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Abstract: After his re-election as prime minister of India, Narendra Modi
will likely continue his existing foreign policy, although it will likely
assume some new characteristics in response to changes in India’ s
domestic politics and the international strategic environment. On the
whole, Modi will prioritize Neighborhood First policy, India’ s
relationships with China and the US, as well as multilateral diplomacy to
raise India’ s international status. While it pursues these policies, the
second Modi administration will face the challenges of strengthening its
capability, balancing its relations with China and with the US, and the rise
of ideological conservatism. Forging a stable relationship with India by
drawing on the advantages of the association and avoiding its
disadvantages will help China better advance its major country strategy,
promote its neighborhood diplomacy, and develop the Belt and Road
Initiative.
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Narendra Modi was sworn into the office of prime minister on May 30,
2019, initiating the second term of his administration. During this
term, the Modi administration will face profound and complex changes,
both at home and abroad. Domestically, Modi’ s Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) has consolidated its dominance as the most powerful party in India’s
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domestic politics, promoting the idea of Hindutva' as the defining ideology
of India, which provides a stronger foundation for Modi administration to
promote its diplomatic agenda. However, in terms of regional security, the
Modi administration is also facing the risk of negative spillover effects
from the intensification of religious conflict. Externally, the growth in
importance of the Indo-Pacific region in recent years has elevated India’ s
geostrategic value, offering it crucial opportunity to exit the so-called
South Asia tub and enter the world stage. Nonetheless, the intensifying
strategic competition between China and the US has restricted India’ s
ability to create a strategic position for itself. These challenges at home and
abroad will have major effects on Modi’ s diplomatic decisions during his
second term.

Changes in Political Ecology and Strategic Environment

The diplomatic policy of any country is developed in the interaction
between its domestic politics and the external environment. India’ s
domestic political ecology is relatively complex, meaning that inter-party
relations, relations between the central and local governments, and ethnic
relations all play a part in the formulation of its foreign policy. As a major
country with a rising posture, an increasingly active and profound
engagement with the external environment has enhanced India’ s
prominence as a major regional power in the Indo-Pacific. India’ s
diplomatic orientation is based on its reading of long-term trends. Among
these, the existence of the Indo-Pacific strategy implemented by the US
and China’ s Belt and Road Initiative has had a definite effect on India’s
diplomatic strategy.

I. India’ s political history has entered the BJP-dominant era, bearing
the prominent imprint of strongman-style politics. During the national
election of 2019, the BJP won 303 (out of 543 directly elected) seats in the
Lok Sabha (House of the People, the lower house of parliament), 21 more

' Hindutva is an expression of Hindu nationalism, first proposed by the Indian
ideologist Savarkar in 1923, believing India is a political community composed of
common geography, racial connection and shared culture, which combines Hindu,
Hindi and Hindustan.
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seats than in the 2014 election, instead of losing ground as had been
generally predicted, enabling the ruling coalition to occupy a total of 353
seats in the Lok Sabha. The BJP s share of the vote grew from 31 percent
in 2014 to 37.4 percent. This election marked the first time since India’ s
independence that a non-Indian National Congress (INC) government has
won re-election immediately after completing its first term, and it is the
first time that a single party has claimed more than half the seats in Lok
Sabha in two successive elections since 1984, indicating the disappearance
of the political landscape that had begun with independence, where the
INC dominated, and it also marked the beginning of the BJP era in India’s
politics. In the 2014 election, Modi’ s BJP won great success, winning 282
seats, becoming the first single party occupying over half of the seats in the
Lok Sabha since 1984 and marking an end to the almost 30-year history of
alliance politics in India. Thereafter, the BJP, capitalizing on the Modi
Wind, won in many local elections and took charge of more states than any
other political party in India, either heading a government or being part of a
government coalition in 16 states,' although it was then defeated in five
states at the end of 2018. Observing this, some Indian scholars assessed
this development to indicate that India had entered “the moment of the
second dominant party system.”? The most recent election further boosted
the ruling position of the BJP and consolidated Modi’ s image as a political
strongman for India.

India’ s diplomatic agenda indicates Modi’ s ruling idea for India’ s
foreign policy. The Indian strategist Raja Mohan has divided India’ s
diplomatic history since independence into three phases. The first lasted
from independence to the end of the Cold War, and here we find India
persisting in non-alignment, retaining good relations with the Soviet Union
and pursuing an Indian version of Monroeism with regard to its neighbors.

" “After BJP s Defeat in 3 States, Only 51% Indians Now Live Under Its Rule,”
December 13, 2018, accessed April 23, 2019, https://www.business-standard.com/article
/current-affairs/after-bjp-s-defeat-in-3-states-only-51-indians-now-live-under-its-rule-1
18121300119 1. html.
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In the second phase, from the end of the Cold War until Modi’ s rise to
power, India still kept to a non-alignment policy and greatly improved its
relations with the West while adopting a more conciliatory stance toward
its neighbors. The third phase began with Modi’s rise to power, and shows
an India that has replaced non-alignment with strategic autonomy, giving
priority to its relations with neighboring countries and upgrading its east-
oriented policy from Look East to Act East.' Relative to his predecessor
Manmohan Singh, Modi, with his strong style and dominance in the ruling
coalition, has more say and greater decision power for India’ s foreign
policy, due to his broad political connections and great prestige, derived
from the fact that he worked his way all the way up, ultimately succeeding
in making the party elders stand aside or retire.” In his second term, Modi’ s
ability to shape India’ s diplomatic agendas will be further consolidated
because of the strong ruling position he has assumed and the experience he
has obtained in diplomacy during his first term. He has given priority to
national security as a policy pursuit and formed a powerful diplomatic and
security team composed of trusted followers like BJP President and the
Union Home Minister Amit Shah, National Security Adviser Ajit Doval,
and Foreign Minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar.

Efficient decision making may lead to the declining influence of local
political forces on India’ s international diplomacy. Although the
administration of diplomatic and military affairs does fall within the ambit
of the central government, India’ s government was once subject to local
political forces to a greater degree when it proposed and implemented
foreign policy, particularly its policy toward its neighboring countries,
beginning with India’ s entry into alliance politics in the 1980s. The

" C. Raja Mohan, Modi’s World: Expanding India’s Sphere of Influence (Noida:
Harper Collins Publishers India, June 2015).
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and Rahul Sagar, “The BJP and Indian Grand Strategy,” in The BJP in Power: Indian
Democracy and Religious Nationalism, ed. Milan Vaishnav, Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, 73.

110 CIR Vol.29 No.5



India’ s Foreign Policy Re-Orientation

influence of local politics requires the central government to rely on its
allied parties to keep the government running. This meant that political
entities in West Bengal and Tamil Nadu had some say in the management
of India’ s relations with Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. Compared with the
2014 national election, the BJP not only continued to fill half of the Lok
Sabha, but also enjoyed a greatly expanded political influence in West
Bengal and the northeastern part of India, resulting in a compression of
living space for local political parties. This means that the BJP is no longer
in need of support from local political parties to maintain its administration
of its policies, undermining the ability of the local political parties to
bargain with the BJP over diplomatic affairs. In addition, although there
has been some criticism of Modi’ s dominant position within the BJP, his
overwhelming popularity, as shown in opinion polls, is of great importance
to the party. Moreover, Modi has strengthened his control of the party
through Party President Amit Shah, and some say that Modi’ s Prime
Minister’ s Office (PMO) is the most powerful PMO in India’s history.' In
his second term, Modi’ s PMO is expected to be the central driving force,
the beneficiary of an even more extreme concentration of power.” In the
context of the increasingly complex situation at home and abroad, the
increased authority of the central government in decision-making can help
India rid itself of its domestic political restraints and pursue a more flexible
foreign policy.

II. Hindutva is rapidly becoming the ruling ideology in India. During
the struggle for national independence, two types of nationalism were
present in India, secular and Hindu nationalism. The former upheld an
ethnically and religiously pluralist India, where no group should be
discriminated against, but the latter considered Hinduism to be the major
source of national identity, asserting that disunity within Hinduism had

' Sanjay Kumar and Pranav Gupta, “Why PM Modi Remains Critical to BJP’ s
Fortunes,” March 4, 2019, accessed May 30, 2019, https://www.livemint.com/news/india
/why-pm-modi-remains-critical-to - bjp-s-fortunes-1551718226157. html; “The Most Powerful
PMO in India’s History,” October 10, 2017, accessed May 30, 2019, https://www.rediff.com
/mews/special/the-most-powerful-pmo-in-indias-history/20171010. htm.
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