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Abstract 

 

Global diplomacy has become increasingly significant in an era defined by complex 

interdependence, shifting power dynamics, and transnational challenges. This paper examines 

India’s evolving role in contemporary global diplomacy by tracing its historical trajectory from 

the pre-modern period to its present position as an emerging global power. It analyses India’s 

contributions to international relations through initiatives such as the Non-Aligned Movement 

(NAM), its advocacy for a New International Economic Order (NIEO), and its engagement in 

regional and multilateral institutions, including SAARC and the G20. The study further evaluates 

India’s regional strategies, particularly in South Asia, and its policy frameworks such as the 

Neighbourhood First Policy. Additionally, it explores the strategic implications of India’s nuclear 

policy in enhancing its global standing. The paper argues that India’s diplomatic approach reflects 

a careful balance between strategic autonomy and active global engagement. By combining 

normative leadership with pragmatic policy choices, India continues to shape global governance 

and advocate for a more inclusive and equitable international order. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In an increasingly interconnected world, diplomacy serves as a vital mechanism through which 

states manage relationships, mitigate conflicts, and pursue collective goals. It provides the 

framework for negotiation and cooperation, enabling nations to navigate differences while 

maintaining international stability. Diplomacy is commonly understood as the conduct and 

management of international relations through dialogue and negotiation [1]. However, beyond this 

formal definition, diplomacy encompasses a wide spectrum of practices, including persuasion, 

compromise, and strategic communication. 

http://www.irjmsh.com/
mailto:hnamtemaruata@gmail.com
mailto:richpgj@gmail.com


IRJMSH       Vol 17 Issue 3  [Year 2026]    ISSN  2277 – 9809 (0nline) 2348–9359 (Print) 

International Research Journal of Management Sociology & Humanity ( IRJMSH ) Page 322 

www.irjmsh.com 

 

In contemporary international relations, diplomacy has expanded beyond traditional state-centric 

interactions. The growing influence of globalization, technological advancement, and 

transnational challenges has led to the involvement of diverse actors such as international 

organizations, private entities, and civil society. As Hart (2019) observes, diplomacy is not merely 

a formal process but an everyday practice embedded in cross-cultural interaction and institutional 

norms [2]. 

 

India’s role in this evolving diplomatic landscape is particularly significant. Since gaining 

independence in 1947, India has transformed from a newly decolonized state into a prominent 

global actor. While it initially positioned itself as a leader of the developing world, it has gradually 

expanded its diplomatic scope to include strategic, economic, and technological dimensions. This 

paper explores India’s journey in global diplomacy, highlighting its historical foundations, policy 

frameworks, and contemporary contributions. 

 

2. INDIA IN THE PRE-MODERN PERIOD 

India’s engagement with global networks predates the modern international system, reflecting a 

long-standing tradition of economic exchange and cultural interaction. As one of the earliest 

centres of civilization, India played a pivotal role in shaping early global trade and intellectual 

exchange. Its economy, though largely agrarian, was deeply integrated into regional and long-

distance trade networks that connected it with the Middle East, the Roman Empire, and Southeast 

Asia [3].  

 

Geography significantly influenced India’s external interactions. Its access to major maritime 

routes through the Arabian Sea and the Bay of Bengal facilitated commercial exchanges, while 

overland routes such as the Haimavatamarga and Dakshinapath connected it with Central Asia and 

beyond [4]. These networks not only enabled the movement of goods but also encouraged the 

exchange of ideas, religions, and cultural practices. 

 

Trade in the pre-modern period functioned as a form of proto-diplomacy. Commercial interactions 

fostered mutual dependence and established enduring relationships between regions. Indian 

merchants and settlers contributed to the spread of Indian culture, particularly in Southeast Asia, 

where elements of Indian political and religious systems were adopted. 

 

At the same time, India’s prosperity attracted foreign incursions, which significantly shaped its 

political and diplomatic landscape. The invasion of Alexander the Great established early contact 

with European regions, while subsequent Arab invasions facilitated interactions between Indian 

and Islamic civilizations [5]. The Mughal Empire further expanded India’s engagement with global 

trade networks, integrating it into a broader economic system. Additionally, Mongol pressures 

influenced the defensive and diplomatic strategies of the Delhi Sultanate [6]. 

http://www.irjmsh.com/


IRJMSH       Vol 17 Issue 3  [Year 2026]    ISSN  2277 – 9809 (0nline) 2348–9359 (Print) 

International Research Journal of Management Sociology & Humanity ( IRJMSH ) Page 323 

www.irjmsh.com 

 

Although the colonial period marked a phase of economic exploitation and political subjugation, 

it also introduced India to modern global institutions and diplomatic practices, laying the 

groundwork for its post-independence foreign policy. 

 

3. INDIA IN THE CONTEMPORARY WORLD 

India’s position in the contemporary world reflects a dynamic blend of historical legacy, strategic 

autonomy, and evolving global engagement. Since independence, India has sought to define its 

role in international affairs through a balanced and independent foreign policy, shaped by early 

leadership under Jawaharlal Nehru. Its diplomatic approach has been guided by principles such as 

sovereignty, non-alignment, and cooperation, which later found expression in initiatives like the 

Non-Aligned Movement and advocacy for global equity through frameworks such as the New 

International Economic Order. In the present era, India engages actively at regional and global 

levels, strengthening neighbourhood ties, participating in multilateral institutions, and contributing 

to global governance. As the international system becomes increasingly multipolar, India 

continues to balance national interests with global responsibilities, positioning itself as an 

influential actor and a key representative of the Global South. 

 

3.1 Cold War Context and Strategic Autonomy 

India’s modern diplomatic identity emerged in the context of the Cold War, a period defined by 

ideological rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union. This bipolar global order posed 

significant challenges for newly independent states. While Western powers sought to contain the 

spread of communism, the Soviet Union aimed to expand its ideological influence [7].  

In response, India adopted a policy of non-alignment under the leadership of Jawaharlal Nehru. 

Rather than aligning with either bloc, India sought to maintain strategic autonomy and pursue an 

independent foreign policy. This approach allowed India to engage with multiple actors while 

avoiding entanglement in great power conflicts. 

 

3.2 Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) 

India’s leadership in the establishment of the Non-Aligned Movement marked a significant 

contribution to global diplomacy. Emerging from the Bandung Conference of 1955, NAM 

provided a platform for newly independent states to assert their sovereignty and resist external 

domination. 

The movement played a crucial role in supporting decolonization efforts and amplifying the voices 

of developing nations. It enhanced India’s diplomatic credibility and positioned it as a leader of 

the Global South [8]. Beyond its political objectives, NAM also sought to promote cooperation, 

equality, and peaceful coexistence among nations [9]. 

 

While the relevance of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) has been debated in the post-Cold War 

era, its foundational principles continue to shape India’s diplomatic outlook. In an increasingly 
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multipolar world, the emphasis on strategic autonomy, sovereign equality, and non-alignment 

remains central to India’s foreign policy. Rather than strict neutrality, India has adapted these 

principles into a more flexible and pragmatic approach, often described as “multi-alignment,” 

where it engages with diverse global powers without compromising its independence. 

Consequently, NAM’s legacy persists not merely as a historical framework but as a guiding 

philosophy that enables India to navigate complex geopolitical dynamics while maintaining its 

role as a representative voice of the Global South. 

 

3.3 New International Economic Order (NIEO) 

India’s advocacy for the New International Economic Order reflected its commitment to 

addressing structural inequalities in the global economy. The NIEO aimed to create a more 

equitable economic system by reforming trade practices, resource distribution, and decision-

making processes within international institutions [10]. 

 

Although the initiative faced resistance from developed countries and achieved limited practical 

success, it highlighted the need for inclusive global economic governance. India’s role in 

promoting NIEO reinforced its position as a spokesperson for developing nations. In the 

contemporary context, the core ideas of NIEO continue to resonate in global debates on economic 

justice, particularly in discussions surrounding climate finance, trade equity, and development 

assistance. India has continued to advocate for reforms in international financial institutions to 

ensure greater representation and participation of developing countries. Thus, while NIEO as a 

formal initiative did not fully materialize, its underlying principles remain influential in shaping 

India’s ongoing engagement with global economic governance. 

 

3.4 Regional Diplomacy and South Asia 

India’s regional diplomacy is shaped by its geographical proximity, historical ties, and strategic 

interests. As the largest country in South Asia, India plays a central role in maintaining regional 

stability and fostering cooperation. 

Relations with Pakistan remain a defining aspect of India’s regional strategy. Despite periodic 

dialogue, tensions persist due to unresolved issues such as Kashmir [11]. At the same time, India 

has demonstrated its willingness to respond decisively to security challenges. For instance, recent 

military operations have underscored its emphasis on deterrence and strategic preparedness [12]. 

 

India’s engagement with other neighbours, including Bangladesh, Bhutan, Nepal, and Sri Lanka, 

reflects a combination of diplomatic outreach and strategic calculation. Its role in the liberation of 

Bangladesh in 1971, for example, strengthened its regional influence and credibility. 

 

In conclusion, India’s regional diplomacy reflects a careful balance between cooperation and 

strategic assertiveness. While it seeks to promote stability, economic integration, and mutual 

development in South Asia, it also remains attentive to security concerns and geopolitical 
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challenges. By combining diplomatic engagement with pragmatic policy measures, India 

continues to reinforce its position as a central and stabilizing force in the region. This dual 

approach not only enhances its regional leadership but also contributes to shaping a more cohesive 

and resilient South Asian geopolitical landscape. 

 

3.5 SAARC and Regional Cooperation 

India has actively supported regional cooperation through the South Asian Association for 

Regional Cooperation (SAARC), established in 1985. The organization aims to promote 

collaboration in areas such as economic development, education, and public health [13]. 

 

Despite political challenges, SAARC has demonstrated its relevance, particularly during crises 

such as the COVID-19 pandemic, when coordinated responses highlighted the importance of 

regional mechanisms [14]. 

 

Overall, SAARC represents an important institutional framework for fostering regional 

cooperation in South Asia, despite the political and bilateral challenges that often constrain its 

effectiveness. Its initiatives in areas such as public health, disaster response, and socio-economic 

development demonstrate its continued relevance in addressing shared regional concerns. While 

its progress has been uneven, SAARC remains a valuable platform for dialogue and collaboration, 

underscoring the necessity of sustained regional engagement in tackling common challenges. 

 

3.6 Neighbourhood First Policy 

India’s Neighbourhood First Policy reflects a strategic effort to strengthen ties with its immediate 

neighbours. By emphasizing connectivity, trade, and cultural exchange, the policy seeks to 

enhance regional integration and mutual development [15]. It represents a shift toward a more 

proactive and engagement-oriented regional diplomacy. 

 

The policy also underscores India’s commitment to fostering trust and goodwill through 

development partnerships and capacity-building initiatives. By extending financial assistance, 

infrastructure support, and humanitarian aid to neighbouring countries, India seeks to position 

itself as a reliable partner in regional development. Initiatives such as cross-border connectivity 

projects, energy cooperation, and digital integration have contributed to strengthening economic 

interdependence and enhancing regional resilience. 

 

At the same time, the Neighbourhood First Policy reflects India’s awareness of evolving 

geopolitical dynamics in South Asia. The increasing presence of external powers in the region has 

necessitated a more proactive diplomatic approach to safeguard India’s strategic interests. 

Consequently, the policy combines cooperative engagement with strategic considerations, 

enabling India to maintain its regional influence while promoting stability, security, and 

sustainable development among its neighbouring countries. 
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3.7 Multilateral Engagement and Global Leadership 

India’s participation in global institutions underscores its commitment to multilateralism. Through 

platforms such as the United Nations, World Trade Organization, BRICS, and the G20, India 

actively contributes to addressing global challenges. 

 

As a norm entrepreneur, India plays a significant role in peacekeeping operations, humanitarian 

assistance, and global policy formulation [16], [17].  It also advocates for the interests of 

developing countries, particularly in trade negotiations. 

 

India’s G20 Presidency marked a significant milestone in its diplomatic journey. By prioritizing 

issues such as renewable energy, digital public infrastructure, and inclusive development, India 

demonstrated its capacity to shape global agendas. Its promotion of digital innovations like the 

Unified Payments Interface illustrates its emphasis on practical and scalable solutions [18].  

 

In conclusion, India’s expanding role in multilateral engagement reflects its emergence as a 

responsible and influential global actor. By actively participating in international institutions and 

shaping global policy agendas, India reinforces its commitment to collective problem-solving and 

inclusive governance. Its ability to combine normative leadership with practical initiatives 

enhances its credibility and effectiveness on the global stage. As multilateralism continues to 

evolve in response to emerging global challenges, India is well-positioned to play a pivotal role in 

fostering cooperation, advancing sustainable development, and promoting a more balanced and 

representative international order. 

 

3.8 Nuclear Policy and Strategic Diplomacy 

India’s nuclear policy has been a foundational element of its strategic diplomacy, symbolizing both 

sovereign capability and deterrence. The 1974 nuclear test, codenamed Smiling Buddha, marked 

India’s initial entry into the nuclear domain, signalling its technical and strategic advancements. 

The 1998 tests, known as Pokhran-II or Operation Shakti, formally established India as a nuclear 

weapons state, reinforcing its ability to secure national interests in a volatile regional and global 

environment [19], [20]. 

 

These milestones significantly enhanced India’s strategic autonomy, providing a credible 

deterrence posture that strengthened national security. The development of nuclear capabilities 

allowed India to navigate complex regional dynamics, particularly with neighbouring nuclear 

powers, while maintaining a careful balance between offensive potential and defensive 

preparedness. At the same time, India demonstrated restraint and responsibility, committing to 

principles of safe and secure nuclear management. 

 

Beyond regional considerations, India’s nuclear status has elevated its diplomatic leverage on the 

global stage. It has strengthened India’s position in multilateral forums, supported its long-standing 
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bid for a permanent seat on the United Nations Security Council, and reinforced its role in global 

discussions on disarmament, non-proliferation, and strategic stability. By integrating nuclear 

capability with principled diplomacy, India has successfully combined hard power with normative 

influence, shaping its contemporary foreign policy and asserting itself as a major strategic actor 

internationally. 

4. CONCLUSION 

India’s trajectory in global diplomacy illustrates a remarkable evolution from a newly independent, 

post-colonial state into a proactive and influential actor on the international stage. Its foreign policy 

reflects a careful integration of historical principles, such as non-alignment, strategic autonomy, 

and respect for sovereignty, with contemporary priorities, including sustainable development, 

technological innovation, and climate action. By combining normative leadership with pragmatic 

engagement, India has been able to assert its voice in shaping global agendas while simultaneously 

safeguarding its national interests. 

 

India’s active participation in regional and multilateral institutions – from SAARC and the 

Neighbourhood First Policy framework to the UN, BRICS, G20, and WTO – demonstrates its 

commitment to fostering cooperation, addressing shared challenges, and promoting equitable 

development. Its leadership role in the Global South underscores its capacity to represent the 

interests of developing countries, particularly in trade negotiations, climate governance, and global 

economic reforms. At the same time, India’s strategic initiatives, including nuclear deterrence and 

defence preparedness, highlight its ability to integrate security considerations with broader 

diplomatic objectives, reinforcing its credibility as both a regional and global power. 

Ultimately, India’s diplomatic strategy embodies a nuanced balance between idealism and 

pragmatism, projecting soft power through cultural diplomacy and global norm-setting while 

exercising strategic influence where necessary. As the international system continues to become 

more multipolar and complex, India is positioned to play a critical role in advancing a stable, 

inclusive, and cooperative global order. Its evolving foreign policy not only strengthens its own 

standing but also contributes to shaping a rules-based international system that accommodates the 

aspirations and concerns of both established and emerging powers, particularly in the Global 

South. 
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