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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This paper seeks to explore the interlinkages between India’s internal determinants and its 

foreign policy through the case study of non-alignment movement. The paper consists of five 

sections beginning with an introduction on the subject. The subsequent sections discuss the 

effects of domestic policy and foreign policy on one another. Next, it briefly highlights the 

criticism of such policies before concluding in the last section. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Non-alignment movement (NAM) began in 1961 when the first summit took place in 

Belgrade, pioneered by four leaders in particular i.e., Jawaharlal Nehru (India), Josip Broz 

Tito (Yugoslavia), Gamal Abdel Nasser (Egypt) and Sukarno (Indonesia). Non-alignment was 

a response to cold war. Cold war reflected realism and power thirst of nations and non-

alignment rejected such kind of power politics. Moreover, power is best exhibited through 

military might and as non-alignment rejected power politics, by extension, it advocated to 

stay away from joining either of the military block or forging military alliances with any 

superpower. Similarly, it voiced for sovereignty in foreign policy making that is today better 

known as strategic autonomy. NAM became the flagbearer of ideals like disarmament and 

ending the arms race, decolonization and building peace among nations.  

But the question arises that how a newly independent country like India came to innovate 

such a foreign policy and the answer lies in considering its domestic factors that became the 

key driving force in shaping the NAM policy, which is discussed in the next section. 

 

DOMESTIC FACTORS 

COLONIAL HISTORY 

The first domestic factor is India's plight during two centuries as a colonial society. 

Colonialism had devastated and shattered all aspects of Indian life. India gained 

independence in 1947 and cold war also kicked off the same time so both were contemporary 

events. Even before attaining independence, the country had prudently realised the 

catastrophic nature of subordination as it suffered monumental damages under Colonia Raj. 



Alignment would have meant devaluing hard-won freedom. Thus, on the eve of 

independence, India did not wish to once again subordinate itself before a major power, 

therefore choosing the path of avoiding all unnecessary entanglements (Dalmia & Malone, 

2012) that could once again compromise its national interest. As Nehru claimed in the 

constituent assembly, that 'India... wants to remain independent and free of all these blocs and 

wants to cooperate on equal terms with all countries.” (Nehru, 1947). This historical 

experience under British Raj shaped India's foreign policy in form of non-alignment.  

LEADERSHIP 

Second and perhaps the most predominant domestic consideration was India's leadership. 

One man, in particular was responsible for drafting India's foreign policy which was its first 

prime minister and foreign minister, Jawaharlal Nehru. He is often referred to as ‘father of 

India's foreign policy’ and much of it is due to his non-alignment initiative. Jawaharlal Nehru 

was an idealist, who was not only inspired by his contemporary, Mahatma Gandhi, but also 

the earliest champions of peace like Lord Buddha and king Ashok (B.N. Mehrish, 1985). This 

inspiration shaped his ideology in favour of global peace. Nehru was of the opinion that 

military alliances create fear psychosis among nations that result in war as he claimed at the 

UN assembly, “world is tied up in fears and apprehensions and fear is not a good 

companion.” (Nehru, 1948). And thus, for him, the only way to avoid creation of a war prone 

atmosphere was to build temperament of peace among nations (B.N. Mehrish, 1985). He was 

an internationalist at heart who believed that if states have to prosper, they must renounce the 

game of power politics, hatred and suspicion and move towards cooperation. He argued that 

old divisions and power politics be discarded for a more cooperative arrangement on the 

international stage. Addressing the UN General Assembly on 3 October 1960, he stated: “If 

war is an abomination and ultimate crime which has to be avoided, we must fashion our 

minds and policies accordingly.... In order to achieve peace, we have to develop a climate of 

peace and tolerance and to avoid speech and action which tend to increase fear and hatred” 

(Nehru, 1960). Such Nehruvian convictions, personal beliefs and ideas designed India's 

foreign policy. 

 

 

 

 



ECONOMIC NECESSITY 

 

 

 
SOCIO-ECONOMIC INDICATORS 

 
FIGURES 

LITERACY 
 (1951) i 

18% 

LIFE EXPECTANCY  
(1950) ii 

33 years 

PER CAPITA NET AVAILABILITY OF 
FOODGRAINS 

 (1951) iii 

395 grams 

POVERTY RATE  
(1956-57) iv 

(Below Rs. 250 p.a.) 

65% (215 million) 

SHARE IN GLOBAL MANUFACTURING 
OUTPUT 
 (1953) v 

1.7% 

PER CAPITA INCOME  
(1948-49) vi 

Rs. 255 p.a. 

 

Table 1: social-economic indicators of India during mid-twentieth century. 

 

The third domestic consideration was economic necessity. As it can be inferred from table1, 

that India's socio-economic indicators, at the time of independence, were quite dismal. Only 

18% of the population was literate (Office of the Registrar General, India, 2001). Due to 

underdevelopment and malnourishment, life expectancy was as low as 33 years (Statista, 

2024). The per capita availability of food grains was meagrely 395 grams (Prasad, 1990). 

This was despite the fact that India was primarily an agrarian economy and 60% of its GDP 

came from the agriculture sector (Dalmia & Malone, 2012). Similarly, around two-third of 

the population was below poverty line (Minhas, 1970) and the annual per capita income was 

just ₹255 (National Income Committee, 1951). Also, because of deindustrialization under 

British Raj, India's share in the global manufacturing out fell from 24% in 1700 to 1.7% in 

mid-twentieth century (Simmons, 1985). Thus, Indians inherited a poor economy. 

Jawaharlal Nehru once said that “foreign policy is the outcome of economic policy” (Nehru, 

1947) and therefore, the above discussed economic problems perhaps structured India’s 



global outlook. Non-Alignment strategy popularized the idea of world peace so that 

economic development could take place within the country. Soon after independence, India 

started drafting its five-year plans and economic programs. However, India possessed quite 

limited resources at its disposal to be able to achieve the ambitious objectives envisaged in 

these plans. They could not be fully realized without foreign aid and assistance. And since 

military hostilities could severely impede such assistance, India propagated the idea of peace. 

Peace, is naturally a foreign policy objective of most states but for India, it was not just a 

moral imperative but was the sine qua non (Alam, 1977) for India's vast economic program. 

There was a direct linkage established between world peace and internal progress (Alam, 

1977), making world peace the cornerstone of our foreign policy.  

Even so, India desired for such assistance to flow from all directions. It was unwilling to 

subject its economic interests to the cold war politics and rather than subscribing to any 

particular ideological camp, India subscribed to a ‘no-strings attached’ policy. On another 

occasion Nehru said, “…we cannot be bought by money…we shall continue to accept help 

provided there are no strings attached to it and provided our policy is perfectly clear and 

above board and is not affected by the help we accept." (Jawaharlal Nehru, India's Foreign 

Policy). 

This helped India to gain assistance from both the blocks, as for instance, America was 

instrumental in ensuring its food security through the PL-480 program. But because 

American assistance was largely limited to the social sector, India had to look towards the 

soviet block for industrialization. The USSR not just helped India in establishing heavy 

industries like the steel plant at Bhilai but it also became one of its leading defense appliers. 

In 1962, just before the India-China war, the MiG (the fighter aircraft) deal was signed. 

CULTURAL LEGACY 

The fourth salient domestic factor was India's value-loaded heritage. Indian civilization has 

largely been spiritual, ascetic and pacifist (Mehrish, 1985). The civilisational traits of peace, 

brotherhood and Vasudev Kutumbakam directed the non-alignment policy too. This was also 

visible in the recently held G20 summit (2023), where the motto released during India’s 

presidency communicated the idea of ‘Vasudev kutumbakam: one earth-one family-one 

future’.  

European politics was in chaos during the twentieth century, grappling with world wars and 

cold war. This power struggle was castigated by India as it furthered the ethical qualities of 



its society (Mehrish, 1985) through its foreign policy. The traditional notion of tolerance, that 

enabled India to become a multicultural and pluralist society, was also reflected in the foreign 

policy as India supported the amicable cohabitation of both the ideological camps, that stood 

poles apart. Therefore, the non-alignment policy was a reflection of India's belief in its 

cultural and moral superiority (Mehrish, 1985). 

MILITARY OUTLOOK  

The final factor, which also to some extent impacted country’s foreign policy was the military 

outlook. During the Nehruvian period, national security was viewed largely from political 

and diplomatic lens rather than military perspective (Ganguly, 2015). The then administration 

was disinclined towards formulating ambitious military objectives. On one occasion, when 

first Commander-in-Chief of the Indian Army, General Sir Rob Lockhart, met Nehru with a 

formal defence paper, Nehru exclaimed: “Rubbish! Total rubbish! We don’t need a defence 

policy. Our policy is ahimsa (non-violence). We foresee no military threats. As far as I am 

concerned you can scrap the army—the police are good enough to meet our security needs.” 

(Verma, 2016). One could notice some form of romanticism with ensuring security through 

diplomacy rather than military strategy. This attitude against militarization shaped India’s 

advocacy for disarmament at global level. Jawaharlal Nehru in 1957, wrote that 

“Disarmament... is not merely a desirable alternative to the present competitive arming, it is 

an imperative, if we are to survive.” (Nehru, 1957). The domestic considerations about 

conflict resolution through peaceful and mutual dialogue was reflected in its foreign policy as 

it shunned expansionism and growing arms race in the world. It is to be noted that not just 

this domestic factor shaped the foreign policy but the converse was also true as non-

alignment allowed India to minimize its defense expenditure and divert maximum resources 

for its development activities. 

 

CHANGE IN DOMESTIC FACTOR SHIFTED FOREIGN POLICY 

Nonetheless, it will be qualified to restrict the discussion to Nehruvian period as the factors 

discussed above fashioned the foreign policy in the first two decades after independence. As 

the country witnessed changes in the domestic atmosphere in post-Nehruvian period, it 

consequentially altered the non-alignment strategy as well. The next section discusses two 

such instances where the foreign policy digressed from its original form. 



INDO-SOVIET TREATY (1971) 

Indo-Soviet treaty was signed by both the sides in 1971, under which they agreed to hold 

mutual consultations if either of them faced military threats. This was devised at a time when 

the cold war was at its peak and India was still officially non-aligned. Yet it started to lean 

towards the soviet bloc, a blatant deviation from its non-alignment posture. The immediate 

reason for creation of the treaty was growing bonhomie between USA and Pakistan and the 

fear that US-Pakistan-China nexus may play out against India. Apart from these changing 

geopolitical dynamics, there were certain domestic factors too, that shaped the change in its 

foreign policy, the primary factor being the change in leadership. The treaty was orchestrated 

by India's then Prime Minister, Mrs. Indira Gandhi. India’s political atmosphere was quite 

chaotic during the decade of 1970 when Prime Minister Gandhi faced numerous challenges to 

her leadership both within the party as well as within the country. In order to sustain her 

political ambitions, she devised the strategy to gain political support of left parties that 

pushed her towards socialist tactics. Moreover, being a Gandhian, she was predisposed to 

socialist ideology, that was shaped much before assuming the role of the prime minister. 

Concurrently, there was growing awareness of caste and class inequalities, manifested in the 

organisation of social movements which exerted immense pressure over the leadership to 

adopt social justice policies. India went on to the extent of amending the constitution and 

inserting the word ‘socialist’ in its preamble. This embracing of socialism at home had 

spillover effects on foreign policy too that became evident with this treaty.  

NUCLEAR ARMAMENT 

India tested its nuclear capabilities twice in 1974 and 1998. Although the tests of 1974 are 

officially not recognized as nuclear weapons testing and are acknowledged as ‘peaceful 

nuclear explosions’ (Tnn, 2016). Nevertheless, such nuclearization was in stark contrast from 

India’s previously held position of complete disarmament. This shift emerged from the 

necessity to survive, as India confronted dual threat in its neighbourhood, at the western front 

from Pakistan and at the northern and eastern front from China. Nuclearization of India was 

supplemented by certain internal drivers that constructed a conducive atmosphere for nuclear 

armament to take place within the country. Firstly, India realized the need for investing in 

hard power after the 1962 debacle that not just cost India its men but land too. Secondly, 

there was a growing public opinion that favoured India to have credible nuclear deterrence 

capability against China. Thirdly, the political leadership at that time too provided the 



requisite support for nuclear weapons program, i.e., Mrs. Indira Gandhi in 1974 and Mr. Atal 

Bihari Vajpayee in 1998.  Fourthly, the scientific community lobbied the leadership to adopt 

nuclear weapons wherein the trio of Homi Jehangir Bhabha, Homi Sethna and Raja Ramanna 

played an instrumental role (Tnn, 2016).  

 

CRITICISM 

Such a foreign policy, however, was not free from censure. Nehru’s pacifist foreign policy 

became a severe point of criticism as scholars believed that lack of military strategy in post-

independent era was responsible for India’s failure in the 1962 border conflict with China 

(Ganguly & Ganguly, 2015). Also, this debacle shattered the belief of ensuring security 

through dialogue, bringing home the need of strengthening military might. Moreover, 

Nehru’s non-alignment suffered serious setback (Dalmia & Malone, 2012) when his appeal to 

declare China as an aggressor was supported by only three of the twenty-four NAM nations 

(Ethiopia, Cyprus, and Sri Lanka). This exposed fractures within the organisation that failed 

to put up a united front in solidarity with one of its members. 

Also, the west was unhappy with the oscillating nature of NAM strategy and undecisive 

nature of India’s foreign policy, which was described by the prominent Polish economist, 

Michal Kalecki as – “India tried to be the clever calf that suckles from two cows” (Jaishankar 

& Godbole, 2018). 

 

CONCLUSION 

Despite reproval, non-alignment, for India, was the best possible strategy to survive and 

negotiate with a dangerous world that was getting bogged down into cold war rivalries and 

unhealthy competition. India’s political atmosphere did not permit it to follow the herd but 

carve its own path, which took the shape of non-alignment. The words of Robert Frost 

suitably encapsulate India’s position as it chose the road one less travelled by which made all 

the difference both within the country as well as in the world. 

The paper demonstrated the linkage between domestic factor and foreign policy and how 

India's history, culture, economy, military outlook and most significantly, leadership played 

an influential role in constructing its foreign policy in general and non-alignment tactics, in 



particular. It can be then said that, we do not see the world as it is but as we are.  

Analogously, even states do not view the world in its original form but the domestic 

ingredients manufacture their world view and global outlook. 
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