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Four weaknesses India needs to overcome to build
a strong foreign policy

Synopsis
By the time Modi meets Obama, he (Modi) would have demonstrated that he will keep
his friends close, and his enemies closer still. That is how it should be.

This weekend Prime Minister Narendra Modi will

travel to Nepal on his third foreign trip in ten

weeks. By the end of September he will also have

taken in Japan and the United States. Looming

large on his itinerary will be China, which he

visited four times as Gujarat’s chief minister in his

quest for investments. On his last trip to China he

went armed with red business cards bearing his

name in Chinese and played a key role in securing

the early release of several Indian prisoners,

mostly Gujaratis, accused of smuggling diamonds,

and lighter sentences for the others.

Modi’s early visits as prime minister to Bhutan and Nepal and his overtures to

Bangladesh are part of a careful strategy, not unlike in the Chinese game of Go,
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to gain elbow room in a neighbourhood that Beijing has worked hard to coopt.

That is why India is stepping so carefully on issues like Chinese violations of

the Line of Actual Control in Ladakh and Arunachal Pradesh, or the runways

and military infrastructure that China has apparently built on Myanmar’s

Coco Islands, adjacent to the Andamans. After all it was George Fernandes,

defence minister in the Atal Behari Vajpayee cabinet, who said in May 1998

that China was encircling India with access to ports and surveillance posts in

Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Nepal and Myanmar. Fernandes said China posed a

greater threat to India than Pakistan. That was just eight days before India

detonated three nuclear devices at Pokharan, stunning the world and sending

a clear message to the P5 – the nuclear-armed permanent members of the U.N.

Security Council.

There is a discernible quickening of pace in China’s courtship of Modi.

Vice-President Hamid Ansari travelled to Beijing at the end of June for the

60th anniversary anniversary of the Panchsheel Treaty (violated just eight

years after it was signed when China fought a brief war with India) and met

both President Xi Jinping and Premier Li Keqiang. Xi told Modi when they met

at the BRICS summit in Fortaleza, Brazil, in mid-July that the neighbours

were strategic partners and not rivals.

Significantly, Xi urged progress on the Bangladesh-China-India-Myanmar

Economic Corridor. It is not surprising that despite his campaign noise on

illegal immigration from Bangladesh, Modi was quick to despatch Foreign

Minister Sushma Swaraj to Dhaka for early talks, and India responded very

mildly when a U.N. tribunal awarded Bangladesh with nearly 20,000 sq km of

territorial seawater in the Bay of Bengal in early July.

Saturday Bank Holiday

Ambedkar Jayanti Bank Holiday

Ambedkar Jayanti Stock Market Holidays

Inter 1st Year Results 2025

rush (and missing bullets)

2. Pahalgam terror attack
triggers airline surge pricing:
Why India needs regulation
to curb crisis profiteering

3. What happens inside an MRI
machine stays inside an MRI
machine...or does it?

4. Investor trust, real equity
multiplier: How investing in
stocks could have made you a
crorepati

5. Hoping for & dreaming about
a YR4 end

TOP TRENDING TERMS

Latest from ET

4/30/25, 4:21 PM Four weaknesses India needs to overcome to build a strong foreign policy - The Economic Times

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/opinion/et-commentary/four-weaknesses-india-needs-to-overcome-to-build-a-strong-foreign-policy/articleshow/3… 2/8

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/topic/hamid-ansari
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/topic/sushma-swaraj
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsvFNWJAlOWgEstO-SA9LHtPyQZsx0cV9zaBWiIgva6bqFEWRCVcONqqnCdBnjavL7tURlpM6PqNTVvaNHdsLy1TApuO5TNWjaYmkuoJWx_fzD4XXyqAC64V3YbdQDI5G4bOXGPSCdlBMTaoOVmgLu6bf5NogIJ4aen6ap2n0jRk-ovLuGxCSmSIjlwzDfBplqnDDITIJDM6_LmM3IiJ_Cg_73syOsadqz5J8qtfVlJ4xIqUngQhDhz-1Cff54YTsIOVI35-52fzfGCn6aTzp9_RpuhyNv3VY-jNjFSko5_FrG7AgEozz5BZeKSkD25P-fBCSA6iXFAA_XSdA1NPL8JHa41qBmI6hIqbVTC9B5PXAxJJd7k52gGfAthcOPmdyb8Oclsmi3BxIrmyZvd4whdYem5N9JGeNzcdWu6Jb4niXZE_jYWVxHoa02Zw0B5h_uLfrjW-ZcZOh7-tZuDCa-5SXicolFqPXp57HBjxLXjJzt-wJbrquP3bW1fBUw&sai=AMfl-YT6k8iF3qy1yY-3RUbFDqzi-hNQAodAR46tjVQlvwSIW_0SvXNC-FuEHfneI5zr8QV6z5Hd6mQAz456etmCog7NiZvk2ar7ihBoDFgYZ0Pa6u3-uAEUFuFG8T3aocNfuVPioKvYlBHCQwAetZdYydN1mUoyFQ&sig=Cg0ArKJSzI03QEbllgrkEAE&fbs_aeid=%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D&urlfix=1&adurl=https://ad.doubleclick.net/ddm/trackclk/N756861.3126250ECONOMICTIMES/B33423422.420290105;dc_trk_aid=612828280;dc_trk_cid=233729930;dc_lat=;dc_rdid=;tag_for_child_directed_treatment=;tfua=;gdpr=0;gdpr_consent=;gpp=${GPP_STRING_755};gpp_sid=${GPP_SID};ltd=;dc_tdv=1
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsvFNWJAlOWgEstO-SA9LHtPyQZsx0cV9zaBWiIgva6bqFEWRCVcONqqnCdBnjavL7tURlpM6PqNTVvaNHdsLy1TApuO5TNWjaYmkuoJWx_fzD4XXyqAC64V3YbdQDI5G4bOXGPSCdlBMTaoOVmgLu6bf5NogIJ4aen6ap2n0jRk-ovLuGxCSmSIjlwzDfBplqnDDITIJDM6_LmM3IiJ_Cg_73syOsadqz5J8qtfVlJ4xIqUngQhDhz-1Cff54YTsIOVI35-52fzfGCn6aTzp9_RpuhyNv3VY-jNjFSko5_FrG7AgEozz5BZeKSkD25P-fBCSA6iXFAA_XSdA1NPL8JHa41qBmI6hIqbVTC9B5PXAxJJd7k52gGfAthcOPmdyb8Oclsmi3BxIrmyZvd4whdYem5N9JGeNzcdWu6Jb4niXZE_jYWVxHoa02Zw0B5h_uLfrjW-ZcZOh7-tZuDCa-5SXicolFqPXp57HBjxLXjJzt-wJbrquP3bW1fBUw&sai=AMfl-YT6k8iF3qy1yY-3RUbFDqzi-hNQAodAR46tjVQlvwSIW_0SvXNC-FuEHfneI5zr8QV6z5Hd6mQAz456etmCog7NiZvk2ar7ihBoDFgYZ0Pa6u3-uAEUFuFG8T3aocNfuVPioKvYlBHCQwAetZdYydN1mUoyFQ&sig=Cg0ArKJSzI03QEbllgrkEAE&fbs_aeid=%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D&urlfix=1&adurl=https://ad.doubleclick.net/ddm/trackclk/N756861.3126250ECONOMICTIMES/B33423422.420290105;dc_trk_aid=612828280;dc_trk_cid=233729930;dc_lat=;dc_rdid=;tag_for_child_directed_treatment=;tfua=;gdpr=0;gdpr_consent=;gpp=${GPP_STRING_755};gpp_sid=${GPP_SID};ltd=;dc_tdv=1
https://m.economictimes.com/wealth/save/saturday-bank-holiday-today-are-banks-open-or-closed-today-on-april-19-2025/articleshow/120381726.cms
https://m.economictimes.com/wealth/save/bank-holiday-on-april-14-are-banks-open-or-closed-on-april-14-2025-for-ambedkar-jayanti-vishu-bihu-and-tamil-new-year/articleshow/120206862.cms
https://m.economictimes.com/markets/stocks/news/stock-market-holidays-2025-are-indian-exchanges-nse-and-bse-shut-for-ambedkar-jayanti-today/articleshow/120266530.cms
https://m.economictimes.com/news/newsblogs/ap-inter-results-2025-live-updates-bieap-1st-2nd-year-intermediate-exam-manabadi-result-link/liveblog/120225039.cms
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsthh5270qzv3Hjt6j_nmuhQtdGV0MCrSbhyx6PviZlaDwv880_1NtXrglx4X6_0r4IC_tz7mMjEoAU3WerIahwgPRUffmrKkGrT6BA8qh5ChABoGNZdpSmUBNvG2SAEJjbO8DHY8fu9uRx95RTtZBMxmr3okLzrsNY1pjiN826-5KOGuc_-T3gAKYuuZWFUQu27cVPj2f2yyVEV1eg2Jy6Y3KBhE_Rccr0vVysMLyUCYan96qz3azqwZkBxm49mho6EeQs-u8DCEzrqtVpoU6HCMv5tW6QQGR6rT_Q3E542wO-ogbBKwssIdzf5s0hMNAkLG2RbU-bHZhjFUAXedfcob9LefYFIUQdy6NHp9TtjUS4Gzb--cKwcttszdfInHqlmgH7IDLRJmq22PvF2ZMPAJR7gPkvAAHrCxmvUVc7UuGX3KtrHo5UWMuywOqAXURFeeimY5OJMmSx8nous0oz-sBTGrWAYyqYAkMzHQ3CDPLZ3OUhHsN7MJWNCqw&sai=AMfl-YSZwHKaoizscPQZlU4DihdKS65bF1yUor-V3JaOwAuIJIgkcVWN26r-bG_TAk5No-mL33phyABlGlfqdjGtYQlQhNv4IazWd_M12LWBkEpOM7TOC1LUb7FU7cZrJJ_rW7rIylXlCf8wjgqJd-hbeANJTZFz6A&sig=Cg0ArKJSzFPp3Epe7MdYEAE&fbs_aeid=%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D&urlfix=1&adurl=https://ad.doubleclick.net/ddm/trackclk/N756861.3126250ECONOMICTIMES/B33423422.420290105;dc_trk_aid=612828280;dc_trk_cid=233729930;dc_lat=;dc_rdid=;tag_for_child_directed_treatment=;tfua=;gdpr=0;gdpr_consent=;gpp=${GPP_STRING_755};gpp_sid=${GPP_SID};ltd=;dc_tdv=1
https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsthh5270qzv3Hjt6j_nmuhQtdGV0MCrSbhyx6PviZlaDwv880_1NtXrglx4X6_0r4IC_tz7mMjEoAU3WerIahwgPRUffmrKkGrT6BA8qh5ChABoGNZdpSmUBNvG2SAEJjbO8DHY8fu9uRx95RTtZBMxmr3okLzrsNY1pjiN826-5KOGuc_-T3gAKYuuZWFUQu27cVPj2f2yyVEV1eg2Jy6Y3KBhE_Rccr0vVysMLyUCYan96qz3azqwZkBxm49mho6EeQs-u8DCEzrqtVpoU6HCMv5tW6QQGR6rT_Q3E542wO-ogbBKwssIdzf5s0hMNAkLG2RbU-bHZhjFUAXedfcob9LefYFIUQdy6NHp9TtjUS4Gzb--cKwcttszdfInHqlmgH7IDLRJmq22PvF2ZMPAJR7gPkvAAHrCxmvUVc7UuGX3KtrHo5UWMuywOqAXURFeeimY5OJMmSx8nous0oz-sBTGrWAYyqYAkMzHQ3CDPLZ3OUhHsN7MJWNCqw&sai=AMfl-YSZwHKaoizscPQZlU4DihdKS65bF1yUor-V3JaOwAuIJIgkcVWN26r-bG_TAk5No-mL33phyABlGlfqdjGtYQlQhNv4IazWd_M12LWBkEpOM7TOC1LUb7FU7cZrJJ_rW7rIylXlCf8wjgqJd-hbeANJTZFz6A&sig=Cg0ArKJSzFPp3Epe7MdYEAE&fbs_aeid=%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D&urlfix=1&adurl=https://ad.doubleclick.net/ddm/trackclk/N756861.3126250ECONOMICTIMES/B33423422.420290105;dc_trk_aid=612828280;dc_trk_cid=233729930;dc_lat=;dc_rdid=;tag_for_child_directed_treatment=;tfua=;gdpr=0;gdpr_consent=;gpp=${GPP_STRING_755};gpp_sid=${GPP_SID};ltd=;dc_tdv=1
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/opinion/et-commentary/from-bankruptcy-to-buried-treasure-pakistans-new-gold-rush-and-missing-bullets/articleshow/120648548.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/opinion/et-commentary/from-bankruptcy-to-buried-treasure-pakistans-new-gold-rush-and-missing-bullets/articleshow/120648548.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/opinion/et-commentary/pahalgam-terror-attack-triggers-airline-surge-pricing-why-india-needs-regulation-to-curb-crisis-profiteering/articleshow/120627264.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/opinion/et-commentary/what-happens-inside-an-mri-machine-stays-inside-an-mri-machine-or-does-it/articleshow/120651004.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/opinion/et-commentary/investor-trust-real-equity-multiplier-how-investing-in-stocks-could-have-made-you-a-crorepati/articleshow/120627295.cms
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/opinion/et-commentary/hoping-for-dreaming-about-a-yr4-end/articleshow/120648642.cms


At the same time, Modi is savvy enough to know that relations with

Washington and Tokyo are key counterweights to Beijing. On Wednesday, US,

Indian and Japanese warships completed a week of the annual Malabar

maritime exercises in the Western Pacific. Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo

Abe has been eager to welcome Modi to Tokyo in pursuit of his ‘confluence of

two oceans’ theory where India keeps a sharp eye on the Indian Ocean and

Japan on the Pacific. And it is no coincidence that US Secretary of State John

Kerry and Commerce Secretary Penny Pritzker are in Delhi for the fifth US-

India Strategic Dialogue today – July 31 is also the deadline for global trade

talks in Geneva that a newly stubborn India is threatening to scuttle.

The trade facilitation agreement brokered by the World Trade Organization in

Bali last year is seen by the Modi administration as hobbling India’s freedom

to subsidise its farmers through minimum support prices – a policy that has

built abundant food stockpiles. India is the lone holdout at the Geneva talks,

and if it caves in, the Bharatiya Janata Party is bound to pay a steep price in

rural votes in key states like Maharashtra and the Hindi belt. If the Geneva

talks collapse, India could face isolation in other trade forums. Undaunted,

Modi’s government has also put on hold the field trials for 13 genetically

modified crops.

The BJP government’s foreign policy and ideology intersect in interesting

patterns with realpolitik and national interest. To look outward more

confidently, we have to overcome four weaknesses. One, despite its size and

growing influence India has one of the world’s smallest corps of diplomats; we

need more envoys and less politesse. Two, for nearly all of the UPA’s decade in

power we had to suffer a string of vapid and decorative foreign ministers who

pushed a spineless agenda; we need to see and hear Sushma Swaraj more.
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Three, we cannot seem to decide whether it is time to give our non-aligned

fence-sitting a deep, deep burial – we should. And four, we have toyed with but

shied away from projecting ourselves as a muscular regional power armed

with nuclear weapons and a blue-sea navy; we need to stop being a tentative

sparring partner to more aggressive pugilists. By the time he meets President

Barack Obama at the end of September, Modi will have demonstrated that he

will keep his friends close, and his enemies closer still. That is how it should

be.

( Originally published on Jul 31, 2014 )

(Disclaimer: The opinions expressed in this column are that of the writer. The facts and opinions
expressed here do not reflect the views of www.economictimes.com.)
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