Nehru’s India that underpinned its Asia 

project in the post-war world. The project centred on first, constructing it as a space 

in which, after centuries of fragmentation due to colonial rule, foreign intervention 

would not be tolerated. Second and related, was building it as an ‘area of peace’, as the 

world rapidly descended into the bipolar politics of the Cold War. The chapter argues 

that India found it valuable in framing itself as the ‘natural centre’ and its 

‘representative’ this region, to its claims to status at the global level. The Asian 

Relations Conference of 1947 is an important temporal marker of the chapter. It 

studies the Indian ideas of Asian region in the interwar years that led up to that 

particular Asianist moment, and how they moved from there into the early decades of 

the Cold War.  
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In its previous chapters, this thesis has established that Indian region-building projects 

have shifted in the contexts of changes and transformations at the global level. Its Asia 

project emerged as global order was transitioning from one pinned on European 

imperialism to one that was increasingly being shaped by the bipolar structures of the 

Cold War. As Japan’s Asianist project centred on “Asia for the Asiatics” began to 

reflect its own imperialist designs in the 1930s, a space emerged for India to become 

the prime builder of the ‘Asian’ region. Through its study of India’s post-war Asia 

project, this chapter reflects on these region-global links and explains how it was 

informed by its reading and interpretation of global order, and, where within it, it 

sought or felt entitled to place itself socially, in the form of status. Furthermore, it 

speaks to the argument made in Chapter 2, that status-enabling nature of regions lies 

in their ability to influence the way in which states are recognised by other actors at 

the global level. This chapter finds that India found value in being socially recognised 

as the representative of this region and, its active peace broker. Association with both 

these attributes would ensure that its voice would be impossible to be silenced or 

overlooked by old and new great powers and this would inevitably enable its claims to 

status at the global level.  

 

Through its study of India’s Asia project in the post-war world, this chapter highlights 

how it underwent three stages of region-building: territorial, symbolic and institutional 

(Chapter 2, section 2.3). It notes that while the project was effective in establishing a 

form of collective identity and shared reality that would distinguish it from others, it 

discusses how at its fourth or ‘establishment of the region stage’, it met with mixed 

success. The challenges in part, lay in the very name of the region itself. ‘Asia’, as an 
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idea was a vast and contested one.173 As the political entities that constituted ‘Asia’ 

decolonised over this period, it carried the visions, aspirations and interpretations of 

several new nations. This meant that different ideas and understandings emerged over 

how the region should take shape in a post-war world to best ensure the survival, not 

just in a geopolitical sense but also that of their identities and worldviews. While India’s 

region-building project intended to fill this construct/category of ‘Asia’ as a regional 

space (versus the ‘Europe’ or the ‘West’) in which foreign intervention of any form 

would not be tolerated, it fell short of being able to subsume alternative visions and 

navigate internal contestations sufficiently beyond that. As the project met indeed met 

important moments of success in the early Cold War years, it was also during this 

period that its limitations began to most evidently surface. It eventually declined as the 

United States and its allies sponsored military pacts in Pacific Asia, that sparked new 

region-building projects in the 1950s that served to undermine India’s own.  

 

This chapter relies on the published, primary writings, speeches and correspondence 

of Jawaharlal Nehru. It studies how his discourses and the practices he endorsed as 

Prime Minister and leader of the External Affairs Ministry of independent India, built 

the region as a group of geographically connected nations with intimate ties and 

common concerns, with India at its centre. The chapter also provides historical 

evidence of the region being recognised by the great powers in the way that India 

intended, subsequently increasing the way India was esteemed by them.  

 

It must be noted that the focus on Nehru is not to credit him as the sole architect of 

Indian Asianism. He was, in fact, a product of the Asianist ideas that emerged through 

 
173 Wang Hui, ‘The Idea of Asia and Its Ambiguities’, The Journal of Asian Studies 69, no. 04 

(2010): 985–89; Duara, ‘Asia Redux: Conceptualizing a Region for Our Times’; Amitav Acharya, 

‘Asia Is Not One’, The Journal of Asian Studies 69, no. 04 (2010): 1001–13. 



 67 

the intellectual thought and writings of several Indian nationalists in the decades 

leading to independence.174 As the chief articulator of Indian foreign policy in the later 

years of the independence struggle and position as Prime Minister and External Affairs 

Minister of Independent India, however, he played a critical role in the shape the 

region would take in a post-war world and the chapter seeks to bring this into focus. 

The study and analysis of Nehru in International Relations can at times present a 

methodological challenge, as he often took the role of scholar of the discipline himself 

spending vast amounts of time theorising the ways of the world. Resisting the 

temptation of slipping into an analysis of him as an international thinker is a 

challenging one and almost impossible to fully do. Yet, this chapter has sought to 

separate Nehru’s thought from his discourse and authorised practice. It does not so 

much trace the genesis of his ideas of Asia, as much as how his discourses and practices 

contributed to the production of a particular reality of Asia.    

 

The chapter is divided into two major sections that are largely informed by chronology. 

The first section concentrates on the early links that were forged between Nehru’s 

understanding of Asia and how they featured into his claims of India’s status in the 

world. It covers the final two decades leading to India’s independence, which 

overlapped with the interwar years, the War and its immediate aftermath. It pays 

attention to how these realities informed the way in which the region was being framed 

over this period. The second section focuses on the early decades of the Cold War 

where, as an independent nation, India’s road to higher status was seen as inevitable 
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so long as it adhered to its ideals of maintaining an independent, peace-making path 

to navigate a post-war world. It establishes how leading the path for a free and 

independent ‘Asia’ was considered invaluable to this vision. Consequently, the region 

was worked into and prioritised by India’s foreign policy machinery and became the 

centre of India’s diplomatic activity during this period. It is in this section where 

contestation of its region-building project is also discussed, highlighting therefore, its 

closing moments. The conclusion of the chapter ties these sections together, and 

revisits the arguments made in this introduction.  

 

3.2 Asia as a Political Project: Origins 

 

Formative ideas linking India’s sense of its place and membership in the ‘Asian’ region 

to that of its status in the world had early origins. This particularly came together in 

the interwar years. During this period, serious shock waves struck the old order pinned 

on European Imperialism. One emerged most directly from the Great War, and the 

others emerged in the context of two historical inflection points beyond the imperial 

world - one coming out of the Bolshevik Revolution when Lenin called for the end of 

imperialism in all its forms and the other was underpinned by the Wilsonian moment 

that championed the rights of all peoples to self-determination.175 As a rising tide of 

nationalism began to define and inform the foreign policy choices of the colonising 

world, internationalism had captured the world of the colonised.176 Spaces were created 

for interwar activists from abroad to collectively mobilise against imperialist powers 
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and capitalist class.177 Indian understandings of its links between its status and region 

was a product of this interwar moment. 

 

In the decades leading to independence, discourses and ideologies of Asia as a 

homogenous space and India’s place within it had swept different sections of Indian 

society. For several Indian nationalists, the “inherent unity of Asian countries,” was a 

“persisting article of faith”.178 Yet, these ideas were not limited to the Indian political 

elite alone. It included for instance, members of the trade union movement, 

intellectuals and academics and self-exiled revolutionaries.179 In the interwar years, 

following Japan’s lead on the call for an ‘awakening for the East’, the political 

dimension of Indian Asianism received both form and content.180 At the thirty-seventh 

session of the Indian National Congress in 1922, its president, CR Das advocated the 

necessity of establishing Congress agencies abroad and emphasised that “[e]ven more 

important than this is the participation of Indian in the great Asiatic Federation…it is 

the union of the oppressed nationalities of Asia.”181 As a creation of the Asianist ideas 

that picked up in the interwar period, Jawaharlal Nehru, who would become India’s 

longest standing Prime Minister and External Affairs Minister was the dominant 

articulator of India’s international and Asianist identity till the end of his life in 1964.182 

In 1927, he joined 170 delegates from across the world in Brussels, to participate in 
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the first Congress of the League against Imperialism and Colonial Oppression, where 

he established lasting connections with other anticolonial nationalists, socialists, 

communists, civil liberties reformers, pacifists and antifascists.183 Nehru’s short term 

membership in the League Against Imperialism stimulated important ideas on India’s 

similarities to those of other Asian countries. Reporting to the Indian National 

Congress on the Brussels Congress, Nehru stated that it familiarised him with many 

“Asiatic and other countries with problems not dissimilar to [India’s own…]”184 It was 

“highly desirable…for various Asiatic countries and their national organisations to 

develop contacts with one another.”185 At the time however, he reasoned that the 

setting up an “Asiatic organisation” seemed a slightly premature and seemed 

logistically impossible given that “various parts of Asia [were] more inaccessible to 

each other than they are to Europe…”186  

 

This inaccessibility to Asia was revisited and questioned almost a decade later. Noting 

that “Burma has recently been politically separated from [India] and Ceylon has long 

functioned as a separate unit of the British Empire,”187 Nehru emphasised that this 

was a part of the “larger imperial policy” for “strengthening British power in the East” 

in “connection with naval base at Singapore” and “oil…which [was] so important for 

power and transport in times of peace and war.”188 As Empire had managed to 

challenge the ‘natural’ links between Asian nations and almost reconfigure the region’s 
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geography to best suit and serve it, it was reasoned that inter-Asian links had largely 

been impaired by the colonial encounter. The region - or rather, the lack of it – was 

increasingly being associated with the global project of imperialism. 

 

In the late 1930s, Indian notions of Asianism based on anti-imperialist ideals, became 

more pronounced in the light of the loss of Japan’s legitimacy in this regard.189 Since 

Japan’s victory in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-1905, it had been acknowledged as 

the leader of Asia, as it proved to have overcome white racial supremacy and the 

backwardness of the East.190 For several Indian nationalists, Japan had become the 

forerunner of Asian modernity and many found themselves in Tokyo appealing to 

pan-Asian solidarity to win Japanese support for the Indian independence struggle.191  

By the 1930s however, Pan-Asianist discourses were re-appropriated by the Japanese 

militaristic government to frame its own imperial project through the ‘Greater East 

Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.’192 It soon began emulating the aggressive imperial 

practices of European great powers and invaded Manchuria in 1931.193 Strongly 

condemning Japanese aggression, the Indian National Congress demanded a boycott 

of Japanese goods and dispatched a medical unit to China.194 Imperialism, was now 
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framed not simply a ‘Western’ problem, but indeed a ‘world problem’195 as “how [did] 

it fundamentally matter if the fascist brutality of Japanese imperialism were exchanged 

with the blood-sucking of British imperialism?”196 With Japan proving capable of 

colonising Asian nations, a space was created for India to shape the Asianist moment 

on anti-imperialist ideals. Through this, Asianism was organically subsumed into 

India’s wider, political understandings of the global and its status within it.  

 

As highlighted in the vast corpus of literature on India’s international relations, the 

basis of these understandings was a sense of its own distinctiveness in the world.197 

Through the large body of political thought that was reproduced in the nationalist 

discourses and social practices over the pre-independence period, a conviction 

emerged amongst Indian nationalist leaders of India’s “unique capacity” in shaping 

world affairs.198 Nehru, a product of these ideas towards the latter end of that period, 

reflected on two notions that were significant in the way that they forged links between 

India’s geographic and social place in the world. First was that of India’s capacity in a 

material sense. He noted that since the “name and status” of the British Empire was 

based on resources drawn from India, it had the means to alter “the world position of 
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Great Britain and…give a great impetus to the freedom movements of other colonial 

countries to shake up other imperialisms.”199 With the passage of the Quit India 

Resolution of 1942, this idea was expressed more specifically in the context of the 

region, where the freedom of India was framed as a “symbol and prelude to this 

freedom of all other Asiatic nations under foreign domination.”200 Second, was the 

notion of its capacity in a “moral sense”.201 This was rooted in the idea of India’s 

historical, “underlying unity” over thousands of years, making it uniquely predisposed 

to shape modernity by bringing into harmony the ideals of the “scientific” and 

“materialist” West with that of the more “spiritually” grounded East.202 There was an 

understanding, therefore, that India was in a position to foster a global, moral peace.203 

Through these framings of India’s moral and material capacity in public speeches and 

press statements, Nehru’s articulations helped in associating the ‘region’ with freedom 

from foreign intervention (‘symbolic shaping’ as discussed in chapter 2, section 2.3). 

India as a “symbol and prelude” of this region’s freedom, made the notion of its 

inevitable impact more tangible which helped shape a sense of entitlement to status 
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based on this image: “[w]hatever happens [India] makes a difference and it is well that 

this should be realised.”204  

 

The establishment of links between India’s geographic place and social place only 

strengthened in the context of the Second World War and its immediate aftermath. 

This can be inferred through a reading of two prominent outcomes over this period.  

First, through Nehru’s Discovery of India, written when in prison in 1942-1946 and 

second, through the hosting the Asian Relations Conference in New Delhi in March 

1947, before the formal declaration of Indian independence.  

 

Reflective of his journey of “self-making” Nehru’s Discovery of India has been widely 

understood as “an expression of the nationalist imagination.”205 At the same time 

however, it is also a solid campaign for India’s status at the global level. By framing 

India’s pre-colonial past as one premised on accommodation, acceptance and ceaseless 

cultural mixing, he marshalled history to make a case for what he thought India and 

the world should be like in the days to come.206 He devoted a large part of his book to 

reflecting on a broad sweep of the subcontinent’s history, from the Indus Valley 

Civilisation to the coming of the Raj. By situating India within these macro-scales of 

space and time, through what he described as a “panoramic view” of India, he was 

able to frame the existence of a recurring pattern Indian influence in the world through 

conquest, trade and art: “[o]ne has not only to go back in time but to travel, in mind if 

not in body, to various countries of Asia, where India spread out in many ways, leaving 

immortal testimony of her spirit, her power, and her love of beauty. How few of us 
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know of these great achievements of our past, how few realise that if India was great 

in thought and philosophy, she was equally great in action.”207  

 

In Discovery, Asia was made to exist as a geographic manifestation of the scales of 

Indian influence in the pre-colonial period. The loss of those connections was 

attributed to the age of Empire: “[t]hen came the British and barred all the doors and 

stopped all the routes than connected us with our neighbours in Asia. New routes were 

opened across the seas which brought us nearer to Europe, and more particularly 

England…This sudden isolation from the rest of Asia has been one of the most 

remarkable and unfortunate consequences of British rule in India.”208 But global order 

was in the midst of a great transformation, setting in place a historical moment for the 

reawakening of the region: “[w]orld developments and common interests are forcing 

Asiatic countries to look at each other again. The period of European domination is 

passed over as a bad dream and memories of long ago remind them of old friendships 

and common adventures.”209  

 

Through this particular reading of global order, Nehru described the current great 

power system, pinned on European imperialism, as one of the past and in decline. As 

a consequence, the Asian region that had been repurposed to serve this system would 

also inevitably change, allowing it to reconnect and re-establish historical links. While 

this was projected as a definite reality in the more immediate future, he also presented 

a picture of global order in a more distant future, in which India, along with China, 

would inevitably secure membership in the great-power club: “Forgetting present 

problems then for a while and looking ahead, India emerges as a strong united state, a 
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federation of free units, intimately connected with her neighbours and playing an 

important part in world affairs. She is one of the very few countries which have the 

resources and capacity to stand on their own feet. To-day probably the only such countries 

are the United States of America and the Soviet Union. Great Britain can only be 

reckoned as one of these if the resources of her empire are added to her own, and even 

then, a spread-out and disgruntled empire is a source of weakness. China and India are 

potentially capable of joining that group. Each of them is compact and homogeneous 

and full of natural wealth, manpower, and human skill and capacity...No other country, 

taken singly, apart from these four, is actually or potentially in such a position.”  210  

 

Almost immediately after expressing these ideas of India’s potential great-power 

membership, Nehru reflected on the region and links this to India’s geographic place: 

“[t]he Pacific is likely to take the place of the Atlantic in the future as a nerve centre of 

the world. Though not directly a Pacific state, India will inevitably exercise an 

important influence there. India will also develop as the centre of economic and 

political activity in the Indian Ocean area, in south-east Asia and right up to the Middle 

East. Her position gives an economic and strategic importance in a part of the world 

which is going to develop rapidly in the future. If there is a regional grouping of the 

countries bordering on the Indian Ocean on either side of India—Iran, Iraq, 

Afghanistan, India, Ceylon, Burma, Malaya, Siam, Java, etc.—present day minority 

problems will disappear, or at any rate will have to be considered in an entirely different 

context.”211 Through this framing of the geographic scope of India’s neighbourhood, 

Nehru engaged in a process of territorial shaping (chapter 2, section 2.3) where he 

mapped Asia in a way that it would seem to surround India, making India its natural 
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centre. As the centre and even connector of the vast region, he captured the image he 

tried to create of India’s inevitable influence in the world. It was through this depiction 

of India’s future he claimed India’s entitlement to the “privilege of playing an 

important part in the development of the world situation.”212  

 

Nehru’s portrayal of India’s inevitable influence in the region and the world was not 

limited to the Indian audiences entirely. The idea had indeed attracted international 

audiences through the post-war period. Most notably, he was approached by the 

Japanese press on his thoughts on how Japan should “regain the respect of other 

nations”.213 This was significant not only given Japan’s position in the region and the 

world for decades before the War, but also that India was still a year short of achieving 

its own independence. At this stage already, Nehru was seen - although cautiously - 

speaking as a representative of the region, and, this seemed to legitimise his place and 

position in commenting on something as momentous as the future of post-war Japan. 

Conscious that India was not as yet in a position of speaking on “behalf of the United 

Nations as a whole or for the four Big Powers” he stated that based on his “insight 

into the mind of India and to a lesser extent into the mind of Asia”, “India and other 

countries of Asia [would] outlive yesterday’s anger and resentment and join hands with 

Japan in the furtherance of Asiatic freedom and cooperation within the larger 
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framework of world peace.”214 Not long after, Nehru reflected on India as “the torch-

bearer in the liberation movement of Asiatic countries”.215  

 

While, on his reading, the post-war global order would have a new hierarchy of great 

powers, he pinned possibilities of equality and diversity within this order on the 

formation of the United Nations. On his reading, it was the closest the world had come 

to establishing a world federation premised on the end of imperialism and domination 

in which all peoples would be equally represented.216 With the United Nations as 

physical manifestation of the possibility of states being granted equal representation at 

the global level, the region was also defined to find meaning in this context.217 Two 

main images of Asia emerged in Nehru’s discourse on the region in the vis-à-vis the 

United Nations. First, as a collective grouping for leverage at the global level. It was 

necessary, he argued, that the “long-oppressed nations of Asia inevitably seek to 

protect themselves by holding together as far as possible and presenting a joint front 

in the United Nations.”218 Second, as a security and economic grouping with India at 

its natural centre: “it is clear from the point of defence and the future progress of 

industry, trade and communications that the mutual good relations of the countries of 

the Middle East as well as of South East Asia will largely depend on India. In this I 

include Australia and New Zealand. Geographically, India is so situated that any proper 

system of defence of this entire area or region must be based on India. Apart from this 

there are many cultural and sentimental bonds between us and our neighbours in the 
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west and the east.”219 This framing of the Asian region around Indian centrality began 

to feature in discourses pertaining to its own position in the United Nations and claims 

to higher status in the world: “whatever the present position of India might be, she is 

potentially a Great Power…whether we succeed in getting into the Security Council 

or not, I think we should take up the attitude at the beginning and throughout that 

India is the centre of security in Asia and that, therefore, India must have a central 

place in any council considering these matters.”220  

 

While the above discussions highlight the territorial and symbolic shaping that 

underpinned the Indian Asia project, it was also marked by practices that helped 

encode a shared reality of the region, so that it could be distinguished from others 

(chapter 2, section 2.3). In August 1946, Nehru raised the idea of an Inter-Asian 

Relations Conference at the Bombay branch of the Indian Council of World Affairs. 

Recalling the networks established in 1927 at the League Against Imperialism in 

Brussels, the idea of India sponsoring an Asian conference was pitched as India was 

naturally in the “centre of it all.”221 Nehru expressed a similar discourse that built the 

Asian region to surround the Indian nucleus: “nowadays, one hears a great deal about 

regions…whether one talks of the Middle East, or Middle West, or South East Asia, 

or China, they all impinge on India; all depend on India, economically politically and 

for defence purposes. They cannot help looking at India and we cannot help looking 

at them. There has been a great deal of talk about southern Asia and south eastern 
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Asia regions, in which of course India is included. Other people have talked about an 

Indian Ocean region and again India is included. India is also the centre viewed in 

terms of the defence of countries of Western Asia”222 

 

The Conference took place in New Delhi in March 1947, by which time India was led 

by an interim government, with Nehru as its leader. For the conference to be regarded 

as an ‘Asian’ one, the framing of the region began at the invitation process. The 

conference settled on a definition of the region in the widest terms possible including 

delegates from the Middle East and the Soviet Republics of Central Asia and excluding 

only US-occupied Japan.223 At the same time however, representations at the 

conference had differed: strong delegations came from the southeast corner of ‘Asia’: 

Indonesia (32 – more on this particularly large delegation will be discussed in the next 

chapter), Burma (21), Ceylon (20) Malaya (14) and Philippines (10). Amidst its 

immediate neighbourhood, delegates came from – Afghanistan (7), Bhutan (2) and 

Nepal (8). The Chinese delegation constituted only 9 members, and there were 4 

representatives from Tibet who walked for 21 days crossing plateaus and mountain 

passes to reach India. A 10-member delegation attended from Hebrew University of 

Jerusalem, and Egypt and Turkey were other countries from the western part of Asia.224 

At the conference, echoing his ideas in Discovery, Nehru took to framing the conference 

as a moment in history that finally paved a way for the reawakening of the ‘region’: 

“The old imperialisms are fading away. The land routes have received, and air travel 
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suddenly brings us very near to each other.”225 At the same time, Nehru sought to 

convince the delegates, that there was something that bound it together as 

homogenous space: “This Conference itself is significant as an expression of that 

deeper urge of the mind and spirit of Asia which has persisted in spite of the 

isolationism which grew up during the years of European domination. As that 

domination goes, walls that surrounded us fall down and we look at each other again 

and meet as long friends parted.” 226  

 

As the Asian Relations Conference institutionalised the idea of an Asian region based 

on India, it exemplified the three stages of region-building at work. The territorial and 

symbolic shaping of this region that took place at the conference helped encode a 

shared reality of the region that distinguished it from others. The latter was most 

evident though speeches at the conference in which the region was juxtaposed with 

‘Europe’ and the ‘West’: “The countries of Asia can no longer be used as pawns by 

others, they are bound to have their own policies in world affairs. Europe and America 

have contributed very greatly to human progress… [b]ut the West has also driven us 

into wars and conflicts without number and even now, the day after a terrible war there 

is talk of further wars in the atomic age that is upon us. In this atomic age Asia will 

have to function effectively in the maintenance of peace. Indeed, there can be no peace 

until Asia plays her part.”227  

 

In this way, the Asian Relations Conference of 1947 aimed at framing what ‘Asia’ and 

‘Asian-ness’ stood for in a post-war world.228 India, as its host presented itself as a core 
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part of this region and, as a country, was not only in a position to understand this 

space, but also a pathfinder obligated to give Asia an extra-regional role and 

responsibility at the world stage.229  This fed into India’s understandings of its 

importance at the global level. As Nehru had later reflected, “[t]he Conference has left 

an abiding impression in India and made large numbers of people in Asia conscious. 

It has broadened their horizon and made them feel that India is rapidly developing 

into a country which influences Asian and world politics.”230   

 

While the developments of this interwar and post-war period helped build a form of 

collective identity for the Asian region, the extent to which it was able to reach the 

fourth stage of region-building, in the form of being accepted by others as part of the 

regional system and broader social consciousness (chapter 2, section 2.3), is arguable. 

As a consequence of the region-building efforts discussed above, the idea of an ‘Asian 

region’ based on Indian ideas as a space free of foreign intervention, had surely come 

about. At the same time however, underpinning this overarching idea, were several 

others, that were not entirely sync. For one, contradictions existed at the very heart of 

the Asian project. As Wang Hui writes, “the idea is at once colonialist and 

anticolonialist, conservative and revolutionary, nationalist and internationalist, 

originating in Europe and, alternatively, shaping Europe’s image of itself. It is closely 

related to issues of both nation-state and empire, a notion of a civilization seen as the 

opposite of the European, and a geographic category established through 

geopolitics.”231 The Indian region-building project did not provide a framework to 

navigate these contradictions or present an alternative that served to end them. It was 
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unsurprising therefore, that tensions surfaced at the Conference itself. Delegates 

disagreed on where the region would go from the conference. The formation of an 

Asian Relations Organisation for instance, raised sharp differences of opinion. In the 

end, New Delhi was established as the Head Quarters, as an uneasy compromise.232 At 

the same time however, Indian Asianism of this period certainly did not end and 

therefore should not be understood as having failed. The idea was worked into the 

foreign policy machinery of independent India – and this is seen more directly in the 

following chapter – and was indeed vital to India’s claims to status in a post-war world. 

The success of its strategy is best reflected through the reception of its audiences. This 

includes not only those members as part of those framed as a part of Asia, but by those 

external to it, including what was on route to becoming a new great power of the post-

war world, the United States. Three years after the Asian Relations Conference, Nehru 

would make his first official visit to the United States in 1949. In the background 

memoranda handed to President Truman prior to Nehru’s visit, it was noted that “a 

viable association in Asia can exist only if based upon an indigenous desire for regional 

co-operation”233 and that “Nehru should be told that [the United States is] fully aware 

of the growing importance of Asia and that it is and has been [its] desire to cooperate 

with the peoples of India.”234 

 

3.3 India and Asia as the alternative: Navigating the Cold War 
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If the Asian Relations Conference gave helped determine what the future of a post-

war Asia would look like on Indian terms, this would be challenged by the very nature 

of India’s birth. The Indian Independence Act of 1947 led to a dissolution of British 

rule in India, bringing into existence the two new nation-states of India and Pakistan. 

British India was partitioned in one of the most violent boundary-making exercises in 

history, setting both nations on protracted conflict which continues to this day.235 As 

India attempted to slowly recover from the scars of partition, Nehru was deeply aware 

of the demotion of its status. Speaking in parliament in early 1948, Nehru stated, 

“owing to the events that have happened in India since the 15th August 1947, anything 

we did outside the world has suddenly lost weight for a time.”236 At the same time 

however, notwithstanding this fractured status at the global level, he believed that India 

need not give up the policies of “standing up for certain ideals of oppressed nations”, 

even if it displeased the great powers.237 Unlike other “smaller countries of Europe or 

Asia” India was not a “weak or mean country” he asserted, that needed to “align with 

this Great Power or that and becoming its camp-follower in the hope that some 

crumbs might fall from their table.” Afterall, it had “in the past opposed, as a national 

movement, one of the greatest of world powers.”238  

 

Using the language of status, Nehru made the case that despite its limitations, India 

did not need to make do with a foreign policy strategy that was aligned with the great 

powers. Such a strategy – which would be tantamount to falling table crumbs – did 

not warrant a nation such as India, which was neither “small” nor “weak”. Through 

 
235 T.V Paul, The India-Pakistan Conflict: An Enduring Rivalry, The India-Pakistan Conflict: An 

Enduring Rivalry (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005).e 
236 Jawaharlal Nehru, ‘India’s Foreign Policy: Nehru’s Intervention in Budgetry Demands of the 

Ministry of External Affairs and Commonwealth Relations (8 March, 1948)’, in Selected Writings 

of Jawaharlal Nehru, Series 2, Volume 5, ed. Sarvepalli Gopal (New Delhi, 1987), 496. 
237 Nehru, 498. 
238 Nehru, 498. 



 85 

its independence struggle, it had already proven to take down a great power on the 

basis of its own ideals, and it was therefore possible for India to pursue an alternative 

path in its foreign policy which differed from those being laid out as options by the 

new great powers, to navigate a post-war world. By adhering both “honestly and 

consistently to the policy,” he believed that India would “certainly gain the respect of 

most nations.”239 Non-alignment, as this policy became to be known, was framed as a 

policy worthy of India’s status, to a point where not pursuing it was fashioned as 

unwarranted humiliation for a country such as itself. As a policy, it stood as “a 

normative framework that critiqued prevailing patterns of aggression and injustice in 

world politics.”240 While the policy is often understood to have emerged in the context 

of the onset of the Cold War,241 the section above helps illustrate that it was also rooted 

in the ideas that underpinned the interwar interactions years in the colonised world, as 

it was premised on the vision of an anti-imperialist and anti-racialist global order.242 It 

had been articulated as part of India’s foreign policy as early as 1946, when Nehru 

announced that “in the sphere of foreign affairs, India will follow an independent 

policy keeping away from the power politics of groups aligned [one] against 

another”.243 
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Yet, group membership of a different kind would be critical to the pursuance of a non-

aligned path. Through India’s early interactions at the global level, such as that on the 

question of Indonesian decolonisation for instance, Nehru declared that at global 

forums such as the United Nations “things are done far from idealistically or morally 

or in terms of the underdog or in terms of the smaller nations or in terms of the Asian 

nations.” 244 Speaking in parliament in 1948, he stated that it was these nations who, in 

their search for someone, “who might perhaps give a lead in these matters, almost 

automatically their eye turns towards India,”245 and, it was in the “long run to the great 

advantage of India for it to attract [to] itself the sympathy and hope of millions of 

people in the world…”246 It is quite possible that in making this speech, Nehru was 

attempting to persuade the parliament in favour of extending itself globally despite 

glaring domestic concerns. In framing the India as the (larger) country that “smaller or 

Asian” nations would naturally turn to, Nehru not only implied its higher status, but 

by being recognised as ‘giving a lead’ to these states, he emphasised that it would serve 

it long-term advantages. That these advantages included being attributed higher status 

at the global level is not quite specified here per se, but he was clearly thinking on those 

terms over this period as the paragraphs above illustrate.  

 

By the late 40s, though India had achieved independence, the institution of European 

imperialism was down, but certainly not out. European powers quickly found 

themselves trying to reclaim their empire in several parts of Pacific Asia.247 This time 
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round however, the dynamics were different. With the iron curtain drawn across 

Europe, colonial powers found themselves in an alliance with the United States, who, 

though not an empire in itself, quickly became the arbiter of others. 248 It was not long 

before their attempts to restore former imperial structures in the region became 

entangled in the East-West politics of the Cold War.249 By 1948-1949, the United States 

found itself somewhat reluctantly supporting former imperial powers, as part of their 

larger effort to contain the spread of communism in the region.  

 

The foreign policy of newly independent India was being framed in the context of 

these new global-imperial dynamics and this directly influenced its region-building 

project. When briefing the Indian delegation to the United Nations in March 1948, 

Nehru suggested that Indian foreign policy priorities be divided into “Asian affairs” 

and “General world affairs”.250 In another act of territorially shaping this region, he 

divided Asian affairs into small geographic units to include: “South East Asia, China, 

and the Far East, the Middle East and Western Asia, and the Soviet part of Asia”.251 

He specified that India was most “intimately concerned with South East Asia” and 

that it “should particularly help in every way in the freedom of the countries of South 
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East Asia and their closer cooperation with India in political and economic matters, 

and ultimately defence.”252 Furthermore, he asserted that India make it abundantly 

clear at the United Nations that it was “the natural leader of South East Asia if not 

some other parts of Asia and any foreign leadership will not be tolerated.”253 Finally, 

he specified that it would be “entirely wrong for any representative to talk in terms of 

India being the leader in any part of Asia or to discuss the formation of any Asian 

bloc…[as it would] merely irritate others and create suspicion.254 Mapping the region 

as a strategic space within which India would actively resist imperial intervention, 

Nehru intended for this to be communicated to global audiences through Indian 

representatives at the United Nations. Envoys were strictly advised against 

representing the region in any way that would bear semblance to an imposition of an 

Indian Monroe doctrine.  

 

As East-West dynamics intensified tensions in Asia across the 50s, India’s Asia project 

became progressively sharper, to reflect these changing realities.255 It soon transformed 

into a building a geographic core of what would become an ‘area of peace’. Nehru 

elucidated this policy in parliament in June 1952: “I should like an ever-widening area 

in this world, an ever-widening area of countries in Asia which decide they will not 

enter the war whatever happens. I should like the countries in Asia, to make it clear to 

those warring factions, those great countries who are so much exercised by passion 

against each other, that they will remain cool, and whatever happens they will not enter 

the arena of warfare and that they will try at least to restrict the war to other regions 
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and save their regions and try to save the rest.”256 The onset of the Cold War and the 

nature of its influence in Asia officially meant that European colonialism had been 

replaced by another form of dominance.257 Associating the region with the symbol of 

‘peace’ allowed it to retain its anti-imperialist meanings in the Indian imagination, in 

the renewed context of a global order that was being shaped by the Cold War. India 

had set itself to enact this symbolic association through its role as a non-aligned, global 

peacemaker.258 While this role was seen to empower it to “pass the ultimate test” of 

rising “in status in the councils of the world or international affairs,”259 upholding an 

area of peace would only enable that process: “suppose…the world was divided into 

peaceful spheres, with no danger of war. Well ultimately the policy that delivers goods 

is the one that will count, that will impress people.”260  

 

The avenues to higher status that India associated with its non-aligned, global peace-

making role, and Asia as a space for where this would start, adds an important layer of 

explanation to the flurry of Asia-centred diplomacy in the early Cold War years.261 India 

played an important mediating role in the 50s through the Korean War, the first Indo-

China War and the Formosa crisis. It was also over this period that India signed its 

treaty of friendship with China, and, along with the rest of the Colombo Powers – 
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Indonesia, Ceylon (Sri Lanka), Burma and Pakistan organised the Bandung Conference 

in 1955. The following paragraphs discuss these moments and establish how they 

contributed to the building of the Asian region as an ‘area of peace’. They also discuss 

how, in doing so, India saw opportunities for social recognition that could be 

potentially status-enabling. While India intended for its region-building to successfully 

inform its claims to status, success on this front was mixed. It also was through this 

period that the limits of India’s Asia project began to most dramatically reveal 

themselves.  

 

On 25 June 1950, North Korean forces crossed the 38th parallel marking the beginning 

of the Korean War. While not directly concerned with Korean question, Nehru 

emphasised on the importance of India having its say in parliament in 1950: “whether 

we play a big part or small part, inevitably we have to play a part and in that totality of 

circumstances that arise, even that little part may count, and I believe it does count.”262 

Framing India’s policy as one that would “count” for something bigger, spoke first to 

its role as a mediator that it had set for itself as a global peacemaker, but also the status 

this would inevitably accord India as a consequence of that role. This comes through 

more directly in Nehru’s correspondence to chief ministers in 1953: “the turn that 

international events have taken has brought India into the picture and cast a heavy 

responsibility upon her. The independent policy that we have pursued and our 

constant attempts to remain friendly have borne fruit. The Great Powers look upon 

us with respect and realize that what we say will be listened to by many. Hence, they 

have to listen to it also. We remain the principal link between these blocs.”263 India’s 
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role in managing negotiations around the Korean War were crucial, particularly those 

pertaining to the repatriation of the prisoners of war, that allowed for the signing of 

the Korean Armistice Agreement in July 1953.264 Recognising India’s efforts on 

repatriation, President Eisenhower wrote to Nehru stating that it was his “earnest hope 

that [the] agreement [would] speedily lead to an armistice and just peace in Korea, and 

to a relaxing of world tensions,” and that “India's participation in the work of the 

Repatriation Commission [marked] a further significant contribution toward these 

ends.”265 

 

Similar Asia-centred activism was evident in 1954, when two crises erupted in the 

region. The first was close to the Vietnam-Laos border in March 1954 when Viet Minh 

forces surprised French forces with heavy artillery, culminating in the Battle of Dien 

Bien Phu. The great powers had scheduled a conference for April that year to discuss 

the crisis in Geneva. Secretly peeved that India was excluded from these great power 

meetings on Indochina, India had in parallel, orchestrated another conference in 

Colombo along with Ceylon, Burma, Indonesia and Pakistan in which discussion on 

the situation in French Indochina was paramount. The five countries had formed a 

new regionalist club known as the ‘Colombo powers’ consisting of that was set to 

represent “the new resurgent Asia”266 giving the region-building project further 

institutional shape.  
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By discussing the crisis at the Geneva conference, Ceylonese Prime Minister had later 

reflected that it would “demonstrate to the Geneva powers and the world that the only 

plan that would ensure peace in Asia would be the one formulated or approved by the 

leaders of free Asian countries.”267 From Geneva, British Prime Minister Antony Eden 

maintained near-daily correspondence with Nehru, believing that the support of Asian 

leaders was essential for the Geneva Conference’s success, even attempting to delay 

the Indochina agreements to after the end of the Colombo Conference.268 Moreover, 

the importance of India to the Geneva negotiations was highlighted through another 

critical development underpinned by its Asian ‘area of peace’ policy: the signing of its 

treaty of friendship with China. Known as Panchsheel, the treaty emphasised on the ‘five 

principles of peaceful co-existence’ which consisted of mutual respect for each other’s 

territorial integrity and sovereignty; mutual non-aggression; mutual non-interference 

in each other’s internal affairs; equality and mutual benefit and; peaceful co-

existence.269 The signing of Panchsheel added new meaning to India’s role, as China had 

quickly become a major player in the shaping the reality of war or peace in the region. 

India assisted with managing the final phase of the resolutions of the first Indochina 

War leading to the Geneva Agreements, and its follow-up through the International 

Supervisory Commissions.270 The French Prime Minister later recalled that the Geneva 

conference was a “ten-power conference nine at the table and India.”271 Eden, stating 

his agreement with the United States Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles noted that 
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India’s role in the Indochina crisis mattered not only as the Chairman of the 

International Supervisory Commissions, but also as an “Asian power.”272  

 

India’s role as mediator was also vital to the second crisis that erupted in the region in 

September 1954, in Formosa. The United States strengthened its Seventh Fleet over 

thirty islands in Formosan possession, as a result of an exchange of artillery barrage 

and air attacks between the People’s Liberation Army and the Kuomintang.273 India 

played a critical bridging role between the United States and China who were devoid 

of any direct communication channels.274 China’s growth in both power and influence 

reinforced Nehru’s vision of its inclusion to the Asian area of peace. Through the 50s, 

the vision of both India and China as members and leaders of Asia had increasingly 

come to shape the region-building project. Later that year, Nehru would meet 

Chairman Mao Zedong for the first time – an moment discussed in the introduction 

chapter of this thesis – where, linking their membership to the Asian region to that of 

their status at the global level, he declared both China and India as the largest countries 

in Asia which would “lead to immense influence”, where “influence” was not limited 

to material factors but also human factors, which those “who have a clear 

understanding of their future should not overlook.” 275   

 

Of all these instances of diplomatic activism in the first half of the 50s, the Bandung 

moment of 1955 was indeed a climatic one, where, with the rest of the Colombo 
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powers, India helped organise a conference of free states throughout Asia, Africa and 

Latin America. Speaking at first session of Conference of Prime Ministers of the 

Colombo Powers that preceded Bandung, Nehru emphasised on the coming together 

of regions so as to pull “their weight together regarding their problems in world 

affairs” and it while “Asia has certainly been exercising influence…in the direction of 

peace” is was “important that the…subsequent bigger conference [at Bandung]…help 

place Asia and Africa in a proper perspective in the world, because old perspectives 

do not apply…”276 Crafting the region as some form of global peace-making machine, 

Nehru’s emphasis on the Bandung Conference as one that would “place” Asia and 

now Africa in their “proper perspective in the world”, suggested the importance that 

was attributed to it in re-instating the status positions of the region as a whole and the 

states within it. Conscious that “all the worlds eyes” would be turned to Bandung,277 

Nehru was seen speaking at the conference in terms representing Asia and, to a lesser 

extent, Africa, to leverage claims for equality in status at the global level: “if there is 

anything that Asia wants to tell them it is this: No dictation there is going to be in the 

future; no ‘yes-men’ in Asia, I hope, or in Africa. We have had enough of that in the 

past. We value friendship of the great countries of the world as brothers, be it in 

Europe or America…we shall cooperate only as friends, as equals. There is no 

friendship when nations are unequal and when one nation has to obey another, and 

when one dominates over another.”278 While these excerpts suggest that status 

remained the overarching objective of the conference, the direct tasks included 
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promoting co-operation among the new nations of Asia and Africa, and to further 

neighbourly relations; second developing strategies to manage common social, 

economic and cultural problems; third, to consider issues of special interest to Asian 

and African peoples, such as problems affecting national sovereignty, and of racialism 

and colonialism; and fourth, to review the position of Asia and Africa and their peoples 

in the world and the contribution they could make to the promotion of international 

peace and co-operation.279 It was at Bandung where the “Third World” was articulated 

as a position and a desire of non-European nations and eventually leading to the 

emergence of the Non-Aligned Movement.280 The Conference indeed reflected the 

outcome of a decade of Nehru’s championing of the Asian viewpoint at the global 

level and in many ways marked the apex of India’s Asian leadership.281 

 

At the same time however, Bandung was where the underlying limitations of India’s 

Asia project began to most evidently surface. Like the Asian Relations Conference of 

1947, strong differences emerged between delegates revealing gaps between the Indian 

conception of Asia as its representative and the realities of others within the ‘region’. 

Furthermore, at the conference Nehru was known to have committed several 

diplomatic faux pas which set to undermine its own claims to status on the basis of its 

representation of the ‘Asian sentiment’. 282 The insistence on China’s inclusion in the 

‘Asian area of peace’ led it to inviting the Chinese premiere Zhou En Lai to the 

conference. Zhou made rather successful personal debut – to some extent at Nehru’s 
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280 A. Appadorai, The Bandung Conference (Delhi: Indian Council of World Affairs, 1955); Singh, 

‘From Delhi to Bandung: Nehru, “Indian-Ness” and “Pan-Asian-Ness”’; Siba Grovogu, ‘A 

Revolution Nonetheless: The Global South in International Relations’, The Global South 5, no. 1 

(2011): 175–90. 
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cost – on the global stage leading him to being nicknamed the ‘Bandung Gentleman’.283 

Additionally, Nehru’s emphasis on non-alignment also served alienate several delegates 

at the conference.284 Smaller countries such as Philippines and Thailand stated that 

their countries had different needs than large ones like India, and Nehru’s denunciation 

of any kind of military alliance was insensitive to those needs.285 Reflecting on his 

experience at Bandung in a closed-door meeting of members of the Congress 

Parliamentary Party in New Delhi however, Nehru seemed to some extent, aware of 

the first of these concerns. He stated that it was, in fact, India’s “deliberate desire not 

to push [itself] in the front too much”.286 Moreover, being on the backfoot in his own 

understanding, did not necessarily amount to a reduction in India’s status, as its social 

place was not only secure, but both obvious and inevitable. He reflected that India 

could not “escape the fact that [it was] a big an important country” with a “certain 

inevitable role…a historic role” by virtue of its “geography” and that it was 

“developing a certain dynamism in [its] general economic life or psychologically.”287 

The second concern however, served to more directly challenge Nehru’s region-

building project of Asia as a non-aligned area of peace. We now know the United 

States had undertaken serious efforts to influence West-leaning delegates through 
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propaganda, but Nehru’s impatience and even arrogance with regard to the non-

aligned position would have exposed these antagonisms nonetheless.288  

 

These concerns, however, did not simply emerge at the conference. Contestations, as 

discussed in the previous section were at the heart of the region-building project. These 

took shape quite forcefully in events of the early 50s, when the United States and its 

allies rolled out a series of military pacts as part of its strategy to contain communism 

in Asia.289 The first major blow India’s was the signing of a formal military alliance 

between the United States with Pakistan, which India perceived as bringing the Cold 

War to its doorstep.290 India framed this as a threat not only to its own security, but to 

the “whole of South East and South West Asia.”291 This was furthered through pacts 

that took the form of regional treaties modelled on the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organisation (NATO), based on areas that the United States and its Cold War allies 

saw as strategically crucial for its containment of communism. These included the 

Baghdad Pact, later renamed the Central Treaty Organisation (CENTO) covering 

Pakistan, Turkey, Great Britain, Pakistan and Iran,  the South East Asia Treaty 

Organisation (SEATO) that included Australia, France, New Zealand, Pakistan, the 

Philippines, Thailand, the United Kingdom, and the United States and the ANZUS 

linking the Western allies to Australia and New Zealand.292 These treaties, in essence 

planted seeds of new, materially-backed region-building projects in Asia and served to 

more directly allay the threat perceptions of other Asian nations. That these region-
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building projects contested the one that India was trying to build was articulated by 

Nehru in parliament in 1954: “we thought that, perhaps one of the major areas of 

peace might be South-East Asia. Now, the Manila Treaty rather comes in the way of 

that area of peace. It takes up that very area which might be an area of peace and 

converts it into an area of potential war.”293 He stated that the expansion of NATO 

and its regional pacts to “distant countries which have nothing to do with the North 

Atlantic Community” was nothing but “maintenance and the continuation of the 

authority of colonial powers over dependent countries.”294 By the time delegates had 

met in Bandung in 1955, they had already become members of these treaty 

organisations and the vision of the area of peace had already been significantly 

weakened.   

 

Since the Bandung conference, India’s response to international issues seemed to have 

undergone a shift. 295 When a crisis broke out at the Suez Canal in 1956, Nehru had 

advised Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser against appealing to the United 

Nations until the very last phase of the crisis. When the United Nations finally did get 

involved, India contributed through troops. 296 This was a marked difference from its 

previous responses which almost exclusively relied on international diplomacy.297 

Furthermore, India’s ambivalence at the Hungarian Revolution in the same year 

reflected a greater deviation from this position and was regarded as the first failure of 
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Nehru’s non-alignment.298 As India’s stature began declining at the global level, the 

final blow to it was  the outbreak of war at the Sino-Indian border in 1962. A week 

into war, when India’s options seemed limited, Nehru appealed to the international 

community for sympathy and support. In private however, he brooded over the wider 

implications of internationalising the Sino-Indian conflict and that he had been left 

with no choice but to somewhat compromise on India’s independence, and appeal for 

military assistance from abroad.299 The implications of the war on India’s notion of the 

‘area of peace’, its non-aligned position and non-alignment more generally were 

questioned, and status India sought on the basis of this position subsequently began 

to decline.300 

 

In 1964, China conducted its first nuclear test in Lop Nor beginning a partnership 

between China and Pakistan. This added another layer of insecurity to India’s relations 

with Pakistan, finally resulting in a cross border war with Pakistan 1965, where China 

not only provided diplomatic support for Pakistan but threatened to open a second 

front along India's Himalayan border.301 The two wars, and Nehru’s own death 

between them, produced a fundamental change in beliefs in Indian self-conceptions 

as an international actor resulting in a reassessment and remapping of its 

neighbourhood.302 Drawing from the lessons of the late 50s and 60s, instead of carving 

a region a space to reform and transform power politics brought on by structural 

conditions of bipolarity, leveraging them for state survival became a legitimate means 
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to advance India’s national security and material interests. It would now be on a more 

material terms and the ability to manage security tensions on its own borders, that 

India would claim status. This influenced the dramatic shrinking of India’s regional 

imagination, as a new and tighter neighbourhood came to surround India in the post-

Nehru era. This came to be known as South Asia.303   

 

3.4 Conclusion 

 

This chapter has studied the region-building project of ‘Asia’ that emerged in the 

context of a post-war world. It has revealed how the project was informed by an Indian 

reading and interpretation of global order, and, where within it, it sought to or felt 

entitled to place itself socially, in the form of status. The project centred on first, 

building Asia as a space in which, after centuries of fragmentation due to colonial rule, 

foreign intervention would not be tolerated. Second as an ‘area of peace’, as the world 

rapidly descended into the bipolar politics of the Cold War. The chapter has argued 

that India found value in being socially recognised as the representative of this region 

and, its active peace broker. Association with both these attributes would ensure that 

its voice would be impossible to be silenced or overlooked by old and new great 

powers and this would inevitably enable its claims to status at the global level. It has 

made this argument by primarily focusing on the region-building agency of Jawaharlal 

Nehru, as the chief articulator of Indian foreign policy through the period studied in 

this chapter. Through his discourses and the practices endorsed by his leadership, the 

region was made to exist as a group of geographically connected nations with intimate 

ties and common concerns, and India at its centre.  

 
303 This is not to suggest that the term South Asia did not exist before this moment, but more that 

this became the new way with which India began to frame its own region.  
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The chapter was written in two parts. The first concentrated on the early links that 

were forged between Nehru’s understanding of Asia and how they featured into his 

claims of India’s status in the world. It covered the final two decades leading to 

independence, which overlapped with the interwar years, the War and its immediate 

aftermath. It unpacked how these realities informed the way in which the region was 

being framed over this period as a space in which imperialism in all its forms would 

be resisted and condemned. The second section focused on the early decades of the 

Cold War where, as an independent nation, India’s road to higher status was seen as 

“inevitable” so long as it adhered to its ideals of maintaining an independent, peace-

making path to navigate a post-war world. Consequently, the region was worked into 

and prioritised by its foreign policy machinery and became the centre of India’s 

diplomatic activity during this period.  

 

Through its study of India’s Asia project in the post-war world, this chapter highlights 

how it underwent three stages of region-building (Chapter 2, section 2.3): territorial – 

through the discourses and practices that delimited the boundaries of the Asian region, 

symbolic – by associating as a space for freedom from foreign intervention and 

institutional through its conferences and sub-groupings. It notes that while the project 

was effective in establishing a form of collective identity and shared reality that would 

distinguish it from others, it discusses how at its fourth or ‘establishment of the region 

stage’, it met with mixed success. The idea of ‘Asia’ was indeed a contested one and 

constituted different ideas and understandings of several decolonising nations over 

how the region should take shape in a post-war world. While India’s region-building 

project was able to fill this construct/category of ‘Asia’ as a regional space (versus the 

‘Europe’ or the ‘West’) in which foreign intervention of any form would not be 
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tolerated, it fell short of being able to subsume alternative visions and navigate internal 

contestations sufficiently beyond that. As the project indeed met with important 

moments of success in the early Cold War years, it was also during this period that its 

limitations began to most evidently surface. It eventually declined as the United States 

and its allies sponsored military pacts in Pacific Asia, that sparked new region-building 

projects in the 1950s that served to undermine India’s own.  

 

In studying India’s Asianist project in the Nehru years, the literature tends to place 

more emphasis on the limitations of project, focusing on its Bandung blunders or its 

humiliating defeated in its 1962 war with China, leading to the conclusion that its 

Asianist project failed and compromised the status it had attained at the global level.304 

This chapter has aimed at nuancing this argument by using historical evidence to locate 

the project in a wider global context, taking note of its moments of success. In this 

way, it aimed at providing a fuller account of India’s region-building journey, how it 

was seen to enable its claims to status and the extent to which it did. Such forms of 

analysis are only possible through a historically grounded research designs, which 

unfortunately remain underemphasised in discipline of International Relations. The 

next chapter narrows into specific case that reflects India’s success in building the 

Asian region as a collective, anti-imperial space, through its role in the Indonesian 

decolonisation struggle from 1945-1949.   
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CHAPTER 4 
 

“Foreign armies are functioning on Asian soil” 

India, Indonesian Decolonisation and the onset of the 

Cold War (1945-1949) 305 

 

“The mere presence of a colonial regime or of foreign troops in any Asian country is 

an insult and a challenge to Asia…It is necessary for the United Nations to take heed 

of this challenge to its Charter and to world peace and move with speed to meet it” – 

Jawaharlal Nehru, 1947306 

…. 

4.1 Introduction 

 

This is an excerpt of a statement to the press made by Jawaharlal Nehru, the interim 

leader of the Government of India at the time, in the light of Dutch ‘police action’ 

against the Indonesian Republic in July 1947. A Dutch colony since 1819, Indonesia 

fell to Japanese occupation in 1942. With the surrender of Japanese forces in 1945, 

Indonesian nationalist leaders Sukarno and Mohammad Hatta quickly seized the 

opportunity to declare independence. It would, however, take four long years for this 

declaration to be fully respected. The Dutch sought to reclaim their possession over 

the Indonesian Republic and would not leave without a fight. The question of 

 
305 Padmanabha Pillai, Second Year, No. 76, 192nd meeting, New York, 22 August 1947, United 

Nations Security Council Official Records, 2153-4. Pillai was the representative of the Indian 

delegation to the United Nations from July 1947-1948. 
306  Jawaharlal Nehru, ‘Interview to the Press, Delhi: The War in Indonesia (28 July, 1947)’, in 

Selected Writings of Jawaharlal Nehru, Series 2, Volume 3, ed. Sarvepalli Gopal (Delhi: Jawaharlal 

Nehru Fund, 1985), 367–77. 
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Indonesian decolonisation emerged in the early stages of an irreversible order 

transition that would spell the end of European imperialism. The means by which the 

Dutch sought to re-establish empire in Indonesia was an indication of how that order 

attempted to persist with force. In a post-war world, with new order makers – the 

United States and the Soviet Union as ‘superpowers’ and the newly formed United 

Nations, the fate of empire could no longer be simply determined by the choices of 

European colonial powers. The United States in particular, became deeply involved in 

the diplomatic effort on the Indonesian decolonisation, but this was primarily due to 

its wider and rapidly developing ideological crisis with the Soviet Union. Very quickly 

therefore, the fate of Indonesian independence, became entwined with the emerging 

realities of the Cold War. 

 

This chapter discusses India’s significant yet understudied role in pressuring the Dutch 

to cease attempts to restore empire in Indonesia. This chapter makes two overarching 

arguments. First, the crisis was prioritised by the Indian foreign policy establishment 

as Indonesia was regarded as fellow member of the ‘Asian’ region. Second, that the 

framing of the situation in Indonesia in regional terms and activism on this front, 

enabled its claims to status in a post-war world.  

 

The Indonesian decolonisation struggle had coincided with the lead up to, recognition 

and immediate aftermath of Indian independence. It was through this period that core 

ideas of Indian foreign policy were being formed. A major part of these ideas was that 

through the colonial encounter, India had been separated from its ‘Asian 

neighbourhood’ (chapter 3, section 3.2). As the era of European imperialism was 

destined to pass, it was for Asian nations to look to each other and hasten the pace of 

this inevitability. Dutch attempts to re-establish empire in Indonesia was perceived in 
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the light of these ideas and had therefore become to be understood as an ‘Asian’ 

concern. While India had indeed perceived the crisis in these terms, it had to convince 

first, other nations of ‘Asia’ that the latter were a part of this grouping and second, 

those beyond the region -particularly the Western great powers in this case - of the 

same. As established in the previous chapter, through the Nehru years, India found 

value in being socially recognised as the representative of ‘Asia’ and, its active peace 

broker. This would ensure that its voice would be impossible to be silenced or 

overlooked by old and new great powers and this would inevitably enable its claims to 

status at the global level.  

 

Through its analysis of the nature of India’s involvement in Indonesia’s decolonisation 

struggle, the chapter provides an empirically grounded understanding of how India 

established links between its ‘geographic place’ (region) and ‘social place’ (status) in 

the conduct of its foreign policy. By framing the Indonesian crisis in ‘regional’ terms 

the chapter unpacks how India facilitated the territorial, symbolic and institutional 

‘building’ of Asia, intact with insiders and outsiders. The repetition and consistency of 

its discourses and practices associated with this ‘regional’ framing of the crisis made 

actors both within and beyond ‘the region’ refer to it in these terms. The chapter 

therefore makes the case that given the audience recognition, India was successful in 

establishing and breathing the ‘Asian region’ into life through its activism on the 

Indonesian question. This enabled the recognition of India as representative of a group 

of the decolonising states that included a vast part of the world, increasing the way it 

was esteemed by the Western great powers, especially the United States.  

 

As discussed in Chapter 1 (section 1.4), the chapter engages with primary material 

sourced from National Archives of India, New Delhi the National Archives of the 
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Netherlands, The Hague, the Harry S. Truman Library in Independence, Missouri and 

the papers and memoirs of P.R.S Mani, who entered the Indian Foreign service in 1947 

and played a critical role in the Indian diplomatic effort on Indonesian question.307 It 

also relies on published primary material such as the United States State Department’s 

Foreign Relations of the United States (FRUS) papers, the United Nations Security 

Council Records, Australian National Archives and the published - yet gravely 

underutilised – selected works of Jawaharlal Nehru. Based on these sources, it finds 

that Indian activism took four main forms: first, direct action in favour of the Republic 

of Indonesia in the form of risky rescue operations for Indonesian leaders, giving them 

refuge in India and imposing limited sanctions against the Dutch. Second, by amassing 

and representing an ‘Asian’ position on the Indonesian question at global forums (the 

United Nations being the most important). Third by exerting diplomatic pressure on 

Western great powers to use their influence to limit Dutch action in Indonesia. Fourth 

and finally, by becoming a major diplomatic channel through which it could 

communicate with leaders from Indonesian Republic and vice versa. These actions by 

India hastened the return of peace in the archipelago.  

 

Before proceeding with the chapter, it is important to reflect upon the existing 

historiographies on Indonesian decolonisation, within which this one finds its place. 

At the time of writing, it has been over 70 years since the decolonisation of both India 

 
307 PRS Mani was an Indian journalist embedded with the British Indian army in Indonesia and later 

a correspondent for the Indian English daily, Free Press Journal. After 1947, Mani entered the Indian 

Foreign service. On retiring, he gathered his papers and wrote his account of the Indonesian National 

Revolution, published by the University of Madras. This account has been used a primary source in 

this study. Mani’s papers have been arranged by Professor Heather Goodall at the University of 

Technology, Sydney, with the advice and support of Professor Mushirul Hasan, Director and the 

staff of the National Archives of India. See Heather Goodall, ‘P.R.S. Mani Collection’ (University 

of Technology Sydney, 2014), https://opus.lib.uts.edu.au/research/handle/10453/28084, 
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and Indonesia, but very few accounts of the role of the former in the latter’s 

decolonisation struggle have been documented. Work that focuses specifically on 

Indonesia, such as Robert McMahon’s ‘Colonialism and the Cold War: The United 

States and the Struggle for Indonesian Independence 1945-1949’ makes very limited 

references to Delhi’s diplomatic role in the struggle and makes little use of Indian 

archival material.308 Other accounts emphasise that India was prepared only to lend 

‘political’ and not ‘material’ support to the region’s independence movements.309 On 

the other end of the spectrum, some accounts of India and Indonesia that do lean on 

Indian sources is limited to a story of how one nation helped the other in its battle 

against imperialism.310 While this is a welcome and important contribution to the 

historiography of Indonesian decolonisation, they do not unpack what these inter-

Asian linkages meant at a global level, particularly to the calculations of great powers. 

This account lies somewhere between these narratives. It sees the Indian role in the 

Indonesian decolonisation struggle not only as representative of vital inter-Asian 

‘regional’ linkages, but also particular moment in the “global Cold War” where Indian 

interventions influenced the way in which great powers were establishing order in a 

post-war world.311 This chapter is divided into four parts, each discussing a different 

period of Indian activism in the Indonesian struggle, followed by analytical discussion 

in the final section.  
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4.2 “Torch-bearer in the liberation movement of Asiatic countries”: The Early Stages 

 

Fifty-two days after the declaration of independence in Indonesia, allied troops arrived 

in Batavia.312 They had arrived as part of British Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten’s 

Southeast Asia Command (SEAC), with the official aim of disarming Japanese 

forces.313 While the initial plan was to have American forces to carry out this task, the 

Anglo-American Chiefs of Staff decided at the Potsdam Conference of July 1945, to 

transfer the Dutch East Indies along with Siam (Thailand) to the SEAC under 

Mountbatten.314 The SEAC had three main responsibilities in the Dutch East Indies: 

to enforce the surrender and disarmament of Japanese armed forces; to release the 

Allied Prisoners of War and internees; and to establish and maintain law and order in 

the country until the Dutch Administration could function effectively.315 The arrival 

of SEAC troops instead of American troops was an eerie indication of the post-war 

future of Indonesia.  

 

In the months of September and October 1945, Nehru referred to the situation in 

Indonesia in multiple statements to the press, asserting that “Indian troops must not 

be used in for keeping down the peoples of colonial territories”316 and expressed 

 
312 Batavia was the name of the capital city of the Dutch East Indies and corresponds to the present-

day city of Jakarta. 
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India’s solidarity towards the Indonesian struggle.317 Expressions of solidarity included 

Indian workers and seamen refusing to loading ships that were carrying war material 

from India to Java.318 Moreover, India also rallied other ‘Asian’ nations in support in 

the Indonesian decolonisation struggle. For instance, the King of Nepal was requested 

by India to exert pressure on the British Government to not use the Gurkhas against 

the Indonesians.319 Declaring itself as a “torch-bearer in the liberation movement of 

Asiatic countries”, at a Southeast Asia Day meeting in Lucknow, Nehru reflected that 

the members of this region “look up to India for assistance and guidance.”320 That 

India should be ‘looked up’ to was an important indication of where India saw in terms 

of its position vis-à-vis other nations within the region. But this was beyond a self-

aggrandising discourse alone. The response of Indonesian leaders to the message and 

ensured that India could rapidly turn this into demonstrable action. Sutan Sjahrir, 

Prime Minister of the Indonesian Republic, offered to send half a million tons of rice 

to India to revive the latter’s famine conditions in 1946. India was to arrange its own 

ships to procure it. This would not only have the effect of gaining Indian goodwill, but 

the arrival of Indian ships would challenge the Dutch-imposed economic blockade on 

the Republic.321 The Dutch termed this as an “interference in their internal affairs” and 

issued a statement that the rice crop in Indonesia had in fact been declining from 
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1943.322 The offer of rice was a prelude to the events of the next four years of India’s 

commitment to the Indonesian Struggle.  

 

India’s support to the Indonesian struggle, Indonesia’s offer of rice to India and the 

latter’s resentment towards the use of its troops in the SEAC increased pressure on 

the British Government to bring the Dutch and the Indonesians to the table. In 1946, 

Britain had been trying to re-open formal talks between the two parties.323 These 

efforts barely came to fruit, only resulting in a series of impasses. Much to the anger 

of the Dutch, the British had announced a phased withdrawal of Indian troops by the 

end of 1946.324  

 

On receiving reports of aerial battles in Java, Nehru officially declared India’s 

recognition of the Indonesian Republic on 11 August 1946. In a statement to the 

Indian Press he said, “while we are inevitably concerned with our own struggle of 

independence, our brothers and sisters in Indonesia are fighting to retain their 

independence and to protect their new-born Republic. The 17th of August is the 

Independence Day of Indonesia and…large numbers of people in India would like to 

send their greetings and good wishes to the people of Indonesia to express their 

solidarity in the cause of Asian freedom…the unity of Asian freedom from the east, 
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south-east and west of this great continent becomes ever more evident”.325 In the same 

statement, the proposal of a “conference of representatives from Asian countries” was 

announced to “ensure this unity and develop closer relations”.326 This statement was 

an early indication of the region-building project India was undertaking through its 

position on the Indonesian decolonisation. In referring to the region in geographic 

terms and specifying “the east, south-east and west of [the] great continent” Asia was 

given some -if not a fixed- form of territorial shape. Furthermore, Asia also came to 

overarchingly symbolise global decolonisation and the freedom of all peoples. 

Moreover, Nehru’s proposal for a conference of Asian nations, promised the region 

of a solid institutional thrust.327 On 2 September 1946, the Interim government of 

India was formed, with Nehru as the Vice-President who was also in charge of 

External Affairs. In a letter to Sokarno, Nehru declared that India was anxious to 

translate her goodwill into something more effective.328 Shortly after, Dutch-

Indonesian talks had reopened through another effort of British diplomacy. Under the 

chairmanship of Lord Killearn, Britain’s special commissioner for Southeast Asia a 

major step was taken by both parties to conclude a truce agreement, which provided 

for the stabilisation of existing military positions.329 A truce commission composed of 

Dutch, Indonesian and British representatives was appointed to supervise the cease-

fire. This concluded in an agreement signed in the mountain resort of Linggadadjati, 
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which proved to be a diplomatic victory for both the Dutch and the Indonesians.330 

The situation eased temporarily. 

 

In early 1947, contacts between India and Indonesia significantly increased. Most 

significantly, the Asian Relations Conference (ARC), which Nehru had alluded to at 

Wardha was held in Delhi from 23rd March to 2nd April 1947, under the auspices of 

the Indian Council of World Affairs.331 At the conference, Nehru spoke for the region: 

“[t]he countries of Asia can no longer be used as pawns by others; they are bound to 

have their own policies in world affairs.” 332 He further stated in his speech at the 

plenary session: “Europe and America have contributed very greatly to human 

progress…[b]ut the West has also driven us into wars and conflicts…[t]he whole spirit 

and outlook of Asia are peaceful, and the emergence of Asia in world affairs will be a 

powerful influence for peace.”333 Through Nehru’s opening remarks, ‘Asia’ became 

associated with more than the freedom movements of the contemporary era, but a 

timeless peace that was disrupted by the Western ‘other’. As a collective whole, it had 

a lot to offer the post-war world this experience of peace.  

 

While the conference gave institutional shape to its Asia project, the Indonesian 

question became its first task. The ARC was the venue that turned the Indonesian 

decolonisation struggle into one of ‘regional’ concern. Through Indian arrangements, 
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a large Indonesian delegation was present at the conference.334 The head of its 

delegation, Abu Hanifah remarked that “[t]he presence of the Indonesian delegation 

here is significant not only because we have the fullest opportunity of introducing our 

people and ourselves to other Asian countries, but also because it is the first Inter-

Asian conference in which Indonesians can participate without being accompanied by 

alien advisors.”335 Hanifah’s comments indicated that the regional us and extra-regional 

others were indeed being framed. The extent of Indian investment on the Indonesian 

question was further exemplified when, with the special efforts of Nehru and his pilot 

friend Biju Patnaik, Sjharir was flown and personally received Nehru and his daughter 

Indira Gandhi at the airport.336 The ARC yielded several immediate results in favour 

of the Indonesian cause. Soon after, Agoes Salim, the chairman of the Indonesian 

delegation set up a Republican Office in India.337 A day after the conference, and in 

accordance with one of the main clauses in the Linggadjati Agreement, the United 

States recognised the de facto jurisdiction of Republic of Indonesia in Sumatra, Java 

and Madoera.338 By the middle of 1947, Egypt, Syria, and Iran also gave the Republic 

de-facto recognition.339  
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While the conference was an important phase of regional activism over the Indonesian 

question, key issues that divided the Dutch and the Republicans continued to persist.340 

Due to increasing pressure by the Americans and the British, the Dutch presented a 

set of proposals to Sjahrir. These called for the earliest possible formation of the 

United States of Indonesia bound by co-operation to the Kingdom of the Netherlands 

through what would become the Netherlands-Indonesian Union. During this 

transition, sovereignty of the Kingdom of Netherlands was to be maintained over 

Indonesia.341 While Sjahrir realised that proposals were more in the form of an 

ultimatum, these terms were not considered acceptable by the civilian and military 

leaders in the Republican Party.342 Between the Dutch and his political base back home, 

Sjahrir’s position was untenable and he resigned on June 27. Amir Sjarifuddin was 

appointed as the new Prime Minister.343 On the same day of his appointment 

Sjariffuddin reached out to Nehru. Nehru hesitated to give him advice on the situation 

in Indonesia, without having “full knowledge of the facts” and suggested that 

international arbitration and appealing to the great powers.344 The next stage, he 

recommended, would involve raising the matter before the United Nations 

Organisation and then the General Assembly.345  
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‘Linggadjati Agreement’ in Kahin’s landmark work – George McTurnan Kahin, Nationalism and 

Revolution in Indonesia (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1961), 196–98. See also McMahon, 

Colonialism and Cold War: The United States and the Struggle for Indonesian Independence, 1945-

49, 152. 
341 The Dutch proposals were written in the form of a note by Van Mook and are re-printed in 

appendix B of David Wehl, The Birth of Indonesia (London: G. Allen & Unwin, 1948), 191–97. 
342 Wehl, 168; Kahin, Nationalism and Revolution in Indonesia, 206–7. 
343 Tuong Vu, Paths to Development in Asia : South Korea, Vietnam, China, and Indonesia 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 169. 
344 Jawaharlal Nehru, ‘Letter to Amir Sharifoeddin (6 July, 1947)’, in Selected Writings of 

Jawaharlal Nehru, Series 2, Volume 3, ed. Sarvepalli Gopal (Delhi: Jawaharlal Nehru Fund, 1985), 

355–58. 
345 Nehru.  



 115 

It seemed however, that India had already been using its diplomatic machinery on the 

Indonesian question to move the great powers. In addition to corresponding with 

Indonesian leaders during the tense days of 1947, Nehru appealed to Lord Listowel, 

the British Secretary of State for India, informing him of the Indian government’s 

position on the situation in Indonesia. In one of his cables to Listowel, Nehru wrote, 

“as provided in article 17(2) of the Linggadjati Agreement all matters in dispute arising 

out of the agreement should be referred to arbitration…[T]his has been ratified by 

both countries and in the view of grave consequences of an outbreak of hostilities it 

seems to be duty of both parties to resort to an agreed and peaceful method of 

settlement such as arbitration by an impartial body”.346 A similar note was sent to the 

United States. That Nehru believed that it was in India’s capacity to inform the great 

powers on how states should act in international issues is a critical insight into where 

he conceived India’s place in the world. He believed India was in a rightful position to 

call on the great powers if it believed justice was being denied to decolonising nations 

and peoples. The great powers, however, would not readily acknowledge India’s status 

in this regard. Both responded indifferently, and the United States, seemed to dismiss 

India’s knowledge of the situation as dated. In response to Indian correspondence, 

officials in the United States pointed out that, “Indonesian and Dutch positions were 

almost reconciled if not entirely so [and] there was less danger than before of an 

attempt to settle the issue by force” and that it was hoped that their “information was 

more recent than that of India’s.”347 In reality however, the situation in Indonesia only 
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worsened, pushing India to take more active steps to exert international pressure for 

the Dutch retreat from the Republic.   

 

4.3 “An Insult and a challenge to Asia”: India moves the Security Council348 

 

On the 21st of July 1947, the Dutch launched a large-scale offensive against the 

Republic. Armoured Dutch columns with full aerial support slashed through 

Republican territory, encountering slight resistance. The Netherlands now had a 

modern army of over a hundred thousand troops that quickly realised its military 

objectives.349 Through Krishna Menon, who was the secretary of the London India 

League and a close confidant of Nehru, and Girija Shankar Bajpai, the first Secretary 

General of the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA), India wrote to officials in the 

United Kingdom and United States regarding its concern on the state of affairs in 

Indonesia.  

 

Menon was instructed to urge Listowel and the British Foreign Secretary Ernst Bevin 

that “His Majesty’s Government should consider immediate reference of the whole 

background to the Security Council” and if not, “India would probably take the matter 

to the United Nations, independently.”350 Its preparedness to summon the United 

Nations elaborates a point made in the previous chapter (section 3.3) that for India at 

the time, the institution was seen as the only  global platform within equal reach of all 
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states, even semi-independent ones such as itself. The United Nations was crucial to 

India’s own pursuit of possessing an independent voice in international affairs and this 

deeply underpinned its claims to status in post-war world. India’s plans to approach 

the Security Council independently had reached the United States via its ambassador 

to India, Henry Grady. Once Grady’s letter reached the State Department, officials 

considered strategies to dilute the effect of the Indian cable to the United Nations, in 

the hope perhaps that it would save them the embarrassment of approaching the 

United Nations over a matter concerning their Western allies before they did. A 

confidential meeting with the newly appointed Netherlands Ambassador to the United 

States and the Chief of the Division of Northern European Affairs of the United States 

was held. The former was entreated to note the possible reaction of the Government 

of the Netherlands were the Indonesian question  brought before the Security Council, 

“by a friendly state in order to forestall such action by one of the Soviet or Asiatic 

states unfriendly to the Netherlands.”351 To this, the Dutch Ambassador stated that it 

would not be advantageous to the Netherlands if this were brought to the Security 

Council “by Western democracies” and if it were to be raised by “the Soviets, India or 

the Philippines, the Netherlands would simply stand upon its record as it had done 

heretofore.”352  

 

On the second day of police action, Dutch soldiers raided the private residence of 

Sutan Sjahrir. Sjahrir was not to be found as he had made a narrow escape to Delhi via 
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Singapore by efforts of Patnaik, who was also in Jogjakarta at the time.353 Sjahrir arrived 

in India with letters from Soekarno and Amir Sjarifuddin, the Prime Minister of 

Indonesia of the time, confirming media reports about the state of affairs in Indonesia. 

According to these reports, the Dutch Airforce had bombed The Republic’s Air Fields 

without warning.354 Unsatisfied with the response of the great powers, and on receiving 

first-hand information from the Indonesian leaders in Delhi, India was determined to 

bring the Indonesian question to the Security Council to rouse the “moral 

consciousness of the of the world.”355 Nehru instructed Menon to inform the British 

government that India would lodge its complaint with Secretary General or President 

of the Security Council “unless Anglo-American mediation proved fruitful before that 

date.”356  In explaining the rationale behind India’s activism on the Indonesian cause 

to domestic audiences, the Indonesian situation, was framed in Asian context: “India 

has been and is specifically interested in the freedom of the peoples of Asia. The recent 

Asian conference held in Delhi was symbol not only of the resurgence of Asia, but 

also of the cooperation of the different countries of Asia, for peace and freedom…The 

mere presence of a colonial regime or of foreign troops in any Asian country is an 

insult and a challenge to Asia…Any change brought about by the aggression of a 

country over another must not be recognised. It is necessary for the United Nations 

to take heed of this challenge to its Charter and to world peace and move with speed 

to meet it…”357  
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With its continuous projection of the Indonesian question onto the larger canvas of 

the ‘European country’ in ‘Asia’, India’s framing of the regional self versus the 

European other, was beginning to gain recognition by the great powers, who also 

began seeing the ‘Asian’ region in such terms. India’s support to Indonesia was seen 

as a fellow Asian nation supporting the other in what seemed like a second bout of 

European imperialism. At the same time however, key differences in their conceptions 

of Asia remained, given their divergent positions in the context of the global Cold War. 

American policy makers feared that were India to bring the Indonesian question before 

the United Nations, it would invite “the support from the Soviet Union [which would] 

divide it into a Russian-Asian bloc against the Anglo-American Governments and 

Governments of Western Europe.”358 Given the large number of ‘Asian’ countries that 

had now rallied behind the Indonesian cause, the United States, now working through 

its Cold War lens, realised its response involved questions of its own status and power. 

At a confidential meeting between the Deputy Director of the Office of Near Eastern 

and African Affairs and the Counsellor of the United States Department of State, it 

was discussed that “American indifference or opposition to Indonesian cause will 

strengthen the move toward Asiatic federation which might be detached from or even 

antagonistic toward the western democracies.”359 Given that Dutch action had been 

condemned by other “Asian countries” such as “Egypt, Syria, Iran, Ceylon and the 

Philippines” indifference could do “immeasurable damage to American prestige in the 
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Near, Middle and Far East.”360 It was decided that in the event that talks between the 

Dutch Ambassador and the United States continued to be unproductive, officials 

within the United States would begin preparing for the possibility of an Indian cable 

to the Security Council.361  

 

Preparations had indeed proved fruitful, as India brought the Indonesian dispute 

before the Security Council later that day: “during the last few days Dutch forces have 

embarked without warning on large-scale military action against the Indonesian 

people…In the opinion of the Government of India, this situation endangers 

maintenance of international peace and security which is covered by Article 34 of the 

Charter.”362 Within hours of the Indian cable, Australia also referred to the Indonesian 

question to the Security Council as a breach of peace under article 39.363 The United 

Nations immediately adopted a cease-fire resolution and called for a cessation of 

hostilities and settlement through arbitration or other peaceful means.364 Through the 

month of August, the Indonesian question was discussed and debated at the Security 

Council and India began preparing to present its case.365 Menon was instructed to 

travel to New York, while arrangements were made in India to send Sjahrir from India 

to join Menon.366 Menon was strictly reminded that in conformity with India’s declared 
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policy of nonalignment with the Western or Eastern Bloc, it was especially important 

that he, as the spokesperson of the Indonesian case, should avoid any appearance of 

bias.367  

 

Despite Dutch objections, on August 12, the Security Council voted to invite the 

Indonesian Republican delegation to present their case.368 Sjahrir, delivered a 

passionate speech explaining the plight of the Republic, in the light of the wave of 

decolonisation now sweeping the Asian region. “Long after we as a people had, so to 

speak, disappeared from the face of the earth, the general political awakening of Asia, 

the rebirth of the Orient, affected us also. At the end of the nineteenth century we 

began to regain our soul and gave birth to a national movement which aimed at 

freedom from Dutch colonial rule. From that time on, it has been our constant desire, 

our one ideal, our strife and struggle, to become a nation again.”369 The Indian 

representative at the Security Council, Padmanabha Pillai who described Dutch tactics 

has a “prelude for a renewed offensive" against the Republic also framed the in the 

Indonesian question in the context of the region: “[t]he fact that foreign armies are 

functioning on Asian soil is itself an outrage against Asian sentiment. The fact that 

they are bombing defenceless people is scandalous. If other Members of the United 

Nations tolerate this or remain inactive, then the United Nations Organization ceases 

to exist. This is the general feeling, not only in India, but throughout the whole of 

Asia.370 
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At the same meeting, the Dutch ambassador to the United States proposed before the 

Security Council that both “The Netherlands and the Republic designate a state which 

is considered by them to be completely impartial. This impartial state would then send 

a number of its nationals to Indonesia to enquire into the situation, to supervise the 

cease fire, and to see what conditions obtain there.”371 A compromise proposal on 

similar lines was adopted by the United Nations on August 26, which brought into 

being the Good Offices Committee (GOC) of the Security Council. It composed of 

three-member states which would represent each party. The Netherlands appointed 

Belgium and the Indonesia appointed Australia. The United States was designated to 

be the third party.372 In India, the offer for American mediation was seen as “scotched” 

and “partial to the Dutch”. Despite this, India urged Indonesian leaders to take 

advantage of the proposal as it would be “helpful in the long run.”373 

 

Through the month of September and early October however, it had become 

noticeable that the ceasefire had not been effective.374 In October 1947, the Indian 

Government decided to set up a Mission in Batavia and appointed TN Raghavan, an 

 
371 ‘The Acting United States Representative at the United Nations to the Secretary of State (16 

August, 1947)’ Foreign Relations of the United States, The Far East VI, ed. John G Reid, Document 

833 (Washington, D.C: United States Government Printing Office, 1972), 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1947v06/d833, accessed 11 September 2018.   
372 Second Year, United Nations Resolution no. S/525II, 195th meeting, 25 August, 1947, United 

Nations Security Council Official Records. 
373 Jawaharlal Nehru, ‘Proposal for Mediation by the United States (25 August, 1947)’, in Selected 

Writings of Jawaharlal Nehru, Series 2, Volume 4, ed. Sarvepalli Gopal (Delhi: Jawaharlal Nehru 

Fund, 1986), 628; Jawaharlal Nehru, ‘Offer of Mediation by the United States (19 August, 1947)’, 

in Selected Writings of Jawaharlal Nehru, Series 2, Volume 4, ed. Sarvepalli Gopal (Delhi: 

Jawaharlal Nehru Fund, 1986), 627. 
374 ‘The Consul General at Batavia to the Secretary of State (22 September, 1947)’ Foreign Relations 

of the United States, The Far East VI, ed. John G Reid, Document 849 (Washington, D.C: United 

States Government Printing Office, 1972), 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1947v06/d849, accessed 11 September 2018. See 

also ‘Confidential Telegram from India Delegation in New York to the Ministry of External Affairs 

in Delhi on the Indonesian Case in the Security Council (5 October, 1947)’, National Archives of 

India MEA Files, no. 114–FEA/47. 

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1947v06/d833
https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1947v06/d849


 123 

able lawyer who practiced in Penang, Malaya (Malaysia) as the Consul General. He was 

accompanied by Mohammad Yunnus,375 who was a member of the Indian Foreign 

Service and a friend of Nehru’s, and P.R.S Mani, as his Press Attache.376 The main 

purpose of sending Raghavan to Indonesia was to establish “close contacts with the 

Indonesian Republic and people” and eventually set up a Consulate-General in 

Batavia.377 This hastened the pace and volume of diplomatic correspondence on 

political developments in Indonesia. Raghavan kept Delhi informed of the progress of 

the GOC.378 Frank Porter Graham, the American representative of the GOC played a 

critical role in the negotiations. He requested his government to make available a public 

ship of the United States as a meeting place between the Committee and both parties 

at which the substantive aspects of their dispute could be discussed.379 Graham also 

informed his Government of the ceasefire violations by the Dutch, intensification of 

blockades and food shortages as a consequence of police action.380  
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By mid-December rifts in the Good Offices Committee began developing.381 As 

negotiations seemed to be reaching a stalemate, Indonesian Prime Minister Sharifuddin 

approached India to independently ascertain British and American attitudes.382 India 

responded that in the light of the increasing tension between the United States and 

Soviet blocs, it seemed unlikely that the United States, the United Kingdom or Belgium 

would be prepared to act against the Netherlands.383 At the same time it had also 

become known to the United States through Frank Porter Graham, that their 

balancing act on the Indonesian question was increasingly untenable. It had to either 

support the sovereignty of the Netherlands over Indonesia or that of the Republic. If 

the aim was the former, then its role would simply be to “tell the world what 

happened”, if it were to be the latter, then “maximum pressure [would need to be] 

exerted on the Netherlands…”.384  

 

As the Dutch-Indonesian impasse persisted, a ‘Christmas Message’ was drafted by the 

GOC, in which the Republic was to accept the Netherlands’ position on the military 

issues in return for a fair and peaceful determination of political issues. Militarily, it 

called for a truce line to be set at Dutch forward positions and politically, it called for 

the restoration of the Republican civil administration.385 The Dutch, still dissatisfied 

with some of the suggestions of the Christmas message, presented a counter-proposal 
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to the GOC, eliminating all references to the restoration of Republican civil 

administration, withdrawal of troops and any mention of the Republic of Indonesia.386 

In meetings with the GOC, the Dutch asserted that this was their final offer and if it 

was rejected by the Republic, they would “reserve liberty of action”.387 The counter-

proposal was presented to the GOC on 5th January 1948. It demanded that the 

Republic should accept them within three days.  

 

During these intense days in early January, daily top-secret correspondence transpired 

between Batavia and Delhi. To India, it seemed evident that the Dutch were employing 

tactics to “show the world that the Indonesian Republic has ceased to be representative 

of Indonesia as a whole”.388 According to Raghavan, “Dutch policy [was] military 

encirclement by police action, economic encirclement by blockade and political 

encirclement by creation of puppet states and formation of a federation called United 

States of Indonesia without the Republic.”389 As it seemed increasingly unlikely that 

Dutch attitudes were to change, Indian diplomats encouraged the Republican leaders 

to adopt a “conciliatory and moderate attitude”390 and give hearing to Graham and the 

GOC.391 

 

Just before Republican leaders Vice Premier Satiajtt, Prime Minister Shariffudin, 

Shjarir, Mohammad Hatta and Soekarno were to meet with the GOC on final 
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discussions at Jogjakarta, Raghavan, in strict confidence and on his own accord, 

advised the Vice Premier “against rejection [of proposals] and suggested alterations to 

their draft and further course of action”.392 Recognising the sway India had over the 

Republic, Graham and T.G Narayanan of the United Nations Secretariat, wrote to 

Jawaharlal Nehru.393 Nehru’s response was communicated to Batavia, in which he 

advised the Republican government against rejecting Dutch proposals as, on India’s 

reading, this was the best possible option under the circumstances.394 That India was 

called upon to convince the Republicans to accept proposals was brought to the 

knowledge of the United States State Department, in confidence.395 On receiving the 

Indian message in secret, the Republic sought an Indian guarantee that the Dutch 

would respect these proposals so that it “may not treated like the Linggardjati 

agreement.”396 Nehru responded by stating that the GOC must assure the Republic 

that not doing so would out them in the wrong of “enlightened world opinion.”397 It 

was later recounted that though this particular telegram did not reach the Republic in 

time, it was soon after the receipt of Nehru’s first message to the Republic it accepted 

the proposals.398 This, in conjunction with Graham’s assurances that the agreement 
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would not affect the Republican’s status,399 the Republic of Indonesia officially 

accepted the final proposals.400 On January 17, 1948, the agreement was signed 

between the Dutch and the Republic aboard the USS Renville.401 India’s position and 

role in making this possible was acknowledged by all parties. Reporting his visit to 

Jogjakarta on Nehru’s orders, Raghavan expressed how “India’s prestige [had] gone 

up tremendously” and that Graham had expressed the great appreciation of the GOC 

to India, so much so that India seemed to have “stolen all the thunder”.402 Though the 

Renville Agreement prevented another Dutch military action, its success was short-

lived.  

 

4.4 “Anxiety to Lovers of Peace and Freedom”: Second Police Action and Renewed 

Indian Commitment 

 

It was well known by all parties that the Renville Agreement was at best a compromise 

proposal signed under pressure of a Dutch threat. Initial signs were hopeful. In 

accordance with the agreement, under the leadership of Mohammad Hatta the 

Republic began the immediate withdrawal of troops from pockets of resistance they 

occupied behind Dutch lines.403 Policymakers in the United States had also come to 

recognise that Republican leaders did “respond to acts genuine friendship by Dutch, 
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and the courtesies and respect shown them.”404 They believed that for a new 

atmosphere to be created, The Republic needed reassurance of Dutch, since they had 

the upper hand.405 Dutch action however, followed a familiar pattern. By mid-March, 

it moved unilaterally to form new states in areas seized from The Republic.406  

 

While negotiations had resumed under the GOC, Graham – with whom the State 

Department was aware the Dutch had objections – was replaced by Coert DuBois a 

retired member of the American foreign service who served as a Consul General in 

the Dutch East Indies in the 30s.407 Fundamental issues of interpretation of the 

Renville Agreement persisted, and The Republic approached the Security Council to 

charge the Netherlands with “sabotaging the Renville Peace Agreement” given its 

imposition of naval blockades, efforts to delay negotiations, establishment of puppet 

governments and suppression of free speech and assembly.408 While the United States 

initially warned The Republic against its own delaying tactics and refusal to join the 

Dutch-created interim government, they soon also became disillusioned with Dutch 

policies. There seemed to be “ample evidence” of Dutch plans to form a “super-state” 

through the creation of the United States of Indonesia.409 At the same time, a 
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communist insurgency began gathering momentum in Indonesia, which began 

challenging the Soekarno-Hatta leadership.410 Trotskyist leader Tan Makala appealed 

to the population to reject their leadership, which according to him, relied heavily on 

Western countries and ended in futile negotiations with the Dutch. He declared that 

independence could only be attained through revolutionary activity. The movement 

for Indonesian decolonisation seemed to be losing a sense of control and weakening.411  

 

On September 21, the Indonesian representative to India, BA Ubani approached 

Nehru, informing him of this turn of events. He requested for India to use its good 

offices to draw the attention of the United States to the conditions of the Republic as 

any delay in reaching an agreement with the Dutch could strengthen the communist 

insurgency.412 Sensing the “substance” in Ubani’s message, Nehru, via the Ministry of 

External Affairs alerted the United States and the United Kingdom to the dangers of 

another Dutch police action.413 The following day, chargé d'affaires of India to the 

United States, RK Nehru, had called upon the Director of the Office of Far East 

Affairs and others to express India’s concern on Indonesian affairs in the United 

States, only to receive nothing substantial from the meeting.414 By November, the 

possibility of another police action significantly increased. Mohammad Hatta reached 

out to Nehru requesting him if members of the Republican Government could be 

flown to New Delhi in such an event. He also requested if a provisional Republican 
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Government could function out of New Delhi. India responded to say that it was 

prepared to make arrangements to give Indonesian leaders refuge in New Delhi, and 

also sanctioned financial aid to the Republic in the form of a loan.415 It, however, drew 

the line at having a provisional Government in New Delhi on the grounds that this 

would involve international ramifications and “would depend on the attitude of the 

United Nations”.416  

 

As the situation in Indonesia deteriorated, India again reached out to the great powers 

against Dutch action in the Republic, resorting to a much stronger discourse. Writing 

to Noel Baker, the Secretary of State in Commonwealth Relations of the United 

Kingdom, Nehru stated that by preventing the GOC from functioning, the Dutch 

indicated a clear desire to impose military/colonial rule.417 Indian envoys in both 

United Kingdom and the United States were instructed to inform the respective host 

governments that the Indian position on the situation in Indonesia was viewed “in the 

larger context of developments in China and the whole of Southeast Asia…[and] the 

whole of this vast region will be powerfully affected not only by the failure of 

negotiations and what might follow, but also the attitude of the Netherlands 

government”.418 The letter also made reference to India’s understanding of the wider 

geopolitics of the Cold War and how this was contributing to the maintenance of 
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“colonial domination.”419  Like the French in Indo-China, the Dutch in Indonesia were 

associated with the Western Union and being helped by other powers through 

instruments such as the Marshall Plan.420  

 

While it seemed clear to India through its backdoor correspondence with the Western 

great powers that the dynamics of the Cold War were preventing them from taking 

serious action against the Dutch, it was towards the end of 1948 that India 

communicated this to them in such blatant terms. The message was clear - India along 

with the entire Asian region was conscious of the wider politics of the Western great 

powers, the international behaviour they were legitimising and the order they seemed 

to be setting in place. By linking Dutch and French action in Indonesia and Indochina 

to the Western Union and Marshall Plan, the Asian self, versus the Western other was 

most evidently framed.  At a plenary session of the Indian National Congress, Nehru 

took this a step further and referred to the end of imperialism in Asia as the 

cornerstone of Indian foreign policy: “Our Foreign Policy is that no foreign power 

should rule over any Asiatic country. The reaction to Dutch will be heard soon over 

all the Asiatic countries and we will have to consider what we will have to do in these 

circumstances.”421 

 

It is indeed also possible that the intensity of India’s discourse on the Indonesian 

question in December 1948 was attributed to the intelligence coming directly from 
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Mohammad Hatta to Nehru, in secret. Hatta had explained that the main motive of 

the Dutch was to “break [the] strength of [the] Republic while simultaneously going 

about the erection of puppet-state-organisations.”422 As India prepared for its plane to 

bring Sukarno and other Republican leaders to Delhi, unlike in 1947, news of these 

plans did not escape Dutch intelligence.423 In fact, the Dutch had already made it 

known to the United States that the Indian plane would not be permitted to proceed 

to Jogjakarta from Singapore.424 Close to midnight on the 18th of December, 

representative of the UN Good Offices Committee was informed that the Netherlands 

would no longer abide by the Renville Truce Agreement on the grounds that the 

Republic had failed to prevent breaches of the truce.425 Half an hour later, Dutch forces 

launched a large-scale military offensive from land, sea and air against the ill-equipped 

defenders of the Republic.426 Republican leaders were captured. It was recounted in 

the Dutch Ambassador’s aide memoire that police action was undertaken due to 

intelligence that President Soekarno was to visit India.427  

 

P.R.S Mani, who was stationed in Batavia, was taken on a mission to Bangka where 

the Republican leaders were held. Through him, a memorandum signed by Soekarno 
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and Hatta was delivered to Nehru. In his personal account of the Indonesian 

revolution, Mani noted that the leaders requested Nehru for support given the absence 

of military, economic and diplomatic resources, and expressed their full trust in his 

capacity and ability to activate international opinion in support of Indonesian 

freedom.428 As a second police action had been officially launched against the Republic, 

India continued to intensify its position on the Indonesian question. It indicated its 

desire to break relations with Holland to the British Prime Minister and the American 

State Department429 and placed sanctions on the Dutch by restricting their travel and 

flight transits over Indian airspace.430 In an interview with an American journalist in 

London, Nehru stated that the fact that “a member of the United Nations should thus 

procrastinate and ultimately defy the authority of the United Nations is a great blow 

to the prestige of the Organisation.” 431 He also emphasised that “since Holland is a 

member of the Western Union and clearly dependent for its military rehabilitation 

upon U.S.A, and to a less extent United Kingdom aid, these Powers can do a great 

deal to bring about the result…if it is not stopped the whole of Asia will feel that 

European imperialism still seeks to keep the people of the East in political and 

economic subjection and the struggle for Asian freedom will take on a new intensity 

which cannot but be a source of anxiety to lovers of peace and freedom.”432 Prospects 

of help from the Security Council were bleak and it was adjourned till January 6th, 1949 
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without taking any firm action against the Dutch. This was when India launched a 

major initiative in institutionalising the ‘Asian’ position on the situation in Indonesia.  

 

4.5 “From the Mediterranean to the South Pole”: Institutionalising Asia through the 

Indonesian Cause433 

 

Writing to Indian representatives in Cairo, Ankara, Tehran, Kabul, Nanjing, Rangoon, 

Bangkok, Colombo, Karachi and Canberra, Nehru suggested that that it would greatly 

help the Indonesian cause if “like-minded nations were to consider amongst 

themselves actively and as soon as possible, what action they should take to help the 

Security Council to deal effectively with Dutch persistence in defiance or evasion of 

proposals for a prompt and just settlement of the Indonesian problem.”434 He 

proposed that a conference of ministerial level be held in Delhi, as a means to lend 

‘Council Support’ to the Security Council on the basis of a united understanding 

among themselves.435 As preparations were being made for the conference in Delhi, 

India demanded to know of the “nature of the action contemplated by the United 

States”, urging it to stop ECA (European Cooperation Administration) aid to the 

Netherlands.436 The New Delhi Conference seemed to incur a mixed response from 

the United States. On the one hand, they believed it would “become an anti-Western 
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bloc causing a split between East and West”.437 On the other, they saw it as an 

opportunity to rally the support of other countries in favour of a Security Council 

Resolution that was being drafted, which would put pressure on the Dutch. An attempt 

was made to send the text of the resolution to “New Delhi, for possible use at the 

Asian conference.”438  

 

In expressing its rationale for the conference, India emphasized that it was not meant 

to challenge but to support existing global mechanisms that were working to resolve 

the crisis in Indonesia.  Speaking to the Indian Journalists Association in Calcutta on 

January 13, 1949, Nehru stated, “the Security Council passed certain resolutions. These 

resolutions were not implemented…now I felt that the situation was drifting in a 

dangerous direction…when even the Security Council’s decisions and 

recommendations are being flouted, it would be desirable for us that those countries 

which are intimately connected by geography and otherwise should move together and 

take counsel not in any way intending to by-pass the UNSC but to strengthen it”.439 

The Conference gathered representatives from Pakistan, Iran, Nepal, Siam, China, 

Ceylon, Burma, Philippines, Syria, Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia, Egypt Iraq, Lebanon, 

Yemen, Ethiopia and New Zealand.440 As the Secretary of the Conference later 

recounted, the nineteen governments that attended the conference represented more 
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than half of the world's population, spread over an area extending from the 

Mediterranean to the South Pole.441 The list of attendees had indicated the scope of 

this region in the Indian imagination. This was most directly specified in Nehru’s 

opening remarks: “[a]lthough we meet to consider a vital problem of immediate 

importance; my mind is filled with the historic significance of this unique gathering. 

Here we are, representatives of the free nations of Asia and other friends of Australia 

and New Zealand as well of Egypt and Ethiopia meet together for the first time to 

consider a matter of common concern to us.”442 Through the forum of the Delhi 

Conference, India had enabled an early yet important step of institutionalising the 

region – while the Indonesian question was always framed as an ‘Asian’ concern, there 

was now a conference to show for it.  

 

In a record time of two days, three resolutions were adopted at the conference. The 

first recommended, among other things, that the detained Indonesian leaders should 

be immediately released and that the Republican Government in Indonesia given 

permission to function freely. The second called upon participating governments to 

keep each other informed over matters pertaining to the first resolution. The 

resolution urged them to “explore ways and means of establishing suitable machinery, 

having regard to the areas concerned, for promoting consultation and co-operation 

within the United Nations.”443 This resolution was communicated to the United 

Nations. India’s contribution to making this regional moment possible was 
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acknowledged by members within the region. The Ceylonese Prime Minister R.D 

Bandaranaike for instance stated, “[t]his is the second occasion on which India has 

afforded us, the countries of Asia and of this particular region, the opportunity of 

meeting and discussing problems of common interest.”444 Most importantly however, 

it increased the way in which India was esteemed by the United Sates. It had convinced 

American leaders that there could be “no fully effective regional grouping in Asia 

without Indian participation and leadership”.445  

 

Two days after the Delhi conference China, Cuba, Norway, and the United States 

jointly submitted a resolution to the Security Council.  Despite Dutch objections, a 

resolution was passed on January 28, 1949 calling for an immediate cease fire; 

unconditional release of all political prisoners arrested since December 17, 1948 and 

for the immediate return of the Republican Government with its officials to Jogjakarta. 

It also recommended that the parties should enter negotiations at the earliest with the 

assistance of the United Nations Commission for Indonesia (UNCI), a transformed 

version of the GOC.   

 

As progress seemed to be made on the Indonesian cause, top secret reports from 

Alagappan, who was appointed the Indian Counsel General in Batavia indicated that 

the Federalists (pro-Dutch Indonesians) were being pressured by the Dutch to reject 

the Resolution.446 Using Delhi as a secret channel, Republican representatives 

 
444 ‘Speech by S.W.R.D Bandaranike of Ceylon at the opening session of the Delhi conference on 
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Conference.  
446 ‘Top Secret Telegram from Dr S Alagappan to GS Bajpai (2 February, 1949)’, National Archives 
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informed their colleagues in  Batavia that the United States did not have a clear attitude 

towards the Dutch attitude vis-à-vis the Security Council Resolution.447 It seemed that 

they were refraining from providing conclusive statements until the American 

Representative on the UNCI, Merle Cochran visited Batavia.448 Cochran was to fly to 

Batavia via India, where he met with the United States ambassador to India, Loy 

Henderson at New Delhi airport. He informed the latter that frank discussions were 

being held with The Hague.449 Running out of patience with the pace of negotiations, 

India decided to make known to the great powers that their status was being called to 

question. Indian representatives in the United States and the United Kingdom were 

instructed to inform the respective governments that “unless they substitute for 

persuasion and advice, action which would ensure compliance by Dutch…their 

prestige no less that of the Council [would] suffer greatly in the estimation of the 

nations of Asia.”450 The region had now become a powerful grouping of nations that 

India could now leverage when engaging with the great powers on the Indonesian 

question. Keeping with its commitments at the Delhi conference, countries attending 

it were made aware of this correspondence and informed that efforts such as these 

were essential to lift the Indonesian Question from its dangerous state of stagnation.451 

India had also raised the possibility of placing sanctions on the Dutch with Delhi 

conference members.452 Indeed, India’s pressure tactics had proved successful to the 
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overall efforts in negotiating with the Dutch. When confronted with further attempts 

by the Dutch to bypass the Security Council, Cochran stated that doing so would cause 

either Australia or India to register “strong objections to this plan with the Indonesian 

Republicans and the Security Council”.453 

 

The Security Council met in the second week of March, 1949 and after discussing 

Indonesia for two weeks, passed a Canadian resolution directing preliminary talks in 

Indonesia on the restoration of Republican authority in Jogjakarta and the convening 

of a Round Table Conference in the Hague aimed at creating an independent 

Indonesian Federation.454 Even with this apparent progress, Delhi was receiving 

constant reports that the Dutch who blowing up buildings in Batavia making them 

impossible to use455 and that prominent Republican leaders were also being arrested.456 

India’s dissatisfaction with the Canadian proposal was directly communicated to the 

United Nations Secretary General, stating that there was “no reason why [it] should 

support it in any way…”457 In early April, Australia and India jointly placed the 

Indonesian Question on the General Assembly agenda, but given a reported agreement 

between the Dutch and Republican delegation in Batavia, it was postponed to the 

fourth session of the Assembly to meet in September 1949.458 Simultaneously, India 
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also hosted an informal meeting of Delhi Conference members.459 It was decided that, 

in case no settlement was reached in Batavia, governments should instruct their 

delegations to the United Nations General Assembly to condemn the failure of the 

Dutch to comply with the Security Council’s resolution of January 28. The question of 

recommending to the Security Council that sanctions should be placed on the Dutch 

was also raised.460    

 

Between April and May, formal and informal talks had begun between the Republic 

and the Dutch on May 7, delegations from the Republic and the Netherlands met 

under the auspices of the United Nations Commission on Indonesia. Amongst other 

terms, both parties agreed to issue ceasefires, restore Jogjakarta to the Republic and to 

schedule a Round Table Conference at The Hague to facilitate unconditional transfer 

to real and complete sovereignty to the United States of Indonesia in accordance with 

Renville principles. The Round Table Conference was scheduled for August 1949. The 

Conference began on a hopeful note, but issues emerged between the Dutch and 

Republican leaders that risked the break-up of the conference completely.  This was 

prevented by Cochran who offered to mediate some of the key issues in his personal 

capacity. The conference closed on November 2 and despite leaving some major issues 

unresolved, it had achieved its overarching goal of paving the way for complete and 

unconditional transfer of sovereignty to the independent state of Indonesia. 

 

 
459 Nehru conveyed his desire to host the informal conference to the UN Secretary General. See 
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4.6 Conclusion: Rethinking Regions and Status in International Relations – India’s 

role in Indonesia’s Decolonisation Struggle 

 

The Indonesian decolonisation struggle from 1945-1949 was one of the first tests of 

global diplomacy in a post-war world. It occurred as global order transitioned from 

one centred on European imperialism to one determined by the logics of the Cold 

War. With Japan no longer in the position it was before the Second World War, and, 

as the one of the first ‘Asian’ countries to free itself from European imperialism, a 

space was created for India to build and represent the region at the global level, of 

which Indonesia was a part. This chapter discusses India’s significant yet understudied 

role in pressuring the Dutch to cease attempts to restore empire in Indonesia. Given 

its multi-archival approach, it has been able to trace how Indian involvement impacted 

the management of the crisis at the global level. Four main forms of Indian activism 

have been identified: first, through direct action in favour of the Republic of Indonesia 

in the form of risky rescue operations for Indonesian leaders, giving them refuge in 

India and imposing limited sanctions against the Dutch. Second, by amassing and 

representing an ‘Asian’ position on the Indonesian question at global forums (the 

United Nations being the most important). Third, by exerting diplomatic pressure on 

Western great powers to use their influence to limit Dutch action in Indonesia and 

fourth, by becoming a major diplomatic channel with which the former could 

communicate with leaders from Indonesian Republic and vice versa, hastening the 

return of peace in the archipelago.  

 

Through its analysis of the nature of India’s involvement in the Indonesian question, 

this chapter has made two overarching arguments. First, the crisis was prioritised by 

the Indian foreign policy establishment as Indonesia was regarded as fellow member 
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of the ‘Asian’ region. Second, that the framing of the situation in Indonesia in regional 

terms and activism on this front, enabled its claims to status in a post-war world. By 

framing the Indonesian crisis in ‘regional’ terms the chapter unpacks how India 

facilitated the territorial, symbolic and institutional ‘building’ of Asia, intact with 

insiders and outsiders. The repetition and consistency of its discourses and practices 

associated with this ‘regional’ framing of the crisis made actors both within and beyond 

‘the region’ refer to it in these terms. The chapter therefore makes the case that given 

the audience recognition, India was successful in establishing and breathing the ‘Asian 

region’ into life through its activism on the Indonesian question. This enabled the 

recognition of India as representative of a group of the decolonising states that 

included a vast part of the world, increasing the way it was esteemed by the Western 

great powers, especially the United States.  

 

In the initial stages, when the SEAC was commissioned to the archipelago  in 1945, 

India declared that its own troops would not be used not be used for “keeping down 

the peoples of colonial territories.”461 Even in these early stages, it defined itself as 

“torch-bearer in the liberation movement of Asiatic countries”, and encouraged 

neighbouring countries to follow suit.462 With the formation of its interim government, 

India’s ‘regional’ activism on the Indonesian question gathered momentum. The Asian 

Relations Conference in New Delhi in March 1947 saw the representation of a large 

Indonesian delegation, which was made possible through Indian arrangements. This 

gave them a platform amongst other ‘Asian’ nations to make known their struggle 

against the Dutch. The Conference therefore became a venue that turned the 

Indonesian decolonisation struggle into one of ‘regional’ concern. 

 
461 Nehru, ‘Statement to the Press: The Use of Indian Troops in Indonesia (1 October, 1945)’. 
462 Nehru; Nehru, ‘Address at South East Asia Day Meeting, Lucknow: India’s Lead in Asian 

Liberation (28 October, 1945)’. 



 143 

Indian activism peaked after the first Dutch police action against the Republic in July 

1947. On receiving first-hand reports on the situation in Indonesia, Nehru remarked: 

the “presence of a colonial regime or of foreign troops” was “an insult and a challenge 

to Asia.”463 Soon after the first police action, India raised the possibility of bringing the 

Indonesian question before the Security Council in the event that Anglo-American 

mediation would fail. At this stage, it seemed that even the United States had bought 

into the regional framing of the Indonesian crisis. American policy makers reasoned 

that as Dutch action had been condemned by ‘Asian’ countries, indifference on Dutch 

action in Indonesia, it would possibly cause “immeasurable damage to American 

prestige” in the region.464 India eventually brought the Indonesian question to the 

Security Council and made arrangements for the Indonesian Republic to present its 

case before the United Nations. At this platform, India’s ‘regional’ framing of the crisis 

was reproduced by the Indian representative to the United Nations Padmanabha Pillai, 

who asserted that “[t]he fact that foreign armies are functioning on Asian soil is itself 

an outrage against Asian sentiment…This is the general feeling, not only in India, but 

throughout the whole of Asia.”465  

 

Later that year, in order for it to receive on ground information in Indonesia, New 

Delhi put a system in place through the setting up of its Counsel General in Batavia. 

In addition to feeding the Ministry of External Affairs with updates, it played a critical 

role in the facilitating diplomatic efforts to negotiate a truce between the Dutch and 
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the Indonesian Republic.466 This was specifically notable through India’s role in the 

signing of the important – yet temporary - Renville Agreement between the Republic 

and the Dutch in early 1948.  

 

As the situation in Indonesia failed to improve after Renville, it had become clear to 

India that the dynamics of the Cold War, through instruments such as the Western 

Union and Marshall Plan were preventing the Western great powers from taking 

serious action against the Dutch. By the end of 1948, this was communicated to the 

United States and United Kingdom through its envoys in these countries, in the most 

blatant terms. 467 It was also emphasised in this correspondence that India was watching 

their response to the Dutch in the context of developments of the entire ‘Asian 

region’.468 It took this a step further when it declared the end of imperialism in ‘Asia’ 

as the cornerstone of Indian foreign policy when addressing a plenary session of the 

Indian National Congress in December 1948.469 As India kept the pressure on the 

United States and the United Kingdom during this period, similar to its response to 

the first police action in Indonesia, it was prepared to undertake another risky rescue 

operation for Indonesian leaders in late 1948.  

 

In 1949, given its disappointment with Anglo-American diplomacy, India hosted two 

conferences – a ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ one that gathered members of the ‘region’ that 

were “intimately connected by geography” to assist United Nations-led international 
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diplomatic efforts on the Indonesian question.470 Nineteen nations gathered in New 

Delhi in January 1949, “representing more than half of the world's population, spread 

over an area extending from the Mediterranean to the South Pole”471 to establish a 

“prompt and just settlement of the Indonesian problem.”472 The New Delhi 

Conference on Indonesia played an important part in institutionalising the ‘region’, as, 

in addition to India’s efforts to frame the Indonesian question as an ‘Asian’ one, it now 

had a conference to show for it. Most importantly, the conference encouraged the 

formation of a regional network through the ‘Delhi conference members’ that kept 

each other informed over the situation in Indonesia and agreed to collectively keep 

diplomatic pressure on the Western great powers. 473 

 

The repetition and consistency of its discourses and practices associated with this 

‘regional’ framing of the Indonesian question from 1945-1949 made actors both within 

and beyond ‘Asia’ to refer to in these terms. Indonesian leaders constantly reached out 

to India for diplomatic and material support, ‘Delhi Conference members’ responded 

positively to India’s regionalising efforts and the United States also began thinking of 

the Indonesian crisis in terms of the Asian region. These were all indications that the 

‘region’ that India sought to build through its activism on the Indonesian question had 

indeed been recognised. As discussed in the previous chapter, for India through the 

Nehru years (especially the early part of this period), its claims to status were centred 

on its entitlement to an independent voice in world affairs.474 Being seen as 
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representative of the ‘Asian voice’ that included a vast ‘region’ of the decolonising 

world, was considered vital to that strategy. India’s regional activism on the Indonesian 

case increased the way it was esteemed by the Western great powers, especially the 

United States. Given the progress made at the Delhi Conference, the Truman 

Administration was convinced that an Asian grouping would not survive without 

Indian participation and leadership.475 Furthermore, later in 1949, Nehru was to visit 

the United States for the first time. In the lead up to the visit, United States Secretary 

of State Dean Acheson wrote to Truman stating that “Mr. Nehru is today and probably 

will be for some-time the dominant political force in Asia.” 476  

 

Through its study of India’s role in the Indonesian decolonisation struggle, this chapter 

has aimed at providing an empirically grounded understanding of how India 

established links between its ‘geographic place’ (region) and ‘social place’ (status) in 

the conduct of its foreign policy. It has established that the way in which India defined 

the region and its discourses and practices associated with that process, was informed 

by its claims to status. By establishing itself as the centre of the ‘Asian’ region enabled 

it to be recognised as a voice of a decolonising Asia. This increased the way it was 

esteemed at the global level.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 

“To Recreate an Overarching Asian identity” 

Region-building and Status-seeking in a Post-Cold War 

World477 

 

 

“Mr Chairman, India has already taken steps to liberalise its currency regime, open 

the economy to more imports and investment, and educate its people to the benefits 

of exposure to the outside world. The Asia-Pacific could be the springboard for our 

leap into the global market-place” - P.V Narasimha Rao, 1994478 

…. 

5.1 Introduction 

 

On the 9th of November 1989, millions celebrated the fall of the Berlin Wall. The 

Cold War began to thaw across Europe. Two years later, the Soviet flag lowered from 

the Kremlin for the last time only to be replaced by the Russian Tricolour. While 

many in the West were quick to realise the ‘end of history’,479 India had little to 

celebrate. It was plodding through a series of strategic and economic disasters during 

this period. Its peacekeeping mission in Sri Lanka was a dubious failure and this 

culminated in the assassination of Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi by a member of the 

Tamil militant outfit, Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE). Domestically, its 
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economy was in shambles, leading to a balance of payments crisis in July of 1991. At 

the global level, the collapse of the Soviet Union left India with almost no friends at 

the high table and without an important (though flawed) model of centralised 

economic planning.480 “It was obvious” noted Preet Malik, former Ambassador and 

Secretary of New Delhi’s Ministry of External Affairs, “that a country like India had 

to take a fresh look at its strategic and security requirements and see how it would 

best be able to realise its potential in a rapidly changing world.”481  While this 

manifested in different ways, it encouraged a revised understanding of its region from 

‘South Asia’ to the ‘Asia-Pacific’. Drawing on published diplomatic accounts, 

speeches of Indian foreign policy elites and policy reports on this period, this chapter 

studies how India implemented a region-building project to rebuild the existing ‘Asia-

Pacific’ region into one that included India. It argues that India found value in being 

recognised as part of this region, to its search for status in a post-Cold War world.  

 

As discussed in the end of Chapter 3, in the post-Nehru era, India had changed its 

strategy of navigating the bipolar world of the Cold War. Setting its priorities on 

increasing its material power and managing security at its periphery, it undertook a 

project to ‘build’ its region as ‘South Asia’, as a space in which it would be recognised 

as a preponderant power. To that end, it invested resources in the project and engaged 

in a series of military interventions within South Asia to keep it in line with its 

interests. As its failed peacekeeping mission in Sri Lanka revealed however, the project 

was evidently coming at a heavy cost. Indian leaders came to the understanding that 

recognition as an economically inward and not entirely successful South Asian 
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hegemon would hardly win India favour in the context of a new world order. The 

latter was characterised by the global primacy of the United States and was organised 

around open markets, security alliances, multilateral cooperation, and democratic 

community.482 This order was also underpinned by the rise of China, which was 

showing signs of rapidly becoming a major global economy. Given these shifts at the 

global level, the Indian foreign policy establishment worked to rethink “the manner 

[in which India] could come to influence the new international order,”483 and it was 

reasoned that an important way of doing this was, as former Minister of State in 

India’s Ministry of External Affairs Salman Khurshid recounted, to “recreate an 

overarching Asian identity” by looking to the Asia-Pacific.484 

 

As India turned to this region, the latter had come to include some of the world’s 

largest, populous and, in economic and military terms, most powerful states including 

the United States, Japan, China and Australia. These were enmeshed in webs of 

American-led alliances and multilateral institutional arrangements, most of them 

hosted by ASEAN (the Association of Southeast Asian Nations).485 Furthermore, the 

Asia-Pacific was known for surge in its economic growth and carried with it the 

transformative, success stories of the ‘Asian Tigers’. With the end of the Cold War, 

Indian foreign policy elites realised that collaboratively, the region had managed to 
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amass critical economic and strategic weight in the world. Engaging with this region 

had the potential to enhance its status at the global level. Consequently, India 

launched its Look East Policy (LEP) in the early 1990s. While, as the name suggests, 

LEP involved a turn to and prioritisation of the Asia-Pacific in its foreign policy, this 

chapter establishes that the policy reflected an effort to rebuild this region as a 

geographic space that would include India. By examining the discourses and practices 

that underpinned LEP, this chapter identifies that three stages of region-building were 

at work through its implementation: territorial shaping through an emphasis on 

India’s geographical presence in the Asia-Pacific region through time; symbolic 

shaping through a constant emphasis on its agreement and execution of the key 

economic ideas that came to define and symbolise the region; and, institutional 

shaping by investing diplomatic resources to work its way through the hierarchy of 

ASEAN-centred institutions in the region. Having undertaken these efforts over two 

decades, India was, to a large extent, recognised as a member of the Asia-Pacific and 

this boded well for its status. This, however, was not entirely seamless and the project 

was constantly contested and constrained.   

 

This chapter proceeds in four sections. Section one expands on the strategic backdrop 

that marked India’s exclusion from the Asia-Pacific region in the context of the Cold 

War. It traces in particular, India’s decisions to anchor itself in South Asia during this 

period, and, to build it as a region in which it would be seen as the preponderant 

power. It establishes that while this initially worked to enhance its status, by the 80s, 

it began to prove otherwise. Section two discusses India’s turn to the Asia-Pacific 

towards the end of the Cold War and the roll out of its project to rebuild this region 

through LEP. Section three reviews the development of its LEP over two decades 

and elaborates on the successful yet contested nature of India’s membership in the 
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region. The final section ties these sections together by reflecting on the region-global 

links that underpinned its Asia-Pacific project over this period. It further discusses 

that the term ‘Asia-Pacific’ is being replaced by that of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ at the time 

of writing. While the latter also has its origins outside India, much unlike it, Indian 

membership within it has been welcomed and considered vital to it. It suggests that 

this in itself is a reflection of the long-term success of the Asia-Pacific project that it 

pursued as part of its strategy to navigate a post-Cold War world.  

 

5.2 From South Asia to the Asia-Pacific: Origins of the Shift  

 

As established in Chapters 3 and 4, with the onset of the post-war order in 1945, one 

of the ways with which India mapped its route to higher status, was through its role 

as a global peacemaker, spatialising its region an Asian ‘area of peace’ where foreign 

intervention and great power politics would be actively resisted. As this project was 

challenged by its foreign policy setbacks of late 60s, it reassessed its role from that of 

a peacemaker, to one of a security-seeker.486 This change of strategy urged a re-

interpretation of the dynamics of the Cold War in the 60s in terms of their direct 

security impact on India and its immediate periphery.487 Its periphery was framed as 

‘South Asia’ and this set into motion a region-building project that involved 

constructing a geographic space, centred on Indian preponderance. This project was 

predominantly associated with the Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, and it was 

under her leadership that India became known to have its own version of the Monroe 

doctrine, known as the ‘Indira doctrine’ that opposed the presence of external powers 
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in the Indian Ocean or South Asia, as this would be considered inimical to its national 

interests.488  

 

India’s 1971 War with Pakistan that resulted in the formation of the independent state 

of Bangladesh, was an early demonstration of the status enabling potential of its South 

Asia project. Prior to the War, India had signed a Treaty of Peace, Friendship and 

Cooperation with the Soviet Union. Concerned how this would be perceived in the 

United States, India decided to pursue the Treaty once it was certain that the former 

would be unable to help India should China intervene in the War.489 Having met its 

objectives met through a short war and displaying clear signs of military restraint, 

India emerged victorious with its status enhanced. At the end of the war, a 

memorandum was prepared by the Central Intelligence Agency in Washington, 

recognising India as the “dominant power in South Asia.”490 The report even made 

reference to its Treaty with the Soviet Union and stated that “no longer faced by a 

strong and hostile Pakistani military machine [India] would feel less beholden to the 

Soviets than today, less amenable to Soviet requests which offend its sense of dignity 

or sovereignty.”491 In this way, despite the Treaty, India was not perceived as a Soviet 

satellite, and the United States sought to improve bilateral relations at the aftermath 

of the 1971 war.492 Writing to Indira Gandhi after the war, President Nixon noted 

that the United States “recognise[s] that India is a major Asian power and that…[n]o 
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act has been taken with a desire to damage the relationship between [the] two great 

countries.”493 The President had in fact, intended for this be released to the press.494  

 

In the aftermath of the war, elite discourses helped legitimise India’s position as a 

regional hegemon. In her article in Foreign Affairs in 1972 for instance, Indira Gandhi 

elaborated that though India had no part in the internal and external developments 

of East or West Pakistan, Bangladesh belonged to its subcontinent and this was 

something India could not ignore.495 She emphasised that the “subcontinent” was of 

India’s “special concern” and had “significance beyond geographical frontiers.”496 

Furthermore, she stated that India’s policies vis-à-vis “some major powers”, were 

“intimately connected with their attitudes to the subcontinent as a whole.”497 By 

framing Indian foreign policy priorities through the lens of the subcontinent, 

discourses such as these contributed to producing the reality that South Asia could 

not escape Indian preponderance. The region was delimited on Indian terms (Gandhi 

used the term “geographic frontiers”) and its extra-regional engagement would not 

be isolated from it. In line with these discourses, India undertook a range of policies 

post-1971 that established itself as the only legitimate state to intervene in the 

region.498 This included its absorption of the protectorate of Sikkim in 1975, 

conducting a military exercise code-named Operation Brasstacks in the 1980s,499 
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carrying out military interventions in Sri Lanka (1987–90) and the Maldives (1988) 

and its economic blockade of Nepal (1989–90). Over this period, India came to be 

recognised as “a regional superpower” that was rapidly “emerging” as “a global 

military power.”500  

 

At the same time however, the ability of its South Asia project to enable its status at 

the global level were also limited. Pakistan’s procurement of arms from the United 

States and China and subsequent acquisition of nuclear weapons presented a strong 

challenge to India as the region’s central power with unfettered influence. Similarly, 

as discussed above, its involvement in the Sri Lankan civil war, dragged it into a long 

and costly war with the militant Liberation of Tamil Tigers Elam (LTTE). These 

failures called into question India’s larger strategy of ‘building’ an Indo-centric South 

Asia, by “fencing off” the region from outsiders.501 Furthermore, the establishment 

of SAARC (South Asian Association of Regional Cooperation) in 1985 as a forum to 

promote economic and regional integration in South Asia was unable to survive the 

enduring rivalry between India and Pakistan, and remained unsuccessful in its 

aspiration of creating the conditions for a diplomatic climate within which the conflict 

between the two could be ameliorated.502 As scholars have attributed the “Indo-

centricity”503 or the “geographical structure”504 for the failure of regionalisation of 
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South Asia, it  can also be argued that the region-building project of generating an Indo-

centric region that did not entirely work.  

 

This project was also quite directly undermined in light of the power-political reality 

of its rising, north-eastern neighbour. Alongside the overtures made by both India 

and China to forge diplomatic relations since the late 70’s and 80s,505 strategic 

partnerships between China and many of India’s neighbours began emerging.506 In 

November 1985 for instance, a 3000-ton guided missile destroyer and Chinese ship 

headed by a commander of China’s Eastern Fleet, called at Colombo for a friendly 

visit. This came only a week after ships had visited Karachi.507 Furthermore, an arms’ 

deal of $20 million was struck between Nepal and China’s North China Industrial 

Cooperation.508 In the late 80s, high-profile visits were made by Chinese Premier Li 

Peng to Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bangladesh and Pakistan, assuring them of China’s support 

in safeguarding their independence and sovereignty and developing their 

economies.509 For Indian elites, China’s rise and growing relations with its neighbours 

was indeed a concern to both its security and status.510 As former Indian Prime 
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Minister Narasimha Rao had once recounted, while joint Sino-Indian projects would 

benefit South Asian prosperity, it would enhance the growth of Chinese influence in 

South Asia, much to India’s detriment.511 Indeed, India perceived China’s rise not 

only as security threat, but one that directly undermined its South Asian hegemony. 

 

The challenges to India’s status-seeking project came not just from China’s rise in 

South Asia, but also in the world. Since the late 70s, China began pursuing an 

aggressive foreign direct investment strategy overseas, in tune with its national 

strategic interests.512 The increase of wealth in Chinese state coffers in the 80s was 

also accompanied by an intensive build-up in its naval modernisation.513 While 

concerns of China’s rise were expressed globally, it seemed that world had come 

around to acknowledge – if not fully accept – the increase in China’s material wealth 

and status. By 1989, China was a member of several elite global clubs and groupings. 

It was a permanent member of the United Nations Security Council, the opening up 

of its economy gained it observer status within the General Agreement on Tariffs and 

Trade (GATT) and despite the Tiananmen Square incident of 1989, the United States 

was working towards ‘renormalising’ its relations with the People’s Republic and 

relaxing or lifting the sanctions imposed on it.514  While China seemed to be having 

its global moment, India was simply not in that league. Indian foreign policy elites 
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became aware of how remarkably low India’s social position seemed at the end of the 

Cold War, especially when compared to China. As a former diplomat Prabhakar 

Menon recounted, China was seen as the “hefty bodybuilder that has markedly 

stripped his Asian counterpart’s (India’s) comparatively harum-scarum 

appearance…”515  

 

With the end of the Cold War, shifts in the global strategic landscape engineered a 

rethink in its strategy to navigate a new world order. With the collapse of the Soviet 

Union, India had lost its crucial anchor of its foreign policy expressed in the Indo-

Soviet Treaty of Peace, Friendship and Alliance Cooperation. India found itself in a 

global order centred around the United States.516 Indeed, its relations with the sole 

superpower were certainly nothing to write home about. Until 1991, Indian affairs fell 

under the Near East and South Asian bureau of the State Department, that resisted 

having a separate bureau for the latter. As a result, relations with India were handled 

by an assistant secretary four levels removed from the Secretary of State.517 This was 

replicated in the House of Representatives which lumped South Asia with the ‘Near 

East’ where it was overshadowed by Arab-Israeli affairs or with ‘Asia and the Pacific’ 

where the Vietnam War and relations with China and Japan were prioritised.518 

Furthermore, in the eyes of the United States, India’s regional aspirations needed to 

be curtailed. Its Defence Planning Guide that was leaked to the New York Times in 

March 1992, revealed that the United States had a long-term goal of curbing India’s 
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‘hegemonic aspirations’ in South Asia.519 In many ways therefore, India’s strategy of 

establishing the South Asian region proved to win it less favour with the surviving 

global superpower by the end of the Cold War.  

 

With these shifts at the global level, it had started to become apparent to foreign 

policy elites that India had missed several opportunities to partake in the regionalising 

trends of the mid 80s and 90s.  The (new) regionalism of this period was not centred 

on protectionist trading schemes or security cooperation. Instead, it boasted of a 

multidimensional and pluralistic nature with varied institutional designs, in which 

business and civil society actors played an active role.520 Though this was not entirely 

overlooked with the formation of SAARC in 1985, Indian foreign policy elites 

believed that the institution struggled through the “fetters of its past” and it simply 

could not escape the shadow of the Indo-Pak relationship.521 For them, SAARC 

“resembled a multi-coloured kite that could lift itself only a few inches above the 

ground because its fabric had holes in it.”522 Despite its establishment therefore, it did 

not capture the dynamism and opportunities that underpinned regionalism of the late 

Cold War period. In a world beyond SAARC, there had been the growth of region-

to-region relations or ‘interregionalism’ that that came to exist in this period which 

took the form of North-South and East-West relationships.523 Moreover, this form 
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of  ‘open regionalism’ was seen as a means to contribute to the process of global 

liberalisation and multilateralism rather than detracting from it.524 Exclusion from 

these regionalising moments therefore, in many ways also meant isolation from the 

global. Indian elites came to the realisation that as “[r]egional combinations 

had…proliferated around the world…India could not afford to remain isolated.”525 

With this in mind, Indian leaders were aware of the need to construct a new geography 

and carve out a new regional home for India in a post-Cold War world. India looked 

to the ‘Asia-Pacific’.  

 

While the term Asia-Pacific has a long and unique history, during the course of the 

Cold War, there were two key representations that had dominantly come to define this 

regional space: military-strategic and economic.526 The role of the United States was 

critical in establishing the shaping the former representation of the Asia-Pacific. It had 

its origins in the establishment of its ‘San-Francisco System’, which was designed as a 

post-war framework covering the region of Japan and its former colonies, to curb the 

possible re-emergence of Japanese militarism and offer reassurance to neighbouring 

countries against it in the form of security alliances with the United States.527 As the 

post-war order rapidly descended into one shaped by the Cold War, strategic interests 

of the United States shifted from one keeping Japan in check to the threat posed from 

the Chinese-Soviet alliance and the communist movements they inspired and possibly 
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sponsored in that part of the world.528 It therefore sought to legitimise its interest in 

this region by framing this space as not  just ‘Asia’ but the ‘Asia-Pacific,' a geographic 

group which it was itself a part. 529 This region-building project was given further 

impetus with the Sino-Soviet ‘split’ by the mid-to late 60s, in the course of which, 

President Lyndon Johnson made a 17 day trip to what was framed as the “Asian-Pacific 

Area”530 and the State Department’s “Bureau of Far Eastern Affairs” was renamed 

“East Asia and Pacific Affairs” not long after.531 As the United States and China signed 

the Shanghai communiqué in 1972, signalling normalisation, both countries viewed 

each other as uneasy partners, seeking to retard the military-strategic aims of the Soviet 

Union within the ‘Asia-Pacific region’.532  Consequently, the region came to be 

understood as the space that stretched from the United States military bases in the 

Pacific, to include its allies in Southeast and Northeast Asia, extending up to Australia 

and New Zealand.533 

 

The economic representations of the Asia-Pacific on the other hand were, to a large 

extent, the result of region-building strategies of Japan. The Asia-Pacific had become 

a geographic frame of reference for Japanese and Australian intellectuals, who sought 

to foster a new economic dialogue between the nations of Asia and those of the Pacific 

in a post-war world.534 As Japan grew to become the third largest national economy in 
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the world after the United States and the Soviet Union in the 1960s, a conversation 

around Pacific integration gained momentum the country, initially taking the form of 

a Free Trade Area proposal. Miki Taeko, who was the Foreign Minister at the time, 

took up the idea as his main foreign political platform and made use of the expression 

of the ‘Asia Pacific age’.535 Miki believed that Pacific integration would be a solution 

to the ‘North-South divide’ in Asia. In this context, Japan's role was conceived as that 

of a bridge between Asia and the Pacific based on the idea that it was necessary for the 

'haves' of the Pacific to give assistance to the 'have nots' of Asia.536 It was unsurprising 

therefore, that Miki's initiative was helpful in backing regionalising trends benefitting 

Japanese and Australian businesses, such as the Pacific Basin Economic Council 

(PEBC), which subsequently opened the participation of businesses from other Asian 

states.537 This evolved into policies of regional integration that involved tying Pacific 

advanced countries such as Australia, Canada, New Zealand and the United States, to 

Japan and other Pacific Asian countries into mutually beneficial economic 

relationships so that a feeling of community would develop as they caught up with the 

advanced countries.538  

 

By the late 70s, words and phrases like the ‘Pacific region’, ‘Pacific basin’ and ‘Pacific 

Community’ were frequently used at regional conferences.539 In 1977, the then Prime 

Minister of Japan Takeo Fukuda announced the ‘Fukuda Doctrine’ in the Philippines, 

after a very successful tour of Southeast Asia. He announced that Japan would 

officially become an ‘equal partner’ of Southeast Asian nations and walk hand-in-hand 
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with ASEAN.540 ASEAN provided institutional capital to the Asia-Pacific region. 

Established in 1967 out of a common fear of indigenous communist insurgencies, it 

had proven its ability as an institution to provide political solutions to regional 

problems such as the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia. It had been able to 

demonstrate its own way – ‘the ASEAN way’ of resolving disputes following a code 

of conduct for inter-state behaviour as well as a decision-making process based on 

consultations and consensus.541 This framework of regional cooperation was promoted 

by it as the organising framework of multilateralism institution-building at the wider 

level of the Asia-Pacific.542  

 

With the economic growth of ASEAN countries in the late 70s in conjunction with 

the advent of NICs (Newly Industrialised Countries) or the ‘Asian Tigers’, comprising 

of Hong Kong, Singapore, South Korea and Taiwan it became possible to imagine the 

differences between ‘Asia’ and the ‘Pacific’, decrease.543 At the same time, there was 

also a campaign in the United States by economists and other influential persons 

connected with Pacific matters.544 Much was made of the fact that during the 1970’s, 

American trade with Pacific countries had far surpassed its trade with Western Europe, 

in order to ignite American interest in Pacific affairs.545 Lastly, despite being originally 

left out of this region, even China post-1978 (with Deng Xiaoping’s economic 

‘reforms’) began to be accepted as part of this economically dynamic regional space. 
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By the 1980s, the term ‘Asia-Pacific’ was no longer unfamiliar in both the policy and 

academic discourses on international regionalism. The region was intact with insiders 

and outsiders. The insiders were the countries that “sought export-led capitalist 

development” and the outsiders were those that chose to follow the economic policies 

of ‘self-reliance’ or ‘socialist development’ (Burma, North Korea and even India).546 

The formation of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) Forum in 1989 

would be a key expression for what came to be understood as the Asia-Pacific.   

 

Consistent in these formulations of the Asia-Pacific, was India’s absence from this 

regional space. On the military-strategic side, those who became to be members of 

the Asia-Pacific, were indeed involved in the bloc politics of the Cold War. India, that 

had chosen to stay out of these systems, was therefore not seen as part of the strategic 

mapping of the Asia-Pacific region.547 On one hand, its exclusion from the Asia-

Pacific can be seen as reflective of the success of its own ‘South Asian’ region-building 

project in the 70s and 80s, that firmly located it in the centre of that regional space. 

Furthermore, India’s choices of economic self-reliance and anti-imperialism, 

prevented it from embracing the market-orientedness that came to characterise 

membership in Asia-Pacific since the 70s and 80s.548 Given the domestic and 

international shocks of 1991 however, India was provided with several incentives to 

turn to this region. Moreover, as the Asia-Pacific became a model for open 

regionalism and given its loose geographic delimitations, India was provided with the 
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opportunity to seek and claim membership within this space. A key incentive for 

doing so was status. As former diplomat Prabhakar Menon stated: “India’s quest to 

enlarge its self-protective salutary options into Southeast and East Asia was an 

expression of the two basic instincts governing relations among nations: self-

preservation and self-promotion”.549 While recent status scholarship makes the 

important point of “disentangling security-seeking and status-seeking behaviour”550, 

elite accounts during this period suggest that India’s status-seeking strategy fell 

alongside its pursuit of political and economic security.551  

 

5.3 Rethinking the Region vis-à-vis the Global: Asia-Pacific as a Status Ticket 

 

Under the leadership of P.V Narasimha Rao, India turned to the Asia-Pacific through 

its ‘Look East Policy’ (LEP). Indian diplomats have defined the policy in several ways. 

Some stress its economic dimensions. India’s 1991 financial crisis necessitated 

significant reforms to stabilise the Indian economy. Since then, the economic 

dimensions of India’s external relations were given a greater thrust. In line with LEP, 

New Delhi looked to the countries of the ‘Asia-Pacific’ that recorded staggering 

economic growth rates and offered investment opportunities for India to capitalise 

on.552 “The [Asia-Pacific] region” as former diplomat Amar Nath Ram recorded in 

his memoirs, “had emerged as one of the fastest growing group of countries in the 
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world.”553 As the LEP was driven “first place by economic considerations,” former 

diplomat Rajiv Sikri noted that, “India was was now keen on plugging into the 

dynamic ASEAN region that was rapidly evolving into a critical mass of global 

economic strength.”554 

 

In addition to the economic dimensions, Indian foreign policy elites had also noted 

that, that it had become an “[area] of influence in politico-strategic terms.”555 As India 

launched its LEP, the Asia-Pacific had included some of the world’s most powerful 

nations such as the United States, Japan and China to name a few. These were 

enmeshed in webs of American-led alliances and multilateral institutional 

arrangements, most of them hosted by ASEAN.556 Furthermore, the region had 

developed a unique ordering mechanism of major power presence that involved the 

superpower predominance of the United States and China as a regional great power 

tier below the United States.557 Closer links to the region therefore offered India the 

opportunity to reframe its own relations with the major powers by resetting its 

relationship with the United States on one hand, and responding to China’s rise on 

the other. The importance of the latter was emphasised by former Ambassador and 

Secretary of India’s Ministry of External Affairs Preet Malik, who reflected that when 

devising LEP, “the most important issue was the China factor and what would be a 
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good way to bring a greater sophistication to dealing with China by giving the 

approach not only a bilateral content but move the relationship into a greater regional 

context that would involve a closer relationship not only with the ASEAN countries 

but also the Far East.”558   

 

While diplomatic accounts reflect the key drivers of India’s LEP, a dominant notion 

that underpinned them was that of status. In perceiving the region as “critical mass 

of global economic strength” or “[area] of influence in politico-strategic terms”559 

foreign policy elites had come to the realisation that the developing countries 

belonging to the Asia-Pacific region had been able to transform themselves and speak 

from a position of economic and strategic strength in a changing world order. From 

New Delhi’s perspective therefore, the region had become a high-status club that 

Indian foreign policy found value in becoming a part of to enhance its own status. As 

the former Indian Finance Minister Manmohan Singh noted, “the economic policies 

of India take into account the dynamism of this region, which shall soon be the tiger 

economy of the world. We want to participate in this process.”560 In order to launch LEP, 

ASEAN was seen as a critical starting point. From a strategic perspective, the post-

Cold War environment had obliterated a range of factors that pulled India and 

ASEAN apart. On the Indian side, this involved the perception of ASEAN as a de-

facto mechanism to serve American interests in Southeast Asia. ASEAN on the other 

hand, was concerned by the growth in India’s material capability in the 80s and the 
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possibilities of India projecting it in Southeast Asia.561 As the strategic distrust on both 

sides had sufficiently reduced in the 1990s, a space was created for India to reframe 

its relations with ASEAN, by leveraging on certain factors that would help establish 

a sense of collective identity with the members states of the institution. These 

included notions of a deep and shared past with the countries in the grouping. This 

not only included the pre-colonial ties that fed into Asia project of the Nehru years 

(Chapter 3, section 3.3) but also included evidence of the decades of political and 

diplomatic activism during that period (Chapter 3, section 3.3). Second, a shared post-

colonial experience of social and economic development. Both these notions of 

commonality and collectiveness featured into bridging its ties with ASEAN.  

 

In the year 1992-3, the Indian Ministry of External Affairs reported its “special policy 

thrust to its relations with ASEAN” and it was marked with a range of bilateral visits 

and exchanges between India and Southeast Asia.562 ASEAN’s positive response to 

India’s overtures created steady ground for the launch of India’s Asia-Pacific project. 

At the same time however, the project itself, would be a difficult one to manoeuvre. 

Much unlike India’s Asia project of the early Cold War years or the South Asia project 

that followed it, India was not a key or founding region-builder. Instead, it had to ‘woo’ 

the region as an outsider, but at the same time leverage on notions of commonality 

and a shared past to indicate that has always been an insider to the region through 

time. In a promising attempt to navigate these contradictions, Prime Minister 

Narasimha Rao spoke at the Institute of South Asian Studies in Singapore in 1994 to 
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make a case for India’s renewed relationship with the Asia-Pacific in a post-Cold War 

world. 

 

In his lecture, ‘India and the Asia-Pacific: Forging a New Relationship’, Rao echoed 

the view of the Indian foreign policy establishment in reflecting on the status that the 

region had achieved at the global level. Noting how the region’s progress enabled its 

developing members particularly ASEAN countries to transcend the material and 

status hierarchies underpinning global order, he stated, “the creation of wealth in this 

region, particularly in those countries which were eclipsed for two to three centuries 

by colonial rule is, an example for mankind everywhere.”563 Their success and 

progress made the developed world to recognise that “a partnership with Asia is not 

only desirable but inevitable”564 and that they could now “speak from a position of 

strength at the same table with the United States, Russia, China and Japan.”565 This, 

he asserted, was an advantage that should not be bartered unless developing countries 

were given full assurance of being treated as “equal partners with equal say in the 

eventual codification of international laws and regulations that [would] govern 

international political, economic and social activity in the next century.”566  

 

Having set up the status position of the Asia-Pacific, Rao’s speech made a case for 

India’s membership within it. History became an important tool for this purpose as 

it enabled him frame India’s links to the region across space and time. While he noted 

India was an outsider to the Asia-Pacific, that observed the region “objectively”, he 

made reference to India’s civilizational links to the nations of East and Southeast Asia. 
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Ample evidence of this resided in “the temples of Java, Indochina and Thailand, in 

the manifestations of the great religions of Buddhism and Hinduism that spread 

across [the] vast continent, and more aptly today, in the physical origin of ASEAN 

and other countries of the Asia-Pacific region,” he emphasised.567 In this way, Rao’s 

speech subtly shifted India from being a geographic outsider to an insider of the Asia-

Pacific. Further strengthening the historical basis of India’s links to the region, Rao 

spoke of India’s Asia project of the Nehru years in the context of Asian ‘regionalist 

moments’ such as the Asian Relations Conference of 1947 and the Bandung Moment 

of 1955. Drawing on these images, he indicated that while India may well be outside 

the Asia-Pacific, the man who had the “intuition of the Asia-Pacific”, was the first 

Indian Prime Minister.568 Reflecting on the present, he emphasised that membership 

in the Asia-Pacific was determined less by “geographic criteria” and more on the basis 

of “political and economic imperatives.”569 This was in reference to India’s potential 

eligibility for regional membership, which was related to India’s contemporary 

position and choices. 

 

Rao highlighted how India had “already taken steps to liberalise its currency regime, 

open the economy to more imports and investment and educate its people on the 

benefits of exposure to the outside world.”570 Its naval modernisation, he maintained, 

was to be seen as a natural consequence of the “magnitude of its territory” and not 

in any way associated with  “alleged expansionist designs.”571 While India would adapt 

itself to fit the contemporary dynamics of the Asia-Pacific, he also specified the limits 

of the extent it would do so: “India has a self-respecting GDP and technological base 
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which is the envy of many countries. But as the second most populous country in the 

world, India’s special problems need to be noted carefully, before prescriptions of 

unsuitable models of development are accepted without adequate forethought.”572 In 

this way he seemed to suggest that though India would enter the Asia-Pacific as junior 

partner, it would do so on the basis of its uniqueness, independence and with a great 

deal of status already intact.  

 

As the name suggested, LEP quite literally meant a turn to the Asia-Pacific, but Rao’s 

speech was an illustration of how the policy involved an effort to rebuild the region 

in a way that it would include India. His speech was a discursive illustration of some 

of the key phases of region-building at work: territorial shaping by making reference 

to India’s geographical presence in the Asia-Pacific region through time; symbolic 

shaping by associating India with the key economic ideas that came to define and 

symbolise the region by referring to its economic reforms; and, institutional shaping 

by recognising ASEAN’s vital role in informing the region’s institutional architecture. 

In an early victory for LEP, in the year 1995, India achieved full dialogue status with 

ASEAN.573   

5.4. India’s Asia-Pacific Project: Progress and Constraints  

 

As a full dialogue partner of ASEAN, India was eligible to participate in a wider range 

of sectors, including infrastructure, civil aviation, and computer software, as well as 
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in the ASEAN Post-Ministerial Meetings.574 By building its relations with ASEAN, 

the Indian diplomatic effort demonstrated a range of practices that worked to 

strengthen the institutional dimensions of its region-building project. Over the years, 

ASEAN had set up a complex regional institutional architecture that differed in their 

own levels of exclusivity and status. In the first decade of the LEP, the ASEAN 

Regional Forum (ARF), was regarded as exceptionally prime as it was the first 

inclusive security arrangement of the Asia-Pacific.575 The ARF engaged great powers 

such as China, Japan, Russia, the United States into regional security dialogue. It, in 

effect, institutionalised a multilateral security dialogue in the Asia-Pacific, despite 

America’s preference for bilateral structures and China’s suspicion of 

multilateralism.576 As pointed out by Singapore’s foreign minister S. Jayakumar in 

1998, the ARF was established as “a means of encouraging the evolution of a more 

predictable and constructive patterns of relations between major powers with 

interests in the region.”577 

 

For Indian elites, the ARF was  indeed “unique” given its exclusive membership: “it 

had all the nuclear powers represented in it,” former Indian Foreign Secretary Sudhir 

Devare noted.578 Moreover, in being able to get China to dilute to some degree its 

levels of assertiveness with regards to its territorial claims to islands in the South 
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China Sea,579 the ARF had proven to be a successful forum to manage its rise and 

“turning it more and more from a bogeyman to an admired hopefully benevolent, 

elder.”580 Joining the ARF had the potential to provide India with a voice in the 

region’s domain of high politics and “share its opinions on Asia-Pacific strategic 

issues,” former diplomat Suryakanthi Tripathi recounted.581 Furthermore, Devare 

stated that it  provided India with “a valuable chance to act and project itself on a 

wider Asia-Pacific scene. Diplomatically, India was thus seeking to break out of the 

limited South Asian confines where it had remained most of the time.”582 Most 

importantly however, the possibility of membership in high-status security grouping 

was seen as providing opportunities to seek status or a “a vehicle to strengthen 

[India’s] own credibility.”583 But India’s entry into the ARF was initially stalled. Devare 

noted two reservations of some ASEAN members had against India’s entry into the 

ARF: “First, they felt that geographically India was outside the Asia-Pacific region. 

Second, they feared that inclusion of India would bring in contentious issues of South 

Asia within the ambit of this body and dilute its primary objectives. It was a 

challenging diplomatic task to overcome these apprehensions. For nearly six months 

the process of negotiations continued in which I remained fully engaged.”584 In these 

circumstances, Singapore came to India’s aid and played a major role in lobbying for 
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its membership in the ARF and convinced reluctant ASEAN members of the benefits 

of Indian participation.585 The latter was made a member of the ARF in 1996.  

 

While Indian membership in the ARF marked a great leap forward, not only in its 

relevance to the security architecture of the Asia-Pacific,586 constraints to India’s 

integration in this region continued to persist. In 1997, India was denied membership 

in the region’s premier economic institution APEC. This was significant because in 

the same meeting that India was denied membership, Russia, Vietnam and Peru were 

accepted.587  Despite this setback, India engineered several sub-regional initiatives 

within as part of its Asia-Pacific project. In 1997, it became a founding member of 

BIMSTEC (The Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic 

Cooperation), which brought together the countries around the Bay of Bengal, namely 

Sri Lanka, India, Nepal, Bhutan, Bangladesh, Myanmar, and Thailand. Through this, it 

was able to demonstrate its ability to build and strengthen connectivity between South 

and Southeast Asia.588 Similarly, it participated in the formation of Mekong–Ganga 

Cooperation (MGC), a sub-regional organisation with the aim of building cooperation 

in the fields of education, culture, tourism, and transport and communications. 

Through these practices, the Indian foreign policy establishment hoped to strengthen 

and reshape India’s links to the Asia-Pacific. As former secretary (east) of the Indian 

Ministry of External Affairs, Ambassador Sikri noted, “the MGC provided a valuable 

 
585 David Brewster, India as an Asia Pacific Power (Abingdon: Routledge, 2012), 107. For a 

diplomat’s account on Singapore’s role in lobbying India’s membership in the ARF, see Malik, 

‘India’s Look East Policy: Genisis’, 36. 
586 Yong and Mun, ‘The Evolution of India–ASEAN Relations’, 27. 
587 G.V.C Naidu, ‘India and APEC’, IDSA, 1998, https://www.idsa-india.org/an-mar-2.html. 
588 Faizal Yahya, ‘BIMSTEC and Emerging Patterns of Asian Regional and Interregional 

Cooperation’, Australian Journal of Political Science 40, no. 3 (2005): 391–410. 



 174 

framework that India could use to come closer to the CLMV countries of ASEAN 

that are geographically and culturally the closest to India”.589  

 

Two years after joining the ARF, India risked upending its Asia-Pacific project when 

it conducted nuclear tests in Pokhran in May 1998. In a letter to President Clinton, the 

then Indian Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee explained India’s tests in the light of 

the atmosphere of distrust given the growing ties of its two adversaries – China and 

Pakistan. While the initial response to the tests were negative and United States had 

initially imposed sanctions on India, eventually they served to gain India greater 

attention from the major powers.590 On the one hand the tests enhanced India’s 

security, on the other, it also helped “endow it with the symbols of power that 

convinced Washington that New Delhi would be a reliable partner for hedging against 

a rising China.”591  

 

Ultimately, the 1998 tests did not terminate its Asia-Pacific project. While most 

ASEAN nations disapproved of India’s nuclear tests, as an organisation, ASEAN’s 

response was relatively mild.592 Soon after the tests, India participated in the 31st 

ASEAN Ministerial Meeting (AMM) in Manila on July 24-25, 1998, where two views 

on the tests emerged: one that wanted to impose sanctions on India (Japan, Australia, 

Canada and New Zealand) and those who wanted a more benign attitude (Singapore, 

Vietnam, Malaysia and Indonesia). Through the text of the joint communique of the 

summit however, it was obvious that the latter school prevailed. It read, “[t]he Foreign 
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Ministers deplored the series of nuclear tests conducted recently in South Asia that 

exacerbated tension in the region and raised the spectre of a nuclear arms race. They 

called on all countries which have not done so to adhere to the Nuclear Non-

Proliferation Treaty (NPT) and the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (CTBT) in 

recognition of the overwhelming interest to establish a nuclear free world. In this 

connection, the Foreign Ministers strongly urged the nuclear-weapon states to take 

concrete and timely measures towards the total elimination of nuclear weapons in 

compliance with the provisions of the NPT.”593 The AMM therefore, only provided a 

mild condemnation of the tests and in effect, shielded India from sanctions.594 This 

response indicated that India’s membership could not be denied and an acceptance of 

its possession of strong material capability. As Devare later recounted, “realistically 

speaking, the nuclear tests raised India’s standing in the Asia-Pacific as a credible 

power with a capacity to contribute meaningfully to the stability of the region.”595 India 

now pursued its Look East Policy as an emerging power.596  

 

While the first decade of India’s LEP focused more on ASEAN, with the coming of 

the 21st century, “the geographical scope of the ‘East’ was extended to cover other 

countries in East Asia and the Pacific”597 and the Indian Ocean was viewed as a 
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“geography of opportunity for India.”598 This marked a shift in the discourses 

surrounding India’s Asia-Pacific project. From making a case for its membership in 

the Asia-Pacific region in the 1990s, India referred to this region in possessive terms 

and defined it as its ‘extended neighbourhood’. Though the term was first officially 

used by in 1997, it was pushed in the 2000s.599 The Indian foreign policy establishment 

publicly boasted of the expanse of this ‘neighbourhood’ echoing the territorial shaping 

discourses that had surrounded the Asia project of the Nehru years. In 2003, the 

former External Affairs Minister Yashwant Sinha remarked, “if you look at the 

geography of this continent, you will find, India is at the heart of it. Not merely must 

we be geographically in the centre of things, but in our engagement also, we must be 

in the centre of things. Because India has this advantage geographically and otherwise, 

to become the lynchpin in engagement of various countries. Therefore, in recent years, 

India has put emphasis on, if I could borrow this expression of ‘rediscovering Asia’.”600 

Indian leaders expressed this growing conception of its region as part of its rising status 

at the global level. As former Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee explained, “as we 

grow in international stature, our defence strategies should naturally reflect our 

political, economic and security concerns, extending well beyond the geographical 

confines of South Asia. Our security environment ranges from the Persian Gulf to the 

Straits of Malacca across the Indian Ocean, including Central Asia and Afghanistan in 

 
598 David Scott, ‘The Indian Ocean as India’s Ocean’, in The Oxford Handbook of Indian Foreign 

Policy, ed. David M Malone, Raja C. Mohan, and Srinath Raghavan (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2015), 467. 
599 Scott, 467. 
600 Yashwant Sinha, ‘Remarks on Occasion of Release of Book “Rediscovering Asia, Evolution of 

India’s Look East Policy” by Prakash Nanda’, Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 

2003, https://www.mea.gov.in/Speeches-

Statements.htm?dtl/5538/remarks+by+shri+yashwant+sinha+external+affairs+minister+on+occasi

on+of+release+of+book+rediscovering+asia+evolution+of+indias+look+east+policy+by+prakash

+nanda, accessed 7 August 2020. 
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the North-West, China in the North-East and South East Asia. Our strategic thinking 

also has to extend to these horizons.”601  

 

This expanding vision of its region was institutionalised through India’s participation 

and membership in the East Asia Summit.602 In what became a core club of ASEAN-

centred institutions, the EAS was designed as a forum for heads of states and 

governments to debate and respond to security issues.603 While on one hand, Indian 

leaders framed the support given to India’s membership in the EAS as a “testament to 

[its] rising stature,” accounts by former diplomats suggest that this was not entirely 

seamless. Like the attempts to seek membership in the ARF in the 1990s, India’s 

admission into the EAS was neither obvious nor guaranteed. Former diplomat Rajiv 

Sikri notes, “while some countries were very supportive, others wanted a future East 

Asia community [to] be confined to the APT (ASEAN Plus Three – namely China, 

Japan and Korea).”604 “My colleagues and I in the Ministry of External Affairs, together 

with our missions abroad…put in sustained hard work with all the countries involved 

to underscore India’s credentials in this regard,” Sikri stated. “These efforts paid 

off…the ASEAN foreign ministers eventually reached a consensus at their Cebu 

meeting to invite India to the first EAS.”605 

 

 
601 Atal Bihari Vajpayee, ‘Shrug off the Cold War, This Is a New World’, Ministry of External 

Affairs, 2003. https://www.mea.gov.in/articles-in-indian-

media.htm?dtl/13051/Shrug+off+the+Cold+War+this+is+a+new+world 
602 Indian Ministry of External Affairs, ‘India at the East Asia Summit’, 2018, 

http://mea.gov.in/aseanindia/about-eas.htm, accessed 7 August 2020. 
603 Frédéric Grare, India Turns East: International Engagement and US-China Rivalry, India Turns 

East: International Engagement and US-China Rivalry, 2017, 188.  
604 Sikri, ‘A Personal Perspective on India’s Look East Policy’, 167. Sikri was Secretary (East) in 

India’s Ministry of External Affairs (MEA), handling East Asia, ASEAN, Pacific region, Arab 

world, Israel, Iran, and Central Asia (2004-06). 
605 Sikri, 167. Sikri was Secretary (East) in India’s Ministry of External Affairs (MEA), handling 

East Asia, ASEAN, Pacific region, Arab world, Israel, Iran, and Central Asia (2004-06). 
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For Indian foreign policy establishment, membership in the EAS was indeed a 

diplomatic victory. It had, according to them, “in a psychological, political and strategic 

sense…bridged the gap between India and East Asia.”606 India began gaining 

recognition as part of this wider region in global foreign policy and think tank circles. 

Writing for Contemporary Southeast Asia in 2008, the then director of the East Asia 

Programme of the Australian think-tank the Lowy Institute, Malcom Cook 

commented that India’s membership in EAS “socialise[s] [it] in the world of Asian 

regionalism” and that the expansion of India’s strategic footprint in the Malacca Straits 

and the Andaman and Nicobar Islands “place it in maritime Southeast Asia”.607 

Furthermore, his report specified that “India's foreign policy is increasingly orienting 

itself towards the United States, ASEAN and Northeast Asia. Mirroring this, India's 

growing global role is deepening interest in the States, ASEAN, Northeast Asia and 

Australasia in engaging India (but not South Asia as a whole)”.608 A year after joining 

the EAS, India was described as “a rising global power that can be a pillar of stability 

in a rapidly changing Asia”, by the Former United States Secretary of State 

Condoleezza Rice.609 To that end, the United States invited Delhi to post a liaison 

officer to its Pacific Command headquarters in Hawaii and regarded India as a “key 

strategic partner” in its the 2006 Quadrennial Defence Review - both privileges that 

had previously been confined to traditional Asia-Pacific allies.610  

 

 
606 Sikri, 168. Sikri was Secretary (East) in India’s Ministry of External Affairs (MEA), handling 
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609 Condoleezza Rice, ‘U.S.-India Civilian Nuclear Cooperation Agreement’, United States 

Department of State, 2005, https://2001-2009.state.gov/secretary/rm/2006/64146.htm, accessed 7 
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As former Indian Foreign Secretary Shyam Saran, noted, India’s efforts during the 

LEP “firmly embedded in the region and [played a] role in shaping its emerging 

economic and security architecture.”611 With over two decades of engaging with and 

securing membership key institutions within the region, India had largely succeeded in 

being recognised as part of the Asia-Pacific and this was directly linked to its rising 

status at the global level. At the same time however, as the review of this period has 

also revealed, the project encountered hurdles and constraints. The above discussion 

highlights several moments where its project was resisted and membership to 

institutions were either denied or required diplomatic negotiations and politicking. 

Furthermore, the project was also undermined by the pace of its activism within it. 

Writing from this perspective, India has been critiqued for its “track record of poor 

defence planning, coordination and a lack of follow-through in developing capabilities 

to meet strategic ambitions,”612 or its “slow pace of the promised economic 

reforms…and India’s tendency to take a defensive approach during trade negotiations, 

[that have been] largely out of step with APEC’s embrace of openness.”613 This 

suggests that though its Asia-Pacific project helped reframe the region to account for 

India’s membership within it, it secured membership of a limited kind which constantly 

subject to review and reconsideration.    

 

5.5. Conclusion 

 
This chapter has studied the Indian region-building project of ‘Asia-Pacific’ that took 

shape in the context of the order transition brought on by the end of the Cold War. 

It has argued that based on its reading of the changing world order, India found value 

 
611 Shyam Saran, How India Sees the World: Kautilya to the 21st Century (New Delhi: Juggernaut 
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612 Brewster, India as an Asia Pacific Power, 160. 
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in reframing its ‘region’ from ‘South Asia’ to the ‘Asia-Pacific’ to its quest for status 

in post-cold war world. Drawing on published diplomatic accounts and speeches of 

Indian foreign policy elites, the chapter has established how, with the end of the Cold 

War, they had come to recognise the growing economic and strategic weight of the 

‘Asia-Pacific’ region in the world. The region had come to include some of the world’s 

most powerful states both militarily and economically. Moreover, from New Delhi’s 

perspective, it had become a space in which the developing countries of the region 

had been able to transform themselves and speak from a position strength in a 

changing world order. Given its strategic and economic outlook during the Cold War, 

India had been excluded from this regional space. With its foreign policy interests 

seen as confined in South Asia from the 60s and desire to stay clear of the bipolar 

politics of the Cold War, it was not factored into strategic considerations that went 

into building this region during this period. Similarly, in economic terms, it lacked the 

capitalist and export-driven outlook of the Asia-Pacific. The end of the Cold War and 

its economic crisis in the 1990s, forced Indian elites to rethink India’s strategies to 

navigate the new world order and they began seeing the strategic, economic and 

status-enabling potential of the Asia-Pacific.  

 

Under the banner of its Look East Policy (LEP), India turned to the Asia-Pacific. 

While this implied a prioritisation of its engagement with this region in its foreign 

policy, the chapter has established that the policy reflected an attempt to re-build the 

Asia-Pacific in a way that it could include India. By examining the discourses and 

practices that underpinned LEP, the chapter identified three stages of region-building 

at work: territorial shaping by making reference to India’s geographical presence in 

the Asia-Pacific region through time; symbolic shaping by associating India with the 

key ideas that came to define and symbolise the region by referring to its economic 
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reforms; and, institutional shaping by working its way through the hierarchy ASEAN-

centred institutional structure of the region. Overall, the region welcomed India’s 

efforts to claim membership within it. Through decades of implementing its LEP, 

India has, to a large extent been able to establish itself as part of the Asia-Pacific. At 

the same time however, its journey was not been without hurdles. Its pursuit of 

securing membership in many of the region’s institutions encountered resistance. This 

was furthered by frustrations over the pace of its economic and strategic progress to 

keep up with the rest of the Asia-Pacific. In this way, though LEP helped reframe the 

region to account for India’s membership within it, it secured membership of a 

limited kind which constantly subject to review and reconsideration.    

 

Contemporary dynamics are however, increasingly putting reservations against 

stronger Indian membership and participation to rest as the notion of the ‘Asia-

Pacific’ is progressively being replaced by that of the ‘Indo-Pacific.’ The term has 

entered the lexicon of policymakers and strategists since the 2010s to refer to a region 

spanning eastwards from India to the United States, and southwards from Japan to 

Australia.614 For the same reasons as the Asia-Pacific before it, it can also be seen as 

a high-status region given the strategic and economic weight it carries. While India 

has not been its ‘key’ or ‘founding’ region-builder, its membership within it – much 

unlike the Asia-Pacific – remains uncontested. In their discourses of their Indo-

Pacific strategies, states have specified the importance and inevitability of the Indian 

role. The 2018, the United States State Department held that the term “acknowledges 

the historical reality and the current-day reality that South Asia, and in particular India, 

 
614 Manjeet S. Pardesi, ‘The Indo-Pacific: A “New” Region or the Return of History?’, Australian 
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plays a key role in the Pacific and in East Asia and in Southeast Asia. That’s been true 

for thousands of years and its true today.”615  

 

The recognition of its central role and value to the Indo-Pacific, is to some extent, 

allowing it to overcome the hurdles it encountered through its Asia-Pacific project, 

such as the denial of its membership in the APEC. In recent years, given the growing 

significance of the Indo-Pacific, there has been a push for India’s APEC membership 

at the Track 2 level.616 Most notably, a recent think-tank report commissioned a 

project to seek views from the Indo-Pacific on India’s membership in the APEC. 

Despite some challenges and reservations, the report seemed to encourage and 

support Indian membership. The strongest case was made from the Australian view 

on the grounds that India met the five prerequisites to join APEC, which includes its 

location within the Asia-Pacific region, considerable economic ties with APEC economies, 

adoption of a market oriented economy and free trade policy, adoption of economic 

parameters as enunciated in the APEC statements, and demonstration of an ability to 

work on an individual plan of action to meet membership criteria, and focused plans 

of actions to satisfy APEC’s programmes.617 Though this does not in any way imply 

the inevitability of India’s APEC membership, it would be difficult to envision this 

level of enthusiasm and conviction surrounding this possibility, had it not invested 

decades in pursuing its Asia-Pacific project since the early 1990s.   
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 183 

CHAPTER 6 

“The Centre of Gravity has moved Westward to include 

India”: India, the Indo-Pacific and the claim to Major 

Power Status618 

 
 

“For thousands of years, Indians have turned to the East…human-kind now looks to 

the Rising East, with the hope to see the promise that this 21st century beholds for 

the whole world, because the destiny of the world will be deeply influenced by the 

course of developments in the Indo-Pacific region…The Indo-Pacific is a natural 

region…I am increasingly convinced with each passing day that the destinies of those 

of us who live in the region are linked...India does not see the Indo-Pacific Region as 

a strategy or as a club of limited members… And by no means do we consider it as 

directed against any country. A geographical definition, as such, cannot be. India's 

vision for the Indo-Pacific Region is, therefore, a positive one.”   

Narendra Modi, Shangri-La Dialogue, Singapore, 2018.619 

 

 
618 Nirupama Rao, ‘America’s “Asian Pivot”: The View from India | Watson Institute’, The Watson 

Institute of International and Public Affairs, Brown University, 2013, 

https://watson.brown.edu/events/2013/honorable-nirupama-rao-americas-asian-pivot-view-india, 
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directly from the former Ambassador via email correspondence. For full speech, see appendix. 
619 Narendra Modi, ‘Keynote Address at the Shangri-La Dialogue’, Ministry of External Affairs, 
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Statements.htm?dtl/29943/Prime+Ministers+Keynote+Address+at+Shangri+La+Dialogue+June+0
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6.1 Introduction 

 

This excerpt has been drawn from the current Indian Prime Minister, Narendra Modi’s 

keynote address at the Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore, in June 2018. As an annual 

track-one inter-governmental security forum attended by defence ministers, 

permanent heads of ministries and military chiefs across 28 nations of Asia and the 

Pacific, the Indian leader’s role as the keynote speaker of the dialogue was a marker of 

recognition for India’s importance in the evolving economic and security architecture 

of the region, defined as the ‘Indo-Pacific’. Reflecting continuity with previous Indian 

region-building projects, Modi’s speech emphasised on the ‘naturalness’ of the Indo-

Pacific. He marshalled India’s historical links to the region as evidence for what 

promised to be a lasting relationship in the future.620 His reference to the Indo-Pacific 

as a centre of gravity for the world at Shangri-La, meant that India’s part and presence 

in this region now received global audience. In emphasising that “the destiny of the 

world [would] be deeply influenced by the course of developments in the Indo-Pacific” 

and that it was not a “club of limited members”, Modi’s speech carried important 

signals to different sets of great power audiences at the global level – to those who 

were members of the region – and those who were not. To the former group, the 

speech hoped to communicate India’s embrace of the Indo-Pacific concept, while to 

the latter group it aimed to suggest that its membership within it was not in any way 

targeted against it. This chapter studies how Indian discourses and practices 

 
620 On continuity of Indian foreign policy in the Modi years, see: Miller and de Estrada, ‘Pragmatism 

in Indian Foreign Policy: How Ideas Constrain Modi’. 
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surrounding its membership in the Indo-Pacific regional grouping have informed its 

claims to status at the global level.  

 

As with the other region-building projects examined in this thesis, the Indo-Pacific, 

and particularly, Indian attempts to inform it, has emerged in the context of a global 

order transition. As post-Cold War American-led order comes under strain, it 

witnesses the rise of several other players such as China, Brazil and even India that 

who have demanded a greater stake in informing a post-unipolar world.621 As the 

Indian foreign policy establishment has recognised that there will be an inevitable shift 

“towards a more multipolar world,” it has pursued strategies to claim higher status in 

what appears to be a changing world order.622 These strategies express conformity to 

the norms underpinning a liberal, rules-based order, but, at the same time, emphasise 

on inclusion and acknowledgment of the rise and role of other players – including 

China – that seek to have a greater stake in influencing a post-unipolar world.  

 

Drawing on published diplomatic accounts, speeches of foreign policy elites, news and 

policy reports, this chapter demonstrates how Indian framings of its membership in 

the Indo-Pacific have informed its claims to higher status at the global level, in the 

context of a changing world order. It illustrates how Indian elites have perceived the 

emergence of this region as a key theatre for India to enact its role and be socially 

recognised as a major power. India’s Indo-Pacific project centres on building the 

region in a way that on the one hand signals its membership in a high-status region 

that includes the world’s leading democracies, but also, as indicated in Modi’s speech 

 
621 Ikenberry, Power, Order, and Change in World Politics. 
622 S Jaishankar cited in, Press Trust of India, ‘Quad Is in Keeping with Times and Rise of India Is 

Good for the World, Says S Jaishankar’, The Print , 2020, https://theprint.in/diplomacy/quad-is-in-

keeping-with-times-and-rise-of-india-is-good-for-the-world-says-s-jaishankar/530007/, accessed 

29 December, 2020. 
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above, emphasises on inclusion of other regional and global stakeholders - with a 

particular signal to China - in it. As a result, the Indian project echoes the values-based 

framing of the Indo-Pacific with reference to the rule of law and freedom of 

navigation, emphasised upon by countries such as the United States and Japan but at 

the same time, distinguishes itself from a definition or interpretation of the region that 

appears exclusive.623  

 

By tracing the discourses and practices that underpin India’s Indo-Pacific project, this 

chapter identifies three stages of region-building have been at work through its the 

implementation: territorial shaping through an emphasis on India’s geographical 

presence in the region through time; symbolic shaping through its constant emphasis 

on the key ideas that came to define and symbolise the region such as the freedom of 

navigation and a respect for international law amongst others; and, institutional 

shaping by continuing to emphasise on its membership in ASEAN-centred 

institutions. In addition to examining Indian sources, the chapter has also traced how 

other states, particularly the United States, have responded to India’s Indo-Pacific 

project to demonstrate the extent to which it has enabled Indian claims to higher status 

at the global level. The chapter notes that while the Indo-Pacific project has 

contributed to important status-enabling moments for India, recent trends suggest that 

the space for India to build the region as an inclusive space appears to be closing on 

two grounds – first as the rivalry between the United States and China intensifies at 

 
623 On values-based framing in the Indo-Pacific see Rahul Roy-Chaudhury and Kate Sullivan de 

Estrada, ‘India, the Indo-Pacific and the Quad’, Survival 60, no. 3 (2018): 181–94. On distinguishing 

India’s Indo-Pacific project from the others, see Huma Siddiqui, ‘India’s Concept of Indo-Pacific Is 

Inclusive and across Oceans’, Media Centre of the Indian Ministry of External Affairs , 2019, 

https://www.mea.gov.in/articles-in-indian-

media.htm?dtl/32015/Indias_concept_of_IndoPacific_is_inclusive_and_across_oceans, accessed 3 

December 2020.In her article on the Indo-Pacific that has been republished by the Indian Ministry 

of External Affairs website, Huma Siddiqui writes that “while the US does not consider China a part 

of its Indo-Pacific construct, India has gone to great length to highlight it as an inclusive construct 

for the whole region.” 
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the global level and second, as its own relations with China take a conflictual turn. 

These developments have contributed to India’s Indo-Pacific project appearing both 

contradictory and unclear, casting doubts on the extent to which it can continue to 

enable its claims to status.  

 

This chapter proceeds in two sections. The first section traces the evolution of India’s 

Indo-Pacific project from the early 2000s to 2014. It demonstrates that in the early 

days of the project’s emergence, the Indian strategic community saw it as a status-

enabling opportunity for India at the global level. Noting the success of the project in 

this regard, the second section discusses the project’s evolution post-2014 and takes 

note of its challenges and limitations. The chapter eventually concludes by reflecting 

on India’s Indo-Pacific project in summary and discusses key concerns that India 

would need to navigate to ensure that the project retains its status-enabling value.  

 

6.2. India in the Indo-Pacific: Recognition of Major Power Status 

 
In August 2007, Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe addressed the Indian parliament 

and spoke of Japan’s “discovery of India” and recognition of a “broader Asia.”624 

Playing on the ideas and phrases that underpinned the Asia project of the Nehru years, 

the Prime Minister stated, “we are now at a point at which the Confluence of the Two 

Seas is coming into being…The Pacific and the Indian Oceans are now bringing about 

a dynamic coupling as seas of freedom and of prosperity… I feel that it is imperative 

that the democratic nations located at opposite edges of these seas deepen the 

 
624 Shinzo Abe, ‘Confluence of the Two Seas: Speech by Shinzo Abe, Prime Minister of Japan at 

the Parliament of the Republic of India’, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan, 2007, 
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friendship among their citizens at every possible level.” 625 While thinking of the region 

in terms of a ‘wider Asia’ with a focus on the Indian Ocean region is certainly not new 

to Indian foreign policy, Abe’s famous “confluence of the two seas” speech has been 

widely recognised as an early utterance of the ‘Indo-Pacific’ as a strategic space. In 

India however, the Indo-Pacific concept, was prefigured in naval circles in the early 

part of that decade.626 In 2004, the Indian navy formalised its first ever doctrine, where 

it was noted that “the shift in global maritime focus from the Atlantic–Pacific combine 

to the Pacific–Indian Ocean region.”627 It was noted that the doctrine would “match 

the emerging prospects of India as a major power” and be “in tune with India's new 

potentials on the world stage.”628 Even in these early days of articulation, Indian 

discourses surrounding the Indo-Pacific concept were linked to its status at the global 

level. There was a call in the Indian navy “for [Indian] diplomats to take a stand and 

suggest through regional and international forums that the Indian Ocean is now 

significant enough to be hyphenated with the Pacific, in order to create a new term, 

‘Indo-Pacific.’”629  

 

The call from naval circles for Indian foreign policy to re-define its regional horizons 

to include the Indian and Pacific oceans did not come unexpectedly. Instead, as 

discussed in the previous chapter, it had roots in its ‘extended neighbourhood’ concept 

that evolved as part of its Asia-Pacific project in the early 2000s. Since then, India had 

already been engaging in practices that spoke to the territorial and institutional shaping 
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of the Indo-Pacific. Since the year 2000, Indian naval deployments were sent to the 

South China Sea and then into the Western Pacific since 2007.630 By 2006, its 

multilateral naval exercise, MILAN, that began in 1995 with a modest start to include 

Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Singapore and Thailand, had expanded to include Australia, 

Bangladesh and Malaysia. Institutionally, it had become a member of the rich alphabet 

soup of ASEAN-centred institutions that surpassed the boundaries of Southeast Asia, 

such as the East Asia Summit, and the ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting Plus 

(ADMM-Plus). Additionally, in an initiative to combine naval and institutional 

practices, India’s National Maritime Foundation (NMF) a think-tank supported by the 

Indian Navy, launched the Indian Ocean Symposium in 2008, inviting the littoral 

navies of the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) to address regional security challenges 

multilaterally.631 The symposium received the support of the Ministry of Defence and 

the Navy and by 2008, had become an important forum to discuss maritime issues at 

the Track 1 and Track 2 levels.632  

 

Indian attempts to frame the Indian Ocean region as a vital part of its ‘extended 

neighbourhood’ was not lost on the major powers. While Abe’s speech externally 

endorsed India’s geographic position at the “confluence of the seas,” similar 

validations came from the United States. Speaking in Honolulu in 2010, former 

Secretary of State Hilary Clinton noted “India’s growing engagement and integration 

into East Asia” and its role as a “key player in this region and on the global stage.”633 
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Clinton made note of the United States expanding its work with the Indian navy in the 

Pacific, given the importance of “the Indo-Pacific basin…to global trade and 

commerce.”634 While Clinton’s speech was titled “America’s Engagement in the Asia-

Pacific,” her mention of the “Indo-Pacific” in the context of the Indian navy was 

indeed an important one. As discussed in the previous chapter, since the end of the 

Cold War, India had been working to seek status in a world centred on American 

unipolarity. One of the strategies with which India attempted to do so was by 

conforming to the dominant norms underpinning the post-Cold War world, that 

included a commitment to a rules-based, liberal world order. In this context, the 

Secretary of State’s acknowledgement of India’s rise in relation to the Indo-Pacific, 

was enough to set off discussions within the Indian foreign policy establishment on 

the use of this term and how this signalled a recognition of its status as a major power.  

 

Writing for the Indian Express in 2011, former Indian Foreign Secretary Shyam Saran 

drew on Secretary Clinton’s speech at Honolulu to note “the categorical American 

acknowledgement that the Asia-Pacific fully encompasses the Indian 

subcontinent…[and]…that the Indian and Pacific Oceans constitute an inter-linked 

geopolitical space, not only because it is important to global trade and commerce but 

also because they impact on strategy.”635 Saran also stated that the Indo-Pacific was “a 

reflection of the concept of the Asia-Pacific, which hitherto excluded India, expanding 

westwards to encompass the subcontinent as its integral part.”636 Furthermore, the 

Indo-Pacific, and India’s role within it, was framed using the language of status: “as 

India’s regional and global profile increases, it will inevitably gravitate towards the 
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centre of this expanded geopolitical and geo-economic space. The concept of an Indo-

Pacific theatre fits in neatly with this evolving trend.”637  

 

Later that year, former president of the United States Barack Obama made a visit to 

Asia which included a stopover in India. Much in line with Saran’s interpretation of 

the United States’ acknowledgement of India’s importance at the world stage, in his 

address to the Indian parliament, President Obama emphasised that it was no 

coincidence that India was his first stop on a visit to Asia, or that this had been his 

longest visit to another country since becoming President. 638 “For in Asia and around 

the world,” Obama noted, “India is not simply emerging; India has emerged.”639 Since 

2011, the Obama-Clinton administration emphasised its prioritisation of the Asia-

Pacific region and desire to work with “allies and partners, from the Pacific to the 

Indian Ocean.”640 Affirming its own membership in this geographic space, Obama 

stated that “the United States is a Pacific power, and is here to stay.”  641 These 

discourses were later seen as part of the American ‘pivot’ to the Asia, which entailed 

the ‘rebalancing’ of its foreign and defence policies to the region.642 While the ‘pivot’ 

may well have been a continuation of American policy in Asia since 1972, the 

discursive push of America’s (re)turn to this region was reflective of the wider 

patterns of order transition underway. As American unipolairty had its run since the 
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end of the Cold War, there was both a realisation and recognition that it would 

seriously need to come to terms with the possibility of sharing its great power status 

with China that had been rapidly rising since. Discourses surrounding its pivot to 

Asia, acknowledged perceptions of American strategic rivalry with China but 

expressed both the intention and possibilities of cooperation. As Secretary Clinton 

stated in her famous piece in Foreign Affairs: “we all know that fears and 

misperceptions linger on both sides of the Pacific…[but]…the fact is that a thriving 

China is good for American and a thriving America is good for China.”643 With its 

eye on China, framing itself as a “Pacific power” and then widening the frame of this 

region to include the Indian and Pacific Oceans, the United States was able to amplify 

the breadth and depth of its network and partnerships across the region – particularly 

to include India, that had been actively looking east since the 1990s.  

 

While elements of strategic competition between the United States and China was 

informing the Indo-Pacific concept, it came with tremendous recognitional value for 

India’s claims to status as it inadvertently called attention to the country’s rise. India’s 

inclusion in global discourses on the Indo-Pacific not only from the United States but 

Japan and Australia, helped place it along-side other economic powerhouses of Asia. 

Discourses in the Obama-Clinton administration surrounding its pivot to Asia, 

frequently clubbed India and China together, emphasising on its interest in deepening 

its relationship with the former.644 Similarly, India found its way into the Australian 

Defence White Paper in 2013, which not only articulated the Indo-Pacific as a “single 

strategic arc” but acknowledged India for its emergence as an important strategic, 

diplomatic and economic actor, and its “growing trade, investment and energy flows 
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across the broader region.”645 It grouped India with Asian countries such as China, 

Republic of Korea and Indonesia that had witnessed “unprecedented growth” and 

“transformed within a generation.”646 Furthermore, while it discussed “China’s 

continued rise as a global power” and “the increasing economic and strategic weight 

of East Asia” it took stock of the “emergence over time of India as a global power [as] 

key trends influencing the Indian Ocean’s development as an area of increasing 

strategic significance.”647 Unlike the Asia-Pacific, where India was seen in more 

peripheral terms as a country that ‘looked east’ to an ASEAN-centred region, the Indo-

Pacific concept allowed it to, in some ways, be re-centred in the region. The Indo-

Pacific formally entered Indian government discourses in 2012 as the former Indian 

Prime Minister Manmohan Singh spoke of “a stable, secure and prosperous Indo-

Pacific region” at the 12th Indian-ASEAN Summit.648  

 

As the Indo-Pacific was quickly coming to exist as a space, or - as described in a recent 

analysis – a “theatre of opportunity” in which India’s rise and the promise of its 

emergence as a major power was quickly turning into fact, Indian foreign policy elites 

framed its practices within this region in a way that was seen as natural for a state that 

was acquiring this status, would.649 Speaking at the Indian Council of World Affairs’ 

Asian Relations Conference Series, former Minister of External Affairs, Salman 

Khurshid declared the Indo-Pacific “as a natural corollary of [India’s] modern version 
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of the Look East Policy” that aimed at “deepening India’s traditional relations with 

Southeast and East Asia and beyond and increasing the country’s interests and 

presence between the Malacca straits.”650 Khurshid further noted that “there can be 

no two views about the fact that India’s future lies in its ability to harness the power 

of the Indian Ocean and the extended Indian-Pacific Ocean region” and that 

“maritime supremacy is the hallmark of a great power.”651 The Indo-Pacific had indeed 

become an important theatre for India to enact the role of a major power, by giving it 

the space to acquire the symbols associated with that status, such as that of achieving 

greater naval capability. Other sections of India’s strategic community, particularly 

those in the think tank community, pushed the idea of the Indo-Pacific as “a new 

geopolitical reality” or a new “maritime theatre” which would face the “impact of a 

rising China and emerging India.”652 In this way, the notion of the Indo-Pacific helped 

generate a perception of a shrinking power asymmetry with China.  

 

Speaking to this narrative, in 2013, former Indian Foreign Secretary and Ambassador 

to the United States, Nirupama Rao, expressed how “the term Indo-Pacific 

encompasse[d] the [Indian] subcontinent as an integral part of this eastern 

world…[and that]…the mental map of the Asia-Pacific has changed and that the 

centre of gravity has moved westward to include India.”653 Rao also outlined the Indian 

version of the Indo-Pacific region or, as it will referred to as henceforth, its Indo-

Pacific project. Defining the region as “cultural, economic, political and security 
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continuum that straddle[d] the Indian and the Pacific Ocean regions,” Rao noted that 

it was “fast becoming a geo-strategic construct to comprehend the common 

opportunities, the intersecting maritime and security interests, and challenges 

confronting this region.”654 She emphasised that in the “the present era of 

interdependence, the security and economic prosperity of nations is vitally linked to 

safety and security of sea lanes of communication. States [would] need to work 

together to address common threats to maritime security” and that “India supports 

freedom of navigation and access to resources in accordance with principles of 

international law and believes that these principles should be respected by all.” 655  

 

Holding office as the Indian ambassador to the United States at the time of making 

this speech, Rao’s words illustrate how the discourses underpinning India’s Indo-

Pacific project informed its strategies to seek status through an expression of its 

commitment and subscription to the values of a rules-based order.656 Rao also provided 

another crucial insight of India’s Indo-Pacific project, when she emphasised on the 

Indian commitment to an “open, inclusive and transparent architecture of regional 

cooperation.”657 She spoke of the possibility of “inclusive balancing” in the Indo-

Pacific, “where the US simultaneously engages all the regional powers like China, India, 

Japan and Russia working to see a multipolar order that reduces the risk of military 

confrontation.”658 While the Indian foreign policy establishment celebrated its 

membership in the Indo-Pacific region and its role in enabling the recognition of its 

status especially by the United States, it saw the Indo-Pacific evolving  as an inclusive 
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region with several stakeholders, as global order would inevitably shift from its 

centrality on American unipolarity.  

 

While Indian elites sought to build the Indo-Pacific on these terms, the latter half of 

2013 encountered a new development which would compete with the Indian Indo-

Pacific project. Chinese President Xi Jinping announced the launch of China’s Belt 

and Road Initiative (BRI), which incorporated a vast collection of development and 

investment initiatives which would stretch from East Asia to Europe.659 BRI involved 

a two-pronged approach of developing land and sea corridors that included creating 

a vast network of railways, energy pipelines, highways, and streamlined border 

crossings, both westward—through the mountainous former Soviet republics—

and southward, to Pakistan, and the rest of Southeast Asia.660 Most evidently, the 

maritime dimension of BRI, overlapped with what was being framed as the Indo-

Pacific, not only by India, but other major powers, most notably, the United States. 

For India, a key concern of the BRI emerged from its flagship China-Pakistan 

Economic Corridor, which passed through disputed territory in Kashmir. By the 

summer of 2014, the management of its Indo-Pacific project and the navigation 

of the contestations was left to India’s new government led by the Bhartiya Janata 

Party (BJP) under the stewardship of Prime Minister Narendra Modi. 
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6.2. The Indo-Pacific Post-2014: Progress and Constraints   

 
Having come to power with a sweeping majority in 2014, the BJP-led government 

arrived at a unique global moment where the world’s leading liberal democracies such 

as the United States, Australia and Japan welcomed India’s rise and emerging status as 

a major power. The party, which had prided itself on a more ‘active’ foreign policy on 

entering government, had plenty to work with, capitalise and take forward in Indian 

foreign policy.661  

 

Giving India’s Indo-Pacific project an apparent thrust, the BJP-led government 

announced its ‘Act East Policy’ (AEP) in Singapore in November 2014. Framed as a 

renewed and upgraded version of the LEP of the 1990s, the AEP aimed at promoting 

“economic cooperation, cultural ties and develop strategic relationship[s] with 

countries in the Asia-Pacific region,”662 and renewing engagement with other regional 

fora such as the “Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Economic 

Cooperation (BIMSTEC), Asia Cooperation Dialogue (ACD), Mekong Ganga 

Cooperation (MGC) and Indian Ocean Rim Association (IORA).”663 While the 

terminology used in some instances continued to be ‘Asia-Pacific’, a key feature of 

AEP was its focus on maritime affairs, with a focus on the Indian Ocean Region.664 In 

this way, the AEP contributed to the territorial and institutional shaping of India’s 

Indo-Pacific project. Taking note of the AEP, the Indian Maritime Security Strategy 
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released in 2015 highlighted its expanding “engagement and relations to its East, across 

the Indo-Pacific”, emphasising that India’s primary areas of interest were “the Arabian 

Sea, Bay of Bengal, Andaman Sea, and their littoral regions”, as well as the “South-

West Indian Ocean, including IOR (Indian Ocean Region) island nations therein and 

East Coast of Africa littoral regions.”665 Furthermore, as part of AEP, in March 2015, 

Modi visited the Seychelles (the first ministerial visit in 34 years), Sri Lanka (the first 

in 28) and Mauritius.666 He became the first Indian Prime Minister to unveil an Indian 

Ocean vision, which, he declared was “rooted in advancing cooperation in [the] region; 

and, to use [its] capabilities for the benefit of all in our common maritime home.”667 

Centred on shared maritime-security capabilities and mutual economic development, 

joint action in response to emergencies, and adherence to international maritime rules 

and norms, Modi spoke of a future for an Indian Ocean that would live up to the name 

of “SAGAR or Security and Growth for All in the Region.” 668 This regional vision 

expressed and advanced the open and inclusive approach present in early Indo-Pacific 

discourses.  

 

By the end of 2015 however, there were traces of a shift in India’s Indo-Pacific project. 

The project seemed to have incorporated a willingness to take on a more 

confrontational tone vis-à-vis China. With the launch of BRI, India saw the project as 

China’s attempt to expand its influence in the Indian Ocean – the very ‘region’ that 

was informing its claims to higher status at the global level. Furthermore, while Sino-

 
665 Cited in Saint-Mézard, ‘India’s Act East Policy: Strategic Implications for the Indian Ocean’. 
666 Roy-Chaudhury and Sullivan de Estrada, ‘India, the Indo-Pacific and the Quad’. 
667 Narendra Modi, ‘Text of the PM’s Remarks on the Commissioning of Coast Ship Barracuda’, 

Official website of Prime Minister Narendra Modi, 2015, https://www.narendramodi.in/text-of-the-

pms-remarks-on-the-commissioning-of-coast-ship-barracuda-2954, accessed 31 December, 2020. 

See also Roy-Chaudhury and Sullivan de Estrada, ‘India, the Indo-Pacific and the Quad’. 
668 Modi, ‘Text of the PM’s Remarks on the Commissioning of Coast Ship Barracuda’. See also 

Roy-Chaudhury and Sullivan de Estrada, ‘India, the Indo-Pacific and the Quad’. 



 199 

Indian relations had been manged through a careful mix of rivalry and engagement 

since 1962,669 with the coming of the Modi government, the competitive elements had 

been intensified.670 In December that year, Prime Minister Modi invited Japanese 

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe to India and the leaders issued a joint statement on their 

“special strategic and global partnership working together for peace and prosperity of 

the Indo-Pacific region and the world.”671 The statement expressed the leaders’ 

commitment to maintaining a “peaceful, open, equitable, stable and rules-based order 

in the Indo-Pacific region and beyond” and that “India and Japan uphold the principles 

of sovereignty and territorial integrity; peaceful settlement of disputes; democracy, 

human rights and the rule of law; open global trade regime; and freedom of navigation 

and overflight.” 672 The statement included the leaders’ agreement to enhance strategic 

ties, transfer of defence technology and “stronger capabilities to deal with maritime 

challenges in the Indo-Pacific region” and emphasised on strengthening “reliable, 

sustainable and resilient infrastructures that augment connectivity within India and 

between India and other countries in the region.”673  

 

The language of the India-Japan joint statement around the Indo-Pacific reflected a 

strong security-focus. The reference to a “rules-based order”, “democracy” and 
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“peaceful settlement of disputes” was an indirect affront to China which was criticised 

for its disregard of all these attributes especially in relation to its activities in the East 

and South China Seas, while the mention of infrastructure connectivity was also an 

obvious counter to China’s BRI.  

 

While India’s Indo-Pacific project demonstrated signs of evolving on more 

confrontational lines, it was not willing to compromise entirely on its emphasis on 

inclusivity. In 2017, senior Indian leaders met with counterparts from the United 

States, Japan and Australia at the side lines of the ASEAN Summit in Manila, resulting 

in parallel though differently worded commitments to maintain a free and open order 

in the Indo-Pacific.674 This meeting was said to have revived the Quadrilateral Security 

Dialogue (QUAD) between the 4 the nations, that was originally initiated by Japanese 

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe in 2007. The meeting addressed seven core themes: the 

rules-based order in Asia, freedom of navigation and overflight in the maritime 

commons, respect for international law, enhancing connectivity, maritime security, the 

North Korean threat and non-proliferation, and terrorism.675  

 

On one level, India’s membership in the revived QUAD, meant its entrance and 

acceptance into an ultimate status club of the Indo-Pacific, comparable to membership 

of the ARF of the Asia-Pacific in 1990s. But preventing it from being seen and 

celebrated as such was the nature and constitution of QUAD membership. Unlike the 

ARF, the QUAD was and continues to be a grouping of major powers and advanced 

democracies that exclude China. Though India’s Indo-Pacific project was already 
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showing signs of taking an anti-China course, overt enthusiasm over its membership 

in the QUAD and subscription to the Indo-Pacific vision articulated by its members, 

could invite the perception of India’s willingness to a join a grouping that excluded it 

and possibly sought to contain its rise.676 India therefore, displayed cautious 

enthusiasm about its membership in the QUAD grouping. Differing in tone from its 

2015 joint statement with Japan and those released by the other QUAD members, its 

official statement post the Manila meeting emphasised on an ‘inclusive’ Indo-Pacific 

and refrained from making a direct reference to freedom of navigation, a rules-based 

order or respect for international law.677  

Despite India’s lukewarm enthusiasm of the QUAD, both individually and collectively, 

QUAD members continued to express the value of India in the Indo-Pacific. In 2018, 

the United States issued a statement to the press stating that there were two main 

reasons that it “adopted” the Indo-Pacific frame, both of which pertained to India. 

First, that the term accounted for “the historical reality and the current-day reality that 

South Asia, and in particular India, [played] a key role in the Pacific and in East Asia 

and in Southeast Asia.”678 Second, that it was both in “U.S. interest, as well as the 

interests of the region, that India play an increasingly weighty role in the region.”  679 It 

was further emphasised that “India is invested in both a free and open order and that 

it is a democracy, it is a nation that can bookend and anchor the free and open order 
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in the Indo-Pacific region, and [it was] [U.S.] policy to ensure that India does play that 

role [and] become over time a more influential player in the region.”680 A few months 

after this briefing, the United States gave its vision of the Indo-Pacific – the Free and 

Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) institutional legs and renamed its Pacific Command the 

‘Indo-Pacific Command’.681  

 

As the United States, along with other members of the QUAD expressed the 

importance and celebrated an Indian presence in the Indo-Pacific region in official 

channels using what can only been seen as a status-enabling discourse, India continued 

to express a cautious approach. In June 2018, Prime Minister Modi provided the 

keynote address as the 2018 Shangri-La dialogue. The speech, discussed briefly in the 

introduction of this chapter was, arguably, India’s first official vision statement on the 

Indo-Pacific, which Modi described, would be a “free, open, inclusive region” 

premised on “common prosperity and security”, a “common rules-based order” and 

“ASEAN centrality.”682 Modi ensured to highlight that the region would not take the 

shape of a “club of limited members” that was “directed against any country.”683 The 

emphasis on the Indo-Pacific as an inclusive space was most certainly aimed at putting 

China at ease about its membership in this region and that India saw China as part of 

the its framing of the Indo-Pacific region. It is notable however, that ten days later, at 

his address at the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation Summit in Qingdao, Prime 

Minister Modi refrained from endorsing China’s Belt and Road Initiative, expressing 

instead India’s preference and acceptance of connectivity projects that were “inclusive, 
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sustainable and transparent, and respect countries' sovereignty and territorial 

integrity.”684 Modi’s almost consecutive speeches at Shangri-La and Qingdao reflected 

an adoption of the somewhat contradictory attempt at both targeting yet reassuring 

China. This meant that its Indo-Pacific project was gradually becoming a subset of its 

relationship with China, which, as a result contributed to it seeming convoluted, 

contradictory and unclear.685  

 

While its Indo-Pacific project had proved have informed Indian claims to higher status, 

in recent years, it has begun to make India seem an uncertain, evasive balancer.”686 The 

possibility of an Indian region-building project to construct an inclusive Indo-Pacific 

has been challenged not only by its own internal contradictions, but its competition 

with a stronger and materially backed region-building project by the United States. 

Shifting from the more relaxed balancing discourse around the pivot prevalent during 

the Obama-Clinton administration, the United States under Trump has articulated an 

exclusivist vision of the region through its Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) 

concept.687 The FOIP has been instrumentalised in its trade war with China and 

included in its effort to reduce a huge annual trade deficit with the latter.688 Recent 

American discourses around FOIP quite evidently resembles a counterbalance against 
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the Chinese.689 Tensions around the FOIP concept were evident at the 2019 Shangri-

La Dialogue. In declaring the American commitment to a Free and Open Indo-Pacific, 

the United States Acting Secretary of Defence Patrick Shanahan’s speech noted China 

as the region’s aggressor implementing a “toolkit of coercion” that included 

“deploying advanced weapons systems to militarise disputed areas”, “destabilising the 

peaceful status quo” and “engaging in predatory economics and debt sovereignty 

deals.”690 In response, China’s Wei Fung He, the first high-level Chinese representative 

to attend the Shangri-La Dialogue since 2011, declared the United States as a regional 

spoiler. Choosing to use the term “Asia-Pacific” instead of “Indo-Pacific” he stated 

that “in recent years some countries outside the region come to the South China Sea 

to flex muscles in the name of freedom of navigation. The large-scale force projection 

and offensive operations in the region are the most serious, destabilising and uncertain 

factors in the South China Sea.”691 The FOIP has led China to synonymise it with the 

‘Indo-Pacific’, resulting in its rejection of the term altogether. A recent analysis points 

out that so far, no Chinese official document has used the term and in its latest defence 

white paper, released in July 2019, China continued to use ‘Asia–Pacific’ to describe 

its geographical region.”692 This has been a direct blow to the Indo-Pacific as an 

inclusive region. 

 

While in official channels India has continued to emphasise that its “concept of Indo-

Pacific is inclusive and across oceans” recent discourses seem to echo a securitised 
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framing of the Indo-Pacific as espoused by America’s FOIP.693 While discussing the 

Indo-Pacific as an integrated maritime space at East Asia Summit at Ha Noi in 

November 2020 for instance, Indian Foreign Minister S Jaishankar expressed concern 

over “actions and incidents” that “erode” trust in the South China Sea, and underlined 

the importance of adhering to international law, respecting territorial integrity and 

sovereignty – comments most directly targeted at China.694 As India’s Indo-Pacific 

project veers into this direction, it appears to shift from being one that takes stock of 

Indian centrality and rise as a major power on the global stage, to one that joins the 

wider strategy to counterbalance China at the global level. In this way, it has 

inadvertently signed up to a version of the Indo-Pacific that amplifies its weaknesses 

and its strategic limitations in navigating its membership in this region, given the 

involvement of its more powerful, Northern neighbour. In following this strategy, 

India appears an evasive balancer, as it seeks to target yet reassure China through its 

Indo-Pacific project.695 The prospects of this strategy being effective have been 

questioned on the grounds that it might not be able to achieve either of these 

objectives successfully.696 This means that its Indo-Pacific project, once verifiably 

status-enabling, is also showing signs of proving otherwise.  

 

6.4 Conclusion 
 

 
693 As recently as June 15, 2020 Indian and Chinese forces engaged in a brutal brawl in the Galwan 

Valley, claiming the lives of 20 Indian soldiers. Moreover, under its current leadership of the 

National Democratic Alliance, there has been a revitalisation of discourses pertaining to the ‘China 
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2016), 1–8. 
694 Press Trust of India, ‘East Asia Summit 2020: India Expresses Concern over Actions That Erode 

Trust in South China Sea’, The Hindu, 2020, https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/east-asia-
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sea/article33100778.ece, accessed 31 December 2020. 
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Pre-figured as a “broader Asia” that existed at the “confluence of the seas” thirteen 

years ago, the Indo-Pacific is well on its way of being recognised as a geographic region 

by small states and major powers alike.697 At the time of writing, that a hyphen connects 

two oceans to reflect and describe a geopolitical and geo-economic space in which 

states interact, is widely acknowledged and accepted.698 By examining Indian discourses 

and practices underpinning the Indo-Pacific, this chapter has demonstrated how it 

informed Indian claims to status at the global level in the context of a changing global 

order. It unpacks how the project’s emphasis on a ‘rules-based’ and ‘inclusive’ Indo-

Pacific informed its claims to higher status at the global level through an expression of 

normative conformity of an American-led world order, but, at the same time, 

emphasised on inclusion and acknowledgment of the rise and role of other players – 

including China – that seek to have a greater stake in influencing a post-unipolar world. 

This chapter has argued that the Indian foreign policy establishment found value in 

the Indo-Pacific to enable claims to status at the global level. It demonstrates how it 
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capitalised on the emergence of this region as a key theatre to enact its role and enhance 

its social recognition as a major power.  

 

The chapter has established that in its formative days, India’s Indo-Pacific project met 

with many status-enabling moments. This was evident not just through the discourses 

emerging from India’s foreign policy establishment, but also through those emerging 

from states such as the United States, Japan and Australia, that recognised India’s rise 

and emergence on the world stage vis-à-vis its place and position in the Indo-Pacific. 

While the first part of the chapter has highlighted how India’s Indo-Pacific project 

played a role in successfully enabling its claims to higher status, the second part delves 

into the trends and factors that have impeded the process. It discusses in particular, 

the launch of China’s Belt and Road Initiative and the conflictual turn in China-India 

relations that have turned its Indo-Pacific project into a subset of its China policy. It 

also explains how these complications have been furthered as these dynamics interact 

with the wider strategic rivalry between the United States and China at the global level.  

These factors appear to undermine the notion of an inclusive Indo-Pacific region, 

which India has claimed as a key feature of its Indo-Pacific vision. As a result, in recent 

years, India’s Indo-Pacific project appears to have adopted the somewhat 

contradictory attempt at both targeting yet reassuring China, making the project seem 

both contradictory and unclear.699  

 

Given the results of the recent American election, it is possible that the United States’ 

confrontational discourses underpinning Indo-Pacific region might diffuse. At the 

same time, analysts suggest certain elements of its strategy will continue to remain – 
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 208 

particularly on the strategic challenge posed by China.700 Irrespective of how this 

proceeds, India must reassess its Indo-Pacific project in the context of current trends 

to ensure the project retains its ability to successfully enable its claims to higher status 

at the global level. 

 

  

 
700 Sebastian Strangio, ‘Is Biden Preparing to Tweak the Indo-Pacific Strategy? – The Diplomat’, 

The Diplomat , 2020, https://thediplomat.com/2020/11/is-biden-preparing-to-tweak-the-indo-

pacific-strategy/, accessed 31 December, 2020. 
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Conclusion 

 

7.1 Key Claims 

 
This thesis has put forth the claim that regions inform states’ claims to status at the 

global level. It has examined how this takes place, through its study of the Indian case 

across time. Resting on the ontological standpoint of social constructivism, regions 

have been examined here as ‘social facts’ that emerge through the combination of 

discourses and practices that breathe them into life. This study has established that the 

status-enabling nature of regions lies in their ability to facilitate how states are socially 

recognised by other actors. As states make claims to higher status, they are, in effect, 

communicating a claim to social place which they feel either entitled to or seek to 

belong. In order to establish themselves worthy of making that claim, states find it 

crucial to be recognised in a specific way by certain audiences. Regional membership 

is an important way to facilitate this as it helps convey a distinctive set of collective 

characteristics with which states can be socially recognised at the global level. 

 

Audiences play a crucial role in conferring status through region-building and exist at 

different levels – local/domestic, regional and global. How states prioritise their key 

audiences in this regard, is based on the overall objectives of their status projects. While 

this thesis has drawn on Indian region-building discourses and practices targeted at 

audiences on all these levels, it has identified great powers as key audiences for its 

claims to status. This has not simply been determined by drawing on the assumptions 

in International Relations that attributes great powers as gate keepers of higher status 

at the global level, but also because – and this has been demonstrated in the empirical 
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chapters - the importance the Indian foreign policy establishment has placed on great 

powers as conferrers of India’s status across time.  

 

While this study has drawn on the Indian case, its claims can be generalised in two 

ways. One, through the category of states India is seen as a case of. This includes states 

that possess relative material and social power to claim status at the global level such 

as China, Russia, South Africa, Japan and Brazil.701 Two, through the phenomena it 

studies, which is region-building. This framework can be applied to cases of region-

building to study and trace the possible status claims they may inform. This would 

allow the framework to be opened up to a wider universe of cases, also making it both 

applicable and relevant to states that may not necessarily possess relative material 

power at the global level but have invested resources in region-building.  

 
Like other constructivist projects, this study notes that generalizations of the social 

world that are highly contingent to historical, social and normative contexts.702 It has 

therefore, set forth the important caveat that the ability of regions to enable claims to 

status is subject to a historical context or ‘moments of time’ which makes this possible. 

For the Indian case, these have been moments of global order transition. The latter 

involves “significant alterations in the common goals and values, rules of the game, 

and social structures.”703 This study has established that order transitions, and, India’s 

reading of them, have encouraged its foreign policy establishment to rethink its regions 

and the possibilities they offer to augment its claims to higher status. It is not simply a 

chronological coincidence that dominant framings of India’s region have shifted to 

include ‘Asia’ in the Post-War/early Cold War period, ‘South Asia’ through the middle 
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to late Cold War period, ‘Asia-Pacific’ in the post-Cold War context with the 

emergence of American unipolairty, and most recently, the ‘Indo-Pacific’, as the 

American-led order threatens to decline, and the intensity and assertiveness of China’s 

rise increases. This thesis has studied Indian region-building in the context of the onset 

of three order transitions, the first brought on by the end of the Second World War 

and the second through the end of the Cold War and the third as the post-Cold War 

order experiences increasing strain.  

 

In making its claims, this study aimed at challenging the argument in International 

Relations that regions predominantly serve to constrain states’ claims to status. This 

literature emphasises on how regions can be a source of weakness either because of 

unresolved regional conflicts or regional instability and the sheer difficulty of 

maintaining influence.704 It argues that states may see only little to be gained from 

regions, given that their performance at the domestic or global level may surpass that 

of the other members of the region. For these reasons, it suggests that states may re-

consider establishing their regional pre-eminence as it could only enmesh it locally and 

detract it from its global image and interests.705 These arguments have been challenged 

in this study by showing how they have been overwhelmingly developed in the context 

of regional powerhood. In other words, rather than examining the relationship 

between regions and status, they seem to more specifically explore the relationship 

between being a regional power and claims to status. Drawing on constructivist and 
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critical geopolitics literature on regions, this study has demonstrated that by rethinking 

regions and how they have been conceptualised in the literature, new paths and trends 

become visible, that demonstrate how regions and status come together through the 

conduct and practice of international relations.  

 

Having summarised the key claims made in this study, the rest of this conclusion 

reviews the chapters of the thesis and discusses them in relation to the other, to extract 

the key insights they provide on Indian region-building and how they have informed 

its claims to status across time. Despite some overlaps, section 6.2 highlights how each 

chapter provides distinct and unique insights on Indian region-building individually, 

whereas section 6.3, examines these chapters collectively to examine patterns of 

change and consistency.  

 

7.2 Region-building and Status: Building from the Indian case 

 

This thesis has engaged with the Indian case through five main chapters. While 

Chapter 2 has set up the overall conceptual framework of the thesis and how this is 

visible in a study of Indian region-building through time, Chapters 3 and 4 have 

discussed Indian region-building in Nehru’s India, Chapter 5 studied in the 

phenomena in the post-Cold War context and Chapter 6 in contemporary times as the 

post-Cold War order comes under strain. In choosing to engage with the Indian case 

in this way, it has demonstrated that region-building operates as part of states’ foreign 

policies at different scales. The breakdown of its empirical chapters have reflected 

different forms or manifestations of region-building at work: as an intellectual project 

and a strategic space (Chapter 3), as a framework for responding to regional crises 

(Chapter 4) and as a strategic and economic policy (Chapter 5) and as some form of 
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balancing strategy in contemporary times (Chapter 6). The consistencies that emerge 

from these forms of region-building link them back to the framework in Chapter 2, 

which explains how regions become vehicles for social recognition and the potential 

this offers to enable status.  

 

Chapter 3’s study of Indian region-building in the Nehru era, reveals how ‘Asia’ 

manifested first as an intellectual project in the years leading up to Indian 

independence. Having reasoned that ‘Asia’ become a part of the “larger imperial 

policy” for “strengthening British power in the East,” 706 the region was re-imagined 

as a space with timeless pre-colonial links that had been impaired by the imperial 

encounter. These ideas fed into the framing of this region as a place in the post-war 

world, in which foreign intervention would be actively resisted. This image of the 

region strengthened and sharpened with the onset of the Cold War, as India began to 

see through it a new form of imperial dominance in global order. As a form of 

resistance to these patterns, the Asian region was framed as a strategic ‘area of peace,’ 

or “an ever-widening area of countries in Asia which [would] not enter the war 

whatever [happened].”707 By investing its diplomatic resources in building Asia as a 

peace area, it was hoped that this would enhance the possibility of it being recognised 

as a global peacemaker – a role it believed would earn it higher status.  

 

Chapter 4’s multi-archival examination of India’s role in the Indonesian decolonisation 

struggle from 1945-1949 demonstrated region-building at work through a crisis 

response mechanism. India referred to Dutch attempts re-establish empire in 

Indonesia as an ‘Asian’ concern, and, actively sought to represent the ‘Asian’ position 
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the crisis. Its activism on the Indonesian question also included placing limited 

sanctions on the Dutch, rallying other ‘Asian’ nations on the Indonesian cause and, 

most importantly hosting two conferences – a ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ one in 1949 that 

gathered members of the ‘region’ that were “intimately connected by geography” to 

assist United Nations-led international diplomatic efforts on the Indonesian 

question.708 In this way, the discourses and practices that surrounded its response to 

the Indonesian crisis from 1947-1949 enabled it to build the region as a space in which 

foreign intervention would be actively resisted and on that India would  take a lead in 

representing at the global level. Indian activism on the Indonesian question increased 

the way it was estimated by the Western great powers, especially the United States and 

had convinced the latter that an Asian grouping would not survive without Indian 

participation and leadership.709 

 

Chapter 5’s focus on India’s Look East Policy (LEP) in 1991 has showed how region-

building worked through the formation and implementation of a strategic and 

economic policy. LEP was framed as India’s turn to and prioritisation of the Asia-

Pacific region towards the end of the Cold War. At the time, India was excluded and 

unintegrated into the Asia-Pacific, given the foreign policy choices it made in the post-

Nehru era that anchored it firmly into South Asia. As India began to turn to this region, 

the Asia-Pacific included some of the world’s largest and powerful nations in economic 

and military terms. Engaging with this region offered India opportunities to enhance 

its status and optimise its relevance in a post-Cold War world. This chapter has 
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demonstrated how through the discourses and practices that underpinned LEP, India 

was not just turning to this region, but, rebuilding it as a geographic space that would 

include India. Being recognised as part of the ‘Asia-Pacific’, would mean that it was 

part of an economically dynamic region that was transforming itself by engaging in the 

processes of globalisation. This was seen as crucial in enabling its quest for status in 

the post-Cold War world.  

 

Chapter 6 has examined how India’s Asia-Pacific project has been subsumed into its 

Indo-Pacific project in contemporary times. As post-Cold War American-led order 

comes under strain, it witnesses the rise of several other players such as China, Brazil 

and even India that who have demanded a greater stake in informing a post-unipolar 

world.710 The Indo-Pacific region has emerged as a strategic maritime theatre that 

directly experiences the interactions and confrontations of a changing global order. 

This chapter has studied Indian discourses and practices surrounding its membership 

of the Indo-Pacific region and demonstrates how it has informed its claims to major 

power status. It has established how India has sought to build the Indo-Pacific as an 

‘inclusive’ region, which, on the one hand signals its membership in a club of high-

status democracies but does not, on the other hand, imply that it has joined a grouping 

that seeks to contain China. The chapter has established that while India’s Indo-Pacific 

project has important status enabling moments, it is slowly beginning to reflect a 

balancing strategy at work. It has discussed this turn in India’s Indo-Pacific project and 

the implications it appears to have on its claims to status at the global level.   

 

 

 
710 Ikenberry, Power, Order, and Change in World Politics. 
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7.3 From ‘Asia’ to ‘Asia-Pacific’ to ‘Indo-Pacific’: Change and Consistency 
 

While the previous section explains how the chapters of this thesis individually shed 

light on different forms of Indian region-building at work, this section revisits the 

empirical chapters to explain the differences and similarities in India’s Asia, Asia-

Pacific and Indo-Pacific projects and how they have informed its claims to status over 

time. In doing so, it aims to reflect on the patterns of change and consistency in the 

relationship between regions and status in Indian foreign policy, in order to 

demonstrate how a study of these cases can help inform an analysis of current and 

future trends.  

 

First, the differences. In the Asia project of the Nehru years, India was the key region-

builder. With the end of the Second World War, the fall of the Japanese Empire and 

the blow to the British Empire with the independence of India, ‘Asia’ as a regional unit 

awaited a new ideational imprint. A space emerged for India to re-build map of Asia 

in a post-war world. As established in Chapter 3 (section 3.2), India’s call for the Asian 

region in its early days was based on the idea that over the centuries of European 

imperialism, links between Asian nations had been severed, as the ‘region’ had been 

geographically reconfigured to suit and serve Empire. Based on this understanding, 

the Indian regional project was centred on building Asia on the basis of two main 

ideas. First, as a space in which foreign intervention would be resisted in all its forms, 

and second – as Cold War dynamics seemed to penetrate this ‘region’ – as an ‘area of 

peace’ that would “not enter the war whatever happens”711 (section 3.3). In this way, 

its Asia project informed its claims to status that, in this period, centred on the pursuit 

of a range ‘counter-order’ efforts that included a resistance to great power intervention 

 
711 Nehru, ‘Nonalighnment in a Changing World: Parliamentry Debates (12 June, 1952)’, 446. 
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in the decolonising world and alliance relationships with either of the dominant states 

of the time, the United States and the Soviet Union.712 While the project had important 

status-enabling moments especially in the early Cold War years (section 3.3, chapter 

4), the project proved difficult to sustain (section 3.4). 

 

Its Asia-Pacific project on the other hand, emerged in the context of a post-Cold War 

world, centred on American unipolairty, the triumph of the liberal world order and 

global capitalism. Unlike its Asia project of the Nehru years, India was not building 

the Asia-Pacific, off a blank slate, but rather turning to a pre-existing ‘region’ and 

making a case for its membership within it. In other words, its project did not involve 

ideational heavy lifting, but rather ideational renovation to an existing ‘region’ so that 

it could possibly include it. These differences could be interpreted in two ways. A 

critical reading suggests that through its Asia-Pacific project, it was building a region 

on the cheap by free-riding on the benefits of the region-building efforts undertaken 

by countries such as Japan, Australia, the United States or ASEAN. Another reading 

however, suggests that this was in fact the consequence of having learned from the 

errors and failures from its wide Asia project of the Nehru years and comparatively 

narrow South Asian regional hegemon project (Chapter 5, section 5.2) of the post-

Nehru era, both of which came at heavy status costs. Its Asia-Pacific project informed 

its strategies to seek status in a post-Cold War world, that focused on ‘normative 

conformity rather than counter-order innovation’.713 Its membership in the Asia-

Pacific helped signal its commitment to the liberal world order and globalisation – 

both of which underpinned region. With its emphasis on integration within the global 

economy, ability to enmesh the United States as a security guarantor in this region and 
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manage China’s rise, membership in the Asia-Pacific was seen to have tremendous 

status-enabling potential by the Indian foreign policy establishment. Though the 

project possessed constraints, it met with several successful status-enabling moments 

(Chapter 5, section 5.4).  

 

India’s Indo-Pacific project has emerged in the context of an ongoing order transition 

informed by the relative decline of the American-lead global order. While the origins 

of the Indo-Pacific concept cannot be directly traced to India, unlike the Asia-Pacific 

concept, Indian membership within it has been undisputed. It has been included as an 

important member of this region in Japanese, Australian and American articulations 

of the region. This is possibly attributed to the region-building efforts that 

underpinned its Asia-Pacific project, through which it expressed its interest in 

extending its neighbourhood to include the Indian Ocean Region. In this way, the 

project itself has involved less ideational innovation than the preceding projects and, 

in many ways, seems to be an outcome of efforts undertaken through them. Given the 

shift underpinning the post-Cold War order centred on American unipolarity, India’s 

Indo-Pacific project informs its strategies to seek status, which express conformity to 

the norms underpinning a liberal, rules-based order, but, at the same time, emphasise 

on inclusion and acknowledgment of the rise and role of other players – including 

China – that seek to have a greater stake in influencing a post-unipolar world. In this 

context, it has attempted to build the region as an ‘inclusive’ one that signals its 

membership within a grouping of key democracies and strategic partners, but also, 

emphasises on inclusion of other regional and global stakeholders - with a particular 

signal to China - in it. At the same time however, India’s ability to shape the region on 

these terms is increasingly contested and its subsequently impacting the status-enabling 

value of its Indo-Pacific project.  
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Second and related, the projects have differed in their framing of India’s great power 

relationships. The Asia project focused more on keeping great powers out of the 

region. Dutch efforts to recolonise Indonesia in the 40s for instance, was framed as 

“an insult and challenge to Asia” (Chapter 4, section 4.3).714 Moreover, through its Asia 

project, India pursued on a policy for “standing up for certain ideals of oppressed 

nations”, even if it displeased the great powers (Chapter 3, section 3.3).715 With its Asia-

Pacific project on the other hand, India was seeking membership in a region that 

enmeshed the great powers (Chapter 5, section 5.5). The great power strategy driving 

the Asia-Pacific was to keep the United States and a rising China involved in the 

regional architecture in a controlled competition, which could serve to benefit the 

other countries of the region (Chapter 5). With its Indo-Pacific project, India appears 

to have joined a regional grouping that marks and, in some ways, acknowledges the 

existence of strategic competition between the United States and China (Chapter 6).  

 

Third, the nature of dominant practices underpinning each project. Through its Asia 

project, India framed itself as a ‘natural centre’ of this region (Chapter 3, section 3.1). 

This region was made a foreign policy priority and became the centre of its diplomatic 

activity during this period. Through its efforts to represent the Indonesian cause at the 

United Nations (Chapter 4), role in facilitating key negotiations during the Korean War 

(1950-1953), mediation through its invisible presence at the Geneva Conference on 

Indochina and the Formosa crisis (Chapter 3, section 3.3) it produced and reproduced 

its idea of Asia. In its Asia-Pacific project on the other hand, instead of a ‘natural 

centre’, India had to signal that it was ‘turning to’ an existing region, by ‘looking East’. 

Through the launch of its Look East Policy, this project concentrated on seeking 
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institutional membership within the regional organisations that had been established 

to its exclusion. Building relations with ASEAN was seen as a critical starting point. It 

was through its achieving dialogue status with ASEAN, that India made its way into 

formal security groupings in the region such as the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) 

and the East Asia Summit (EAS) (Chapter 5, section 5.5). While India still insists on 

ASEAN centrality in its Indo-Pacific vision, the project seems to take shape beyond 

the institutional framework of ASEAN. India sees the Indo-Pacific as a theatre to 

enable its claims to status as a major power. It therefore involves a range of practices 

befitting that objective that include developing and projecting its naval capabilities 

strategic partnerships with other major powers (Chapter 6, section 6.1).716 

 

Lastly, the projects have differed in the nature of their closing moments. India’s Asia 

project of the Nehru years did not last incredibly long. As discussed in Chapter 3 

(section 3.3), the geopolitics of the Cold War began to close in on its project, 

exacerbating many errors India made in pursuing the project. These were most evident 

at the Bandung Conference and its China strategy. The project, however, was most 

directly undermined by the arrival of military pacts sponsored by the United States and 

its allies in Pacific Asia, that began to initiate new sub-regional projects within Asia in 

the 1950s. It finally ended when India clashed with Chinese forces on its disputed 

border in 1962 (section 3.3). The Asia-Pacific project, however, did not ‘close’ in the 

way that the Asia project did (section 5.4). Instead, it expanded and stretched into that 

of the Indo-Pacific, a new regional construct that – unlike the original Asia-Pacific 

project – included India from the start (Chapter 6, section 6.1).  

 
716 Basrur, ‘Modi’s Foreign Policy Fundamentals: A Trajectory Unchanged’; Basrur and Sullivan 

de Estrada, Rising India: Status and Power, 90. 
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In terms of consistencies, the most evident one is the key argument on which this 

thesis is pinned – regions and their abilities to inform claims to higher status at the 

global level. Despite the differences in the three projects, the thesis has presented 

evidence to suggest that in making decisions to engage and invest in region-building, 

Indian elites factored in the opportunities they provided for social recognition which 

could potentially enable India’s claims to higher status at the global level. Second, the 

discourses and practices that underpinned the Asia Project of the Nehru years created 

a solid and substantial foundation on the basis of which it could “re-create its Asian’ 

identity by pursuing its Asia-Pacific project several decades later.717 In Narasimha Rao’s 

famous Singapore speech for instance (Chapter 5, section 5.3), he built an image of 

the region building based on Nehru’s own, emphasising on ‘regionalist’ moments of 

India’s Asia project such as the Asian Relations Conference (1947) or the Bandung 

moment of 1955. Moreover, he highlighted India’s deep civilizational links to the 

‘region’ echoing Nehru’s ideas in the Discovery of India (Chapter 3, section 3.2). 

Traces of these ideas were also seen in Narendra Modi’s speech in Shangri-La in 2018 

(Chapter 6, section 6.1).  In this way, though India’s Asia project closed in the 1960s, 

marking a serious setback of its claims to status at the time, its ideational heavy-lifting 

proved to make India’s case for entering the Asia-Pacific and making it an indisputable 

member of the Indo-Pacific, much stronger.  

 

Third, despite both projects differing in the ways they framed and valued India’s great 

power relationships, there remained strains of consistency. While the discussion above 

explains that through its ‘Asia-Pacific’ project, India sought to embrace rather than 

challenge structures of global order, it did not entirely constrain its foreign policy 

 
717 Khurshid, ‘Forward’. 
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practices for this purpose and continued to keep its distance from the norms that 

underpinned the American-centred order. This was most evident in 1998, where 

despite its recent success in gaining an entry point into the ASEAN Regional Forum, 

it conducted a series of nuclear tests in 1998. Though there was initial criticism and 

sanctions imposed on India, the United States relented and the response it evoked 

from ASEAN was mild. This implied that even though India engaged in a region-

building project that was not entirely of its own making, it took to this region some of 

on its own terms, keeping the great powers at bay.  Eventually, Indian diplomats noted 

that its 1998 tests increased its credibility within the region and India was officially 

recognised as an emerging power (Chapter 5, section 5.4).  Similar patterns are 

noticeable in India’s Indo-Pacific project. Despite seeing its inclusion in this region as 

a marker of its rising status, India has, to a large extent attempted to differentiate its 

vision of this region from one that might resemble any form of great power alliance 

that seeks to contain China. In doing so, India’s vision of the Indo-Pacific has differed 

from other key Indo-Pacific members, particularly those of the QUAD grouping 

(Chapter 6, section 6.2).  

7.4 Summing Up: 
 

By drawing on the Indian case, this thesis has demonstrated how regions inform states’ 

claims to higher status at the global level. Relying on approaches from Political 

Geography and Critical Geopolitics, it has argued that through regions and the ways 

in which states ‘build’ them, they forge a sense of commonality and group 

membership, with which they can differentiate themselves from others.718 On securing 

membership, regions function as geographic theatres for them to enact a specific role 

 
718 See Leonardelli and Toh, ‘Social Categorization in Intergroup Contexts: Three Kinds of Self-

Categorization’, 70–71. On regions and group formation see Postel-Vinay, ‘The Historicity of the 

International Region: Revisiting the “Europe and the Rest” Divide’. 



 223 

to targeted audiences, which can serve to augment their claims to status at the global 

level.  Within the Indian case, the thesis has explored three instances of region-

building: a post-imperial, post-1945 ‘Asia’; a post-Cold War ‘Asia-Pacific’; and an 

incipient ‘Indo-Pacific’.  

 

As this thesis has sought to demonstrate how regions have informed its claims to status 

at the global level, it is important to consider alternative ways in which this story could 

be told. Was Indian region-building necessarily informing its claims to status or was it 

just a pursuit of security? As established in recent work on Indian status-seeking, 

distinguishing between status and security is indeed difficult, given that – and this is 

especially relevant in the post-Cold War context – both have involved the pursuit of 

material power.719 For these reasons, this thesis has not aimed to invalidate the 

explanation that Indian region-building has informed its security interests. Instead, it 

offers an alternative interpretation of what Indian region-building appears to inform.720 

It makes the case that a purely security-centred analysis of region-building overlooks 

how the process has informed its claims to status. It has done so by demonstrating 

how region-building discourses and practices have been embedded into a language of 

status in Indian foreign policy, and how they have contributed to the recognition of 

India’s status by the great powers. In this way, this thesis has attempted to bridge 

between the International Relations literature on regions and status and provide fresh 

interpretations of key Indian foreign policy endeavours.  

  

 
719 Basrur and Sullivan de Estrada, Rising India: Status and Power, 14. 
720 Price and Reus-Smit, ‘Dangerous Liaisons? Critical International Theory and Constructivism’. 
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APPENDIX  

 

America's 'Asian Pivot': The View from India 

Ambassador Nirupama Rao, Brown University, Feb 4, 2013 

“We are of Asia and the peoples of Asia are nearer and closer to us than others. India is so situated 

that she is the pivot of Western, Southern and Southeast Asia” Jawaharlal Nehru at the Asian 

Relations Conference, New Delhi, March 1947. 

Dr. Christina Paxson, President, Brown University 

Dr. Ashutosh Varshney, Director, Brown-India Initiative 

Ladies and Gentlemen: 

Thank you for inviting me to speak at this opening seminar of the Spring 2013 

“Brown-India Initiative Seminar Series”. It is always a privilege to be associated with 

Brown University and the Watson Institute for International Studies. I am particularly 

thankful for your efforts in developing closer intellectual and academic linkages with 

India through the “Brown India Initiative”. 

I recall my visit here last September with the then External Affairs Minister of India, 

Mr. S.M. Krishna, who spoke on India’s foreign policy at the launch of the Brown 

India Initiative. You have been engaged in wonderful work in developing academic 

research and discourse on India, and bringing together experts from academia, civil 

society and public policy from both India and the United States.  

President Paxson, with your distinguished record of academic research and work on 

public health issues in the developing world, you bring great value to this focus on 

India in Brown. I have no doubt that the India Initiative will benefit immensely from 

your leadership. 

 Professor Varshney is well known in both our countries for his excellent and 

trenchant scholarship on contemporary India. I am particularly privileged that our 

friendship dates back to over two decades.  

 President Paxson and Professor Varshney, I compliment your efforts. They will surely 

go a long way in building a robust, comprehensive and textured understanding between 

our two countries.  

Indeed, one of the most important aspects of the recent transformation in India-U.S. 

relations is the extraordinary discourse and debate that happens through academic 

channels between both our countries. Undeniably, this has helped us in developing a 
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deeper appreciation of each other’s positions and a shared vision for the future of our 

partnership.    

Ladies and Gentlemen: 

The subject I have been asked to speak on is relevant to both India and the United 

States since it is reflective of the global dimension of our strategic engagement. 

It is a truism that the centre of gravity for global opportunity has shifted towards Asia 

and the Indian Ocean and Pacific Ocean world with its spectacular and continued 

economic growth. According to the IMF, over the last three decades, Asia’s share of 

global GDP grew from 10 percent to 30 percent, its standard of living rose six times, 

and half a billion people were brought out of poverty. In the last decade alone, 

emerging Asia has grown by an average annual rate of over 7 percent.  

Today, Asia has by far the greatest share of rising middle classes and a young 

population. With the economies of this region growing and integrating with the global 

economy, the region can be expected to continue to contribute significantly to global 

growth, trade, prosperity and innovation, and thereby, play a vital role in the moulding 

of the 21st century.  

Given the extraordinary change that is underway in the Asia-Pacific as well as in India, 

there seems to be a natural interest in the U.S. in understanding India’s role in Asia 

and its expanding engagement with the region, just as there is interest in India to 

understand the vision and the workings of U.S. policy towards Asia and the Asia-

Pacific.  

While the contours of this U.S. policy variously described as “pivot” or “rebalancing” 

towards Asia, are still unfolding, there is no denying that the U.S. seeks to engage with 

that region much more robustly than it has in the recent past. But before I come to 

the U.S. role in the region, let me talk about India’s own engagement with that region. 

Our engagement with the Asia-Pacific is not new. We are part of the Asia-Pacific and 

an Indian Ocean world that traditionally lived in peace, pursuing the traffic of ideas, 

the peaceful absorption of different religions without proselytization, pursuing trade 

and commerce in a non-polarized, peaceful, common economic space.  In our view, 

more than geopolitical, or geo-economic, this was a geo-civilizational paradigm – a 

creative space with revolving doors where civilizations coalesced and did not 

clash.  One has only to visit the caves of Ajanta in western India or see the murals of 

Dunhuang in China’s West to see this vision of unity that marked our past – I refer to 

the depiction of various nationalities thronging royal processions or expressing their 

grief before a dying Buddha. This is the region where we hear the muffled footsteps 

of historical travellers and thinkers like Boddhidharma of India and Xuan Zang of 

China beat in our blood, to use a phrase from Rabindranath Tagore. These were lives 
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mortgaged to pilgrimage, and voyages of intellectual discovery. We see that past as a 

rough guide to our future. 

Though these interactions faded during India’s colonial existence, we strove to re-

establish these linkages soon after our independence. This was the vision that India, 

together with China, sought to create when we moved a level beyond Westphalian 

concepts of statecraft to the definition of the Panchashila or the Five Principles of 

Peaceful Coexistence, principles that explain India’s foreign policy in a fundamental 

manner. In fact, these principles also define the core beliefs of ASEAN in a post-

Panchashila world as scholars like Prasenjit Duara have pointed out. 

Not just history, but the trade winds and our geography in India also dictate our close 

bonds with the Asia Pacific and the Indian Ocean world. We share land and maritime 

borders with Myanmar, Indonesia and Thailand. The southernmost tip of India's 

Andaman and Nicobar Islands in the Bay of Bengal is just 90 nautical miles away from 

Indonesia and the northern most tip less than 10 nautical miles from Myanmar.  

Some observers say Indo-Pacific Asia, or the Indo-Pacific for short, is a “more credible 

and contemporary name” than the Asia-Pacific. They see it as an “emerging Asian 

strategic system that encompasses both the Pacific and the Indian Oceans, defined in 

part by the reach of China and India, and the continued strategic role and presence of 

the United States in both (these oceans)”.  Apparently, the term Indo-Pacific has been 

used to define a precise bio-geographic region in marine science for over a century 

now.  

It has also been observed how the geographical subtext of India’s engagement in the 

Asia Pacific is also manifest in the term “Indo-Pacific” which is increasingly defining 

the cultural, economic, political and security continuum that straddles the Indian and 

the Pacific Ocean regions and is fast becoming a geo-strategic construct to 

comprehend the common opportunities, the intersecting maritime and security 

interests, and challenges confronting this region.  

We Indians come from a tradition of sun worshippers. And, therefore, we have always 

looked East. The history of Peninsular India, particularly its East Coast is tied 

intricately and profoundly, to Southeast Asia. Indeed, for Peninsular India, the lure of 

the sea around it, has moulded and set the course of our history. We have a vantage 

location, with the Indian Ocean literally at our feet.  

Even before the end of the Cold War in the early 1990s, the stage was set for closer 

cooperation between India and East and Southeast Asia. During the Prime 

Ministership of Rajiv Gandhi there was a spurt of diplomatic exchanges with Southeast 

Asia. And in 1992,  we formally launched our “Look East” policy, or rather, a renewed 

Look East policy, the fulcrum of which was our relations with ASEAN. This was also 

the period when we embarked upon a pragmatic and result-oriented policy of 
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economic reform that further facilitated closer relations with the countries of the 

region.  

As a result of more than two decades of a sustained engagement based on common 

developmental and strategic interests, our relationship with ASEAN has grown in 

strength and substance. 

Today, there is a regular high-level interaction both with ASEAN, with whom we have 

had annual summits since 2002, as also with individual countries of ASEAN and East 

Asia. We joined the East Asia Summit in 2005 at its inaugural summit, and greatly 

value our regular and active participation in its deliberations. 

Guided by the strong economic rationale of our “Look East” policy, ASEAN and East 

Asian countries – including Japan, China and South Korea – have emerged as large 

trading and investment partners of India.  The richness of this engagement is visible 

in wide-ranging cooperation in areas as diverse as science and technology, tourism, 

human resource development, transport & infrastructure, health and pharmaceuticals. 

Indeed, the strategic footprint of our relations with China and Japan, particularly, will 

exert a major impact on the future of the region.  

Conscious of our collective Asian heritage, we are working on the revival of Nalanda 

University – an ancient seat of learning which once was the wellspring of scholarly and 

cultural exchanges between India, and East and Southeast Asia.  

In December last year, we celebrated the 20th anniversary of the ASEAN-India 

dialogue partnership and the 10th anniversary of ASEAN-India Summit-level 

partnership, by hosting in New Delhi a Commemorative Summit with the theme 

‘ASEAN-India Partnership for Peace and Shared Prosperity’. 

A Vision Statement adopted at the Summit lays out a comprehensive roadmap for 

political, security, economic, socio-cultural and development cooperation between 

India and ASEAN leading up to 2020.  It recognizes ASEAN’s centrality and its role 

as the driving force of both economic and security structures and institutions currently 

emerging in the region in pursuit of its stability, peace and development. The markers 

we have set at this Summit for the future of India-ASEAN engagement are meant to 

transform our policy of “Looking East” into one of “Engaging the East”.  

We have set a trade target of 100 billion dollars by 2015 stemming from opportunities 

presented by the India-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement signed in 2010.  We are also 

committed to realizing an ASEAN-India Free Trade Area (FTA), which will be an 

economic space of huge opportunities, with a combined market of almost 1.8 billion 

people and a combined GDP of 3.8 trillion dollars. 

Connectivity is a big focus of our engagement with ASEAN and the region, which we 

will enhance through the implementation of the Master Plan on ASEAN Connectivity. 
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We will step up our assistance in the completion of the India-Myanmar-Thailand 

Trilateral Highway and its extension to Lao PDR and Cambodia.  We will also help 

develop a new highway project connecting India-Myanmar-Lao PDR-Viet Nam-

Cambodia as well as the Mekong-India Economic Corridor (MIEC) connecting 

Southeast Asia to South Asia through India’s eastern region. These connectivities will 

add new impetus to trade and investment linkages and people to people exchanges 

between ASEAN and India. 

While beginning with a strong economic emphasis, our engagement in the region has 

also become increasingly strategic in its content. Our political dialogue has grown, our 

consultations in regional forums have intensified, and our defence and counter-

terrorism cooperation with countries in the region have expanded. 

We have bilateral agreements to strengthen our defence cooperation as also 

cooperation in combating non-traditional security challenges with several countries of 

the region including with Japan, South Korea, Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia and 

Vietnam. 

In a reflection of our commitment to the region’s peace and stability, India acceded to 

the Treaty of Amity and Cooperation in Southeast Asia (TAC) in 2003.  We are an 

active participant in the East Asia Summit, the ASEAN Regional Forum and ASEAN 

Defense Ministers+8 process which provide a platform to discuss common challenges 

to our collective peace and security and devise ways and means to address them.  

It is obvious that in the present era of interdependence, the security and economic 

prosperity of nations is vitally linked to safety and security of sea lanes of 

communication. States will need to work together to address common threats to 

maritime security. India supports freedom of navigation and access to resources in 

accordance with principles of international law, and believes that these principles 

should be respected by all. 

India sits astride these crucial sea lanes of communication across the Indian Ocean, 

through which almost 60,000 ships carry merchandise and energy from the Gulf to 

East Asia every year. The security of these lanes is challenged by the rising incidence 

of piracy as well as other threats such as trafficking in arms, drugs and human beings 

and linkages with transnational criminal outfits. 

India has contributed its naval capabilities to help safeguard the vital sealanes of the 

Indo-Pacific. In the past, we have cooperated with Indonesia, Singapore and Malaysia 

to ensure security in the Malacca Straits. Today, we are cooperating with other naval 

forces in the Gulf of Aden and off the coast of Somalia to counter piracy. 

The growth of our naval capabilities enables us also to work out mechanisms of 

cooperation with other friendly navies to be net providers of security in the region, 
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and also for emergency and disaster management as we saw during the Indian Ocean 

tsunami of 2004. 

Ladies and Gentlemen: India’s vision is to create a web of inter-linkages for our shared 

prosperity and security. We want the Indian Ocean and Asia-Pacific regions to develop 

into a zone of cooperation rather than one of competition and domination. 

We would like to work for an open, inclusive and transparent architecture of regional 

cooperation in the Asia-Pacific region, where all major powers in Asia and beyond 

work together to address the traditional and non-traditional challenges and to create a 

basis for a stable and prosperous Asia. These are the challenges that cut across national 

boundaries and require cooperative responses. 

Based on this vision, we welcome the U.S. engagement in the Asia of the Indo-Pacific. 

The continuance of economic growth and prosperity in both our countries is in many 

ways linked to the opportunities for growth and prosperity in this region. It is a space 

that impacts our destinies, whose security and prosperity is vital to both of us, and 

where we have an increasing convergence of interests. 

We believe that India and the United States are stakeholders in the creation of an 

inclusive, participatory network of interdependence, cooperative trade, economic 

development, security and stability in the Asia of the Indo-Pacific.  These converging 

interests have opened up new opportunities for enhanced cooperation between our 

two countries. 

 It was in recognition of these mutual interests that Prime Minister Singh and President 

Obama spelt out their shared vision for peace, stability and prosperity in Asia, the 

Indian Ocean and Pacific regions during President Obama’s visit to India in November 

2010. 

This vision is reflected in India’s support for U.S entry into the East Asia Summit as a 

full participant and recently, as an observer in the IOR-ARC (The Indian Ocean Rim 

Association for Regional Cooperation).  

And, we have agreed to work together and with other countries in the East Asia 

Summit, the ASEAN Regional Forum, the ADMM + 8 process, for the evolution of 

an open, balanced and inclusive architecture in the region, so that all stakeholders can 

make their contributions to regional security. 

We are supplementing such multilateral efforts by bilateral consultations with the U.S. 

on the Asia-Pacific, for which we have instituted a regular dialogue mechanism. It 

provides an opportunity to discuss and exchange our respective perspectives on a wide 

range of issues in the region and is a vivid manifestation of the global dimension of 

our strategic partnership.  
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 With a shared interest in maritime security in the region, cooperation in this area 

between India and the United States has deepened in the past several years. We both 

have affirmed the importance of maritime security, unimpeded commerce, and 

freedom of navigation, in accordance with relevant universally agreed principles of 

international law and peaceful settlement of maritime disputes. 

Today, our naval forces conduct regular joint exercises and exchanges. The anti-piracy 

operations off the coast of Africa, where our navies are working together with forces 

of other countries have brought in a new dimension that requires continued focus so 

that we mitigate and remove threats to international and regional maritime commerce.  

We have also launched a trilateral consultation between India, U.S. and Japan, which 

has helped increase mutual understanding and enhance our cooperative endeavours.  

And, then there is China. It was Ji Xianlin, the pre-eminent Chinese Indologist of 

modern times, who said of China and India, that they are “standing side by side of the 

Asian continent with their neighborliness created by Heaven and constructed by 

Earth”. Ancient principles that defined friendship and interaction between our two 

countries are not antiquated. That was how the cosmology of the Panchshila or the 

Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence was defined between India and China in the 

fifties. And it is these principles that sustain us when we speak of Asian stability 

demanding cooperation, even if it is laced with competition, and not confrontation, 

between India and China, thus creating what is termed “an arc of advantage and shared 

economic prosperity” across Asia. The Australian analyst, Rory Medcalf, speaks of 

how the intersecting interests of the big maritime trading and strategic powers, 

especially the United States, China, India, “create the glue of an emerging strategic 

system” and that the core Indo-Pacific encompasses the South China Sea, maritime 

Southeast Asia and the Bay of Bengal. 

Many observers are tempted to view the India-U.S. engagement in this region, as 

directed at China. I do not believe that such a construct is valid or sustainable, given 

the significant overlapping interests that bind us in the region and globally – whether 

it is about global financial stability or energy security, or climate change, to name a few. 

The U.S. also denies that its pivot to Asia is aimed at containing China. Rather, as Joe 

Nye recently remarked at the Aspen Dialogue, the U.S. approach is being explained as 

being primarily about engagement and understanding Asia’s internal balance of power. 

China is our largest neighbour.  I am often asked whether our relationship with China 

will be one dominated by increasing competition for influence or for resources. I 

would not like to characterize our relations in such stark terms. Over the last two 

decades we have sought to deepen our dialogue and strengthen bilateral relations. 

Today China is our largest trading partner in goods. Peace and tranquillity have 

prevailed in the India-China border areas. 
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At the same time we do remain alert to the fact that China’s growing ability to project 

its military strength, its rapid military modernization, and its visible and growing reach 

introduces a new calculus in the security situation in our region. The challenge 

therefore, is to manage the India-China relationship despite inherent complexities and 

challenges, embedding it in the matrix of dialogue and diplomacy. 

The rise of China, changes the security calculus of the Indo-Pacific world. Nowhere is 

this more starkly felt that in our Southeast Asian neighborhood. There is massive 

interaction between China and Southeast Asia today, and Chinese capital is shaping 

inland Southeast Asia particularly in terms of connectivities to mainland China, with 

the building of roads, railways and dams. India too seeks closer integration with 

Southeast Asia and sees this as a strategic economic opportunity. I heard one analyst 

comment recently that our Southeast Asian friends would like to see both India and 

China in an “enmeshment” with their region built on commercial diplomacy and the 

enhancement of economic interdependence. Like Gullivers, we will be enmeshed, and 

this policy of ASEAN is proving very effective, because of the good for all of us that 

it generates! This process also creates greater stakes for India and we hope for China 

too, in the region’s progress and stability. 

For India, the creation of a stable regional environment that helps us focus more 

intensively on growing our economy is vital. Building strong bilateral partnerships, key 

trade and investment linkages with our Southeast Asian neighbours and promoting 

ASEAN-centred regional projects helps us facilitate economic linkages, promote 

strategic autonomy and also to deal with non-traditional threats to our security which 

pose a significant challenge to our development. Our relationships with the United 

States and with Japan, Vietnam, Singapore, Indonesia and Australia are also very 

important to us in this emerging construct. Such processes enable us to balance our 

trade and security interests in the region.  

There is a seamless stretch of oceanic space that links the Indian and Pacific Oceans. 

The earlier concept of the Asia-Pacific had sought to exclude India – today the term, 

Indo-Pacific encompasses the subcontinent as an integral part of this eastern world. 

We are glad that the mental map of the Asia Pacific has changed and that the centre 

of gravity has moved westward to include India. We have welcomed the fact that the 

U.S. understands how important the Indo-Pacific region is to global trade and 

commerce. The task before us is to concretely define this concept through expanding 

security, especially maritime, and economic cooperation. This should not be an 

exclusionary strategy; using the term enmeshment again, it needs to enmesh all 

concerned and create a web of interdependence. That is how we operationalize this 

concept.  

Talk of an Asian “Concert” of powers has been prevalent in some recent analyses of 

the regional situation. Such a concert presupposes the maturing of stable relations 

among the major countries in the region with the United States also acting as an 

important factor for stability. The arguments have weighed in favor of deepened 



 255 

understanding among all of these countries rather than polarization and division into 

rival blocs. This would also require mutual accommodation between the countries 

concerned. Others call it an “inclusive balancing” where the US simultaneously 

engages all the regional powers like China, India, Japan and Russia working to see a 

multipolar order that reduces the risk of military confrontation. As Asian affairs analyst 

Nayan Chanda notes, a carefully balanced policy that is not aimed at forcing people in 

the region into any “with us” or “against us” positions is the best prescription. The 

same inclusive balancing should apply to relations between the major countries within 

the region. Shared maritime and energy security interests become potential areas of 

convergence in this scenario. Advancing the scope of agreements defined by shared 

interests or as “building coalitions on different issues of shared concern” (Shyam 

Saran) through such inclusive balancing is good for the region. We have also welcomed 

a trilateral dialogue between India, China and the United States on global and regional 

challenges.  

Before I close, let me say also that we must also be conscious of the fact that Asia, is 

as continental as it is oceanic. The wellbeing of Asia is equally dependent on the 

resolution of strife and violence in countries like Afghanistan and the defeat of non-

state actors who perpetrate a terrorist agenda in countries like Pakistan as it is on the 

safety of sea lines of communication and addressing challenges and threats at sea. This 

must be kept in focus as we look to the future.  

Ladies and gentlemen: 

Today we stand at the cusp of exciting times, which hold challenges as well as promise 

for a bright future in this shared region of ours, built on our cooperative endeavours. 

India will continue to deepen its engagement with the United States and other partners 

in the Asia-Pacific region with the goal to promote our collective prosperity, stability 

and security. 

I thank you for your attention, and wish your deliberations all success 
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