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ABSTRACT

This article analyses the evolution of India’s relation to sovereignty
since independence. While the latter is a key concept in Interna-
tional Relations and foreign policy, India’s relation to sovereignty is
not well understood. It has often been argued that India was simply
a strong defender of the principle of state sovereignty. However,
historical research shows not only that its behaviour did not al-
ways match this description, but also that its views have been more
complex and strategically defined. Taking a historical perspective,
this article first posits that, since independence, India’s conception
of sovereignty has rested on two pillars: a territorial understanding
and a flexible understanding of sovereignty, which was a function
of its international worldmaking projects. It then traces how these
two understandings evolved during four foreign-policy eras: under
Jawaharlal Nehru, under Indira Gandhi and in the 1990s-2000s,
and under Narendra Modi. It argues that whereas India’s territorial
view of sovereignty has remained constant and amplified under the
prime ministership of Narendra Modi, Indian worldmaking am-
bitions have narrowed. This narrowing has, in turn, transformed
India’s relation to sovereignty internationally. This evolution partly
reflects, and helps assess, the role of the Hindu nationalist world-
view in India’s foreign policy, as well as the changing understand-
ings of sovereignty in the current world.

Keywords: Sovereignty, Worldmaking, Hindu Nationalism, Jawa-
harlal Nehru, Indira Gandhi, Narendra Modi
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Entre el territorio y la creacion del mundo: la evolucion
de la doble concepcion de la soberania en la India desde

Jawaharlal Nehru hasta Narendra Modi

RESUMEN

Este articulo analiza la evolucion de la relacién de la India con la
soberania desde su independencia. Si bien este tltimo es un con-
cepto clave en las relaciones internacionales y la politica exterior,
su relacion con la soberania no se comprende bien. A menudo se
ha argumentado que la India simplemente defendié con firmeza el
principio de soberania estatal. Sin embargo, la investigacion his-
térica muestra no solo que su comportamiento no siempre se co-
rrespondid con esta descripcion, sino también que sus perspectivas
han sido mas complejas y estratégicamente definidas. Desde una
perspectiva histérica, este articulo plantea, en primer lugar, que,
desde la independencia, la concepcion india de la soberania se
ha basado en dos pilares: una comprension territorial y una com-
prension flexible de la soberania, en funcion de sus proyectos de
construccion del mundo internacional. A continuacidn, analiza
como estas dos comprensiones evolucionaron durante cuatro eras
de politica exterior: bajo Jawaharlal Nehru, bajo Indira Gandhi y
en las décadas de 1990 y 2000, y bajo Narendra Modi. Argumenta
que, mientras que la vision territorial de la soberania en la India
se ha mantenido constante y se ha intensificado bajo el mandato
de Narendra Modi, sus ambiciones de construcciéon del mundo se
han reducido. Este estrechamiento, a su vez, ha transformado la
relacién de la India con la soberania a nivel internacional. Esta evo-
lucién refleja en parte, y ayuda a evaluar, el papel de la cosmovision
nacionalista hindd en la politica exterior de la India, asi como la
cambiante comprension de la soberania en el mundo actual.

Palabras clave: Soberania, Creacién de mundos, Nacionalismo
hindu, Jawaharlal Nehru, Indira Gandhi, Narendra Modi
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Introduction

iven the rise of populist nation-
Galist ideologies, new geopolit-

ical tensions, and disillusion-
ment with globalization, sovereignty is
once again a prominent topic amongst
academics and politicians. Ironically,
this resurgence of sovereignty in pub-
lic discourse has happened at the same
time as sovereignty has been under
attack as a norm of international law.
These ironies and ambiguities are how-
ever not new. The meaning and shape of
sovereignty have constantly been debat-
ed throughout the twentieth century. In
the interwar period, the weakening of
empires led to the emergence of federal
schemes to reconfigure imperial spaces;
new legal inventions such as the man-

dates system; and political visions of
polities beyond the nation-state, imag-
ined by anticolonial actors. During the
1940s-50s, in the midst of decoloniza-
tion, new debates revolved around the
meaning of sovereignty, including the
very real limitations of economic and
political sovereignty in newly decolo-
nized states. By the 1980s, the extent to
which state sovereignty had been erod-
ed by economic globalization became a
major concern. In the 1990s, major hu-
manitarian failures in Rwanda and for-
mer Yugoslavia renewed debates about
the legitimacy and possibility of hu-
manitarian interventions that could in-
fringe upon state sovereignty to protect
the human rights of populations. The
2000s witnessed a new display of state
power through the war on terror, new
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surveillance technologies, and increas-
ingly harsh migration controls. In the
2010s, and most clearly in the past few
years, new discourses have reclaimed
sovereignty as supreme authority over
the ever more bounded national terri-
tories, in a world shaken by economic
crises. At the same time, the violation
of Ukraine’s territorial integrity by Rus-
sia’s invasion in 2022 and claims made
by states including the United States
over foreign territories have raised
new alarms about actual and potential
breaches to the United Nations (UN)
Charter.

To what extent, and why, states’
understanding of sovereignty have
evolved in such dramatic ways? This ar-
ticle takes on this question by focussing
on India. It examines India’s engagement
with the conception and practice of sov-
ereignty in the sphere of foreign policy
from India’s first Prime Minister, Jawa-
harlal Nehru, to Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi, of the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP), in power since 2014. It analyses
whether, and to what extent, the Indian
governments engagement with sover-
eignty has undergone reorientations,
and draws conclusions on how this evo-
lution reflects the state’s changing rela-
tion to the international order.

India’s case requires particular at-
tention for several reasons. Despite be-
ing a major international actor, India’s
relation to sovereignty remains poorly
understood and is often boxed into old
static tropes. New Delhi is usually seen
as exemplifying the strong and strict
support to the principle of state sover-
eignty—as non-interference in internal

matters and territorial inviolability—
that is deemed to characterize former
colonies. This support would derive
from the experience of foreign domina-
tion, a more fragile state-building, and
a distrust of the motives of great powers
when it comes to advocating liberal in-
terventionism. Yet this characterization
of a “sovereignty hawk” is simplistic
and not historically accurate.! Further-
more, the BJP has claimed to mark a
break with the long-lasting consensus
in the Indian government and the stra-
tegic community around the Nehruvi-
an political model, both at home and in
its foreign policy. Domestically, there
is no doubt that Hindutva ideology
has changed Indian society and poli-
tics, including via the “saffronization
of the public sphere” (Anderson and
Jaffrelot, 2018).2 However, the claim
that Hindu nationalist ideology has
changed foreign policy requires further
assessment. India’s rhetoric has clearly
evolved through the refusal of the old
Nehruvian non-alignment discourse
and its replacement by other concepts
such as “multi-alignment,” as well as
the Hinduization of foreign policy idi-
oms.” Yet analysts have tended to argue
that changes have been “minimal” and
that there is a broad continuity in for-
eign policy orientations (see Gupta et
al., 2019). India has maintained both
its core objective of strategic autono-
my and its post-1991 pragmatic foreign
policy approach—which is shaped by
practical constraints, strategic logics,
and national interests rather than ide-
ology (see Hall, 2015; Manjari Miller
and Sullivan de Estrada, 2017; Basrur,
2017, Gupta et al., 2019). If anything,
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domestic constraints have historically
limited India’s foreign policy ambitions
and influence—from Nehruvian times
until today (see Hall, 2022).* However,
new research has demonstrated deep-
er, less visible change in foreign policy
directly resulting from its linkages with
a new domestic ideology (for example,
the saffronization of the Indian Foreign
Service has led an old elite to be re-
placed by a new one (Huju, 2022). The
current state of research has left mostly
underexplored the impact of domestic
politics and ideology on India’s foreign
policy (for exceptions, see Basrur, 2023,
Hall, 2019; Blarel, 2025).

This article addresses India’s re-
lation to sovereignty and aims to define
its evolution and character by compar-
ing the practices and conceptions of
sovereignty over four eras. I am here
concerned with sovereignty in the con-
text of foreign policy, thus with how
the state defines its meaning, in speech
and through practice, in relation to the
international sphere.” In this respect,
sovereignty is both a recognized struc-
turing norm of the international or-
der and an idea whose meaning is the
site of political struggles over different
worldmaking projects and visions of
the international order. By worldmak-
ing, one means the attempt to remake
the world order, a “project of reordering
the world” (Getachew, 2019: 2). World-
making attempts by states or political
groups do not have a priori any given or
fixed normative orientation; their polit-
ical content is historically contingent.
They can carry emancipatory, progres-
sive, or hierarchical if not outrightly
reactionary political visions, ranging

from myriads of decolonization proj-
ects against domination to Nazi Ger-
many’s racial projects (Heilbronner,
2021).¢ With various levels of ambition
to restructure a given order, worldmak-
ing attempts have been more common
than often recognized (Ibid; Murray,
2024; Harnett, 2022). The period of
decolonization between the 1940s and
the 1960s might have most dramatical-
ly exemplified the struggle over com-
peting notions of sovereignty—from
pan-Asian or Arab proposals to federal
plans to nation-state claims—under-
pinning alternative worldviews. How-
ever, any debate on sovereignty at the
global level implicitly involves contend-
ing worldviews which, in turn, presume
different power configurations. From
that perspective, worldmaking projects
are necessarily related to the question of
sovereignty: they express a certain con-
ception of sovereignty held by the actor
formulating them. For this reason, such
debates are always about challenging
the parameters of an existing order. I
use here the term “worldmaking,” rath-
er than the more conventional terms in
foreign policy analysis of reform of the
international system or order building,
because it both encapsulates the project
of change and its imaginary.

This article builds on the finding
that, between the 1920s and the 1960s,
Indians who promoted different politi-
cal projects for the future of the world
and of India did not have a simple, strict
understanding of sovereignty (Khan,
forthcoming). Indians were not the
only ones—they were representative
of the creative agency that fueled new
political imaginations in the colonies
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during colonial times (Cooper, 2014).
Partly in continuity, partly in rupture,
when independent India emerged in
1947, its understanding of sovereign-
ty developed around two conceptions:
1) one built around its relation to state
territorial sovereignty, and 2) one that
emerged from its strategic actions in
international fora like the UN, aimed
at refashioning the global order, depen-
dent on its worldmaking ambitions. In-
dian understandings of sovereignty be-
came capacious enough to make space
for flexible conceptions that allowed the
government to promote global antico-
lonial objectives (Khan, 2021).

Against this background, this ar-
ticle makes three main arguments:

First, to think about the Indian
take on sovereignty insofar as its exter-
nal orientation is concerned, one must
think of its two pillars: territoriality and
worldmaking. This conceptualization
complicates and nuances the common
view that a postcolonial country would
think of sovereignty in a monolithic
fashion. Instead, it proposes to analyse
it in relation to two axes along which
conceptions and practices of sovereign-
ty evolve: territorial and worldmaking.
A territorial conception of sovereignty
coexists with a non-territorial and flex-
ible notion of sovereignty, one that chal-
lenged a simple notion of state sover-
eignty because it is a function of larger
global worldmaking projects.

Second, through this lens, India’s
relation to sovereignty has only partial-
ly, yet critically, changed over time. Mo-
di’s emphasis on territorial sovereignty
aligns with earlier interpretations that

first crystallized at independence un-
der Nehru’s prime ministership. His
conception is an amplified version of
this original territorial interpretation of
sovereignty. However, his worldmaking
ambitions have significantly shifted. In-
dia still holds worldmaking ambitions,
however they are no longer driven by
an expansive project of democratiza-
tion of international society, spurred by
a search for global equality.

Third, changes in India’s concep-
tion of sovereignty were incremental.
Under Indira Gandhi and post-1991
liberalization, Indian worldmaking am-
bitions and their related conception of
equality narrowed gradually, reflecting
evolving international priorities. India
less and less strategically used flexible
understandings of sovereignty to pur-
sue systemic equality, as its earlier am-
bitions had involved.

Several factors may explain this
evolution: India’s increasing reliance on
hard power and recognition to achieve
greater equality, the new domestic ideo-
logical orientation under Hindutva, and
post-Cold War global power dynamics,
including the US-China rivalry, which
have shaped India’s strategic options.

The first section examines how
IR theory conceptualizes sovereignty
and uses a historical perspective to po-
sition India’s understanding in relation
to these frameworks. Next, I consider
how India’s conceptions of sovereignty
have changed along the axis of its rela-
tion to territorial sovereignty and to its
worldmaking projects. I chart this evo-
lution across four foreign-policy eras:
Nehru’s era (1946-1960s), Indira Gand-
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hi’s leadership (1966-1984), the post-
Cold War phase of India’s economic
rise (1990s-2000s), and the Modi ad-
ministration (2014-present). Finally, I
conclude with reflections on policy im-
plications and a research agenda.

An Indian Perspective on
Sovereignty

uch has been written on sov-

ereignty. While mainstream

IR dominates the field, post-
colonial perspectives have emerged to
account for the historical specificity
of former colonies. Yet this corrective
often reifies India’s conception of sov-
ereignty rather than interrogating its
contingencies. Historians have allowed
us to reconsider India’s relationship to
sovereignty in more granular and nu-
anced ways. This section briefly sketch-
es this evolution and situates the argu-
ment within this context.

Mainstream IR Theories on
Sovereignty

Research in mainstream IR empha-
sizes two approaches to sovereignty:
it broadly defines it either as a legal
convention shaped by a principle of
domestic jurisdiction agreed within
the international society (see Krasner,
2009) or as a social construct.” In the
first case, for realists, it is a legal idea.
Domestic jurisdiction, which delimits
a state’s domestic sphere, is constitut-
ed through a legal agreement between
states (although called into question by
human rights debates). Sovereignty can
be divided between legal recognition
and objective control/independence,

within the broader distinction between
an internal and external dimension of
sovereignty. From that angle, sover-
eignty can be analysed in terms of in-
terference and non-interference. In the
second case, the political constructivist
approach allows us to consider sover-
eignty not as a fixed but as a variable
concept. For instance, one can ask what
practices and, on whose behalf, sover-
eignty is constructed (Biersteker and
Weber, 1996: 8). Such an approach rais-
es other questions: how is sovereignty
made? “What role do recognition, in-
tervention, and language play in the
construction of sovereignty?” (Ibid: 9).
From this perspective, sovereignty is
not a “timeless principle” underlying
the state system, but different norma-
tive conceptions that “[link] authority,
territory, population (society, nation),
and recognition in a unique way and in
a particular place (the state)” (Ibid: 3).
The state is defined by claims about ter-
ritory, authority and population. It can
be analysed as a “set of ongoing norms
and practices” and through constitu-
ent elements: autonomy, control, and
legitimacy (Caporaso, 2000: 8). This
constructivist approach allows analys-
ing how the meaning of sovereignty
evolves through time and space as these
elements and concepts vary. Through
this lens, sovereignty can emerge as the
power to decide the exception (as dis-
cussed by Carl Schmitt). The sovereign
is the one who wields the ultimate au-
thority. This double legal/political ap-
proach is helpful to understand a state’s
behaviour and reflect on the impact of
a regime’s ideology on how a state un-
derstands sovereignty.
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However, mainstream IR studies
assume that former colonies have un-
derstood international norms in an al-
ready constituted playing field and rare-
ly analyse how these colonies came to
understand these norms. This is in great
part because they think about IR con-
cepts from European historical experi-
ences and assume that, when becoming
independent, former colonies mere-
ly internalized existing international
norms (for a critique and corrective ap-
proach, see for instance, Acharya, 2004;
Tickner, 2003; Shilliam, 2011). Main-
stream IR’s Eurocentrism limits the an-
alytical scope of studies on sovereignty
by obscuring how historical processes
have shaped formerly colonized states’
conceptions and exercise of sovereignty.

Postcolonial Sovereignty

At first sight, studies on postcolonial
sovereignty, revolving around the ar-
gument that the emergence of modern
nation-states after colonialism shaped
the character of postcolonial sovereign-
ty, remedy this problem of ahistorical
Eurocentrism. According to that per-
spective, a distinct postcolonial under-
standing and experience of sovereignty
emerged in the newly decolonized state
due to the impact of colonialism. As a
result of this colonial past, states like
India and China would arguably have
a strict (Westphalian) understanding
of the principle of sovereignty. It is also
recognized that, in practice, their rela-
tion to the principle of sovereignty has
been more ambiguous.® Yet critics have
tended to characterize India as a “sov-
ereignty hawk” (with a negative con-
notation), referring to its support for

a strong sovereignty principle, non-in-
terference and non-intervention in a
state’s territory and its internal affairs.’
This expression has been used to char-
acterize India’s cautious attitude vis-a-
vis international interventions and the
use of military force (Chaudhuri, 2014:
262), and its reluctant attitude towards
democracy/human rights promotion
(Ganguly and Sridharan, 2013).

India’s strict attitude to sover-
eignty has been explained by it being a
post-colonial state and by its territorial
issues with China (a disputed border)
and Pakistan (the status of the former
princely state of Jammu and Kashmir),
which themselves are consequences of
the decolonization process. According
to the conventional narrative, India in-
clines to be protective of state sovereign-
ty in multilateral settings and against
foreign intervention in internal mat-
ters, in particular due to the unresolved
and controversial problem of Kashmir,
at the UN since 1947-8. Nehru referred
the case to the Security Council, which
internationalized ever since, to India’s
chagrin. To many scholars, this diplo-
matic setback would explain not only
India’s strong support for the principle
of non-intervention but also a certain
aloofness and ambivalence in dealing
with issues at the multilateral level of
the UN, marking a change in India’s re-
lationship with sovereignty in relation
to the UN (Bajpai, 2013; Sreenivasan,
2009: 476)."° For instance, Kanti Bajpai
argues that India’s ambivalence towards
multilateralism stems from “its histori-
cal experience with multilateral institu-
tions” and “other third-party interven-
tions on issues that affect its interests”
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(Bajpai, 2013: 115). C. Raja Mohan links
the “bitter experience” of Kashmir with
India’s attitude of “[rejecting] all multi-
lateral attempts at increasing the power
of the UN and other bodies vis-a-vis the
state” (Raja Mohan, 2010: 136).

The debate on India’s relation to
sovereignty overlaps with the debate
of whether India moved from a stance
of idealism to realpolitik, as several au-
thors place the Kashmir issue within
this larger narrative. According to the
latter, multilateralism and idealism in-
formed India’s decision to approach the
UN to solve the Kashmir problem and
characterized early Indian foreign poli-
cy. The story goes that, after the setback,
India relinquished multilateralism and
idealism and instead turned to bilateral-
ism and realism. The Indian leadership,
it was argued, was led to reverse its at-
titude after Nehru realized that the UN
was in reality “an institution of power
politics, not an impartial police force”
(Chellaney, 1999: 545)." Other turning
points would be the 1962 Sino- Indian
war, Nehru's death in 1964, and India’s
isolation after it intervened in East Pa-
kistan in 1971. Realism would have fol-
lowed a period of idealism and entail a
new relation to sovereignty, character-
ized chiefly by a greater emphasis on
territorial sovereignty.

Historians have dismantled this
realist-idealist dichotomy, recast Neh-
ruvian foreign policy in strategic terms
(see, for instance, Raghavan 2010),
and demonstrated that India active-
ly pushed for third-party role in many
issues, such as apartheid. Yet the con-
ventional narrative on sovereignty has

remained mostly in place. Crucially,
even this narrative remains thinly his-
toricized and confines India to an over-
ly simplistic, archetype. What is in ef-
fect a form of historical amnesia serves
to veil the complexity of Indian views
on sovereignty and, in doing so, distorts
our understanding of India’s role inter-
nationally. India’s relation to sovereign-
ty needs to be understood historically.
Against this backdrop, I briefly demon-
strate how new historiographical work
on India’s sovereignty during decoloni-
zation has revised this limited view and
pushed the boundaries of studies on
sovereignty.

Sovereignty under Colonial
Rule

s positivist international law

emerged in the nineteenth cen-

tury, European jurists defined
sovereignty as absolute control over a
territory. This territorial interpretation
of sovereignty, termed “Westphalian,’
implied non-intervention from other
states.”” Once European powers’ politi-
cal and economic dominance expand-
ed, it became a recognized internation-
al norm (Anghie, 2006: 746). However,
while European jurists recognized the
norm of sovereignty as the structuring
norm of an international society and
a universal template, they did not ac-
cord the recognition of sovereignty to
non-European polities and societies.
The close connection drawn by jurists
between sovereignty, the standard of
civilization, and the idea of a society of
states instead entrenched a global sys-
tem of structural inequality between
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European and non-European poli-
ties.”’ Sovereignty became a reference
for non-European people, who only
experienced its negation. Around that
tension was built a hierarchical inter-
national system and the justification of
colonialism.

Instead, in colonial India, British
India and the princely states became a
ground for ideas and practices of lay-
ered and divided sovereignty, rather
than Westphalian sovereignty. At the
imperial level, British colonial practic-
es adapted this international template
to establish India’s subordinate status.
Simultaneously, historians have shown
that Indian nationalists and other po-
litical actors wrestled with the political
potential and limits of these colonial
practices to articulate and promote their
own conceptions of sovereignty.'* Their
conception was not fixed but changed
over time. Varied anticolonial visions
emerged on the terrain of late imperial
politics (see Bayly, 2017; Guyot-Réchard
and Leake, 2023; Khan, 2022), which
did not necessarily imagine the future
in the form of the nation-state. Those
varied visions became paths not tak-
en, yet retrieving them proves that the
imagination of “the international” in
the colonies was much more creative
and diverse during the empires to states
transition than what mainstream IR as-
sumes. Other thinkers in Africa and the
Caribbean also imagined sovereignty in
new ways that would allow them to pro-
mote a more equal future, which they
saw as part of fulfilling the promise of
sovereignty (Cooper, 2014; Getachew,
2019; Wilder 2015).

As historians have pointed out,
after independence, Nehruvian In-
dia further developed a more complex
conception of sovereignty than what is
usually acknowledged in IR. Nehru was
central (though not alone) in its formu-
lation. Scholars remain divided about
which kind of world configuration Neh-
ru desired, how conceptually innovative
he was, and to what extent he wanted to
challenge the state system.'” However,
it has been argued that he developed
visions of a post-sovereign world or-
der through the UN (Bhagavan, 2012;
Chacko, 2011), beyond the fact that he
talked about “One World,” world gov-
ernment, and world federation. At the
same time, he did not shy away from
using force to assert the power of the
state over other political logics, illus-
trating a gap between what he urged in-
ternationally and his actual policy, and
leading scholars to question whether
he actually “sought to erode the sov-
ereignty of the state” (Raghavan, 2014:
152). Ultimately, historical contingen-
cies shaped Nehruvian Indias choices
and postures over sovereignty and its
relation to domestic and international
issues (see Mishra, 2021; Khan, 2020,
2021; Khan and Sherman, 2022).

The following section focuses on
four historical cases to examine how
the Indian conception and practice of
sovereignty has evolved after indepen-
dence, along the axes of India’s con-
tingent relation to territoriality and its
worldmaking ambitions.
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India’s Conceptions of
Territorial Sovereignty and
Worldmaking Ambitions

or analytical purposes, this arti-
Fcle divides Indian foreign policy

into four broad eras: the Nehru-
vian government (1947-1964), Indira
Gandhi’s government (1966-1984),
the post-economic liberalization gov-
ernments (1991-2014), and Narendra
Modi’s government (2014-present). It
considers them in turn.

In August 1947, Partition frac-
tured colonial India and gave birth
to India and Pakistan. The two states
emerged before the princely states’ sta-
tus was settled. India quickly sought
their accession to the Union, but several
states resisted. In these cases, India re-
sorted to military force. What became
ongoing nation- and state-building
projects, and their coexistence with
larger global projects of order refashion-
ing, marked the rise of a double under-
standing of sovereignty in the Nehruvi-
an government. Nehruvian policy set up
an original and lasting tension between,
on the one hand, a territorial conception
of sovereignty driven by state-making
and, on the other hand, a non-territori-
al and flexible notion of sovereignty, one
that challenged a simple notion of state
sovereignty because it was a function of
larger global worldmaking projects (see
Khan, forthcoming). Those understand-
ings came to coexist—nascent indepen-
dent India expressed a state logic, but it
also challenged the norm of sovereignty
internationally at several crucial mo-
ments by striving for a more equal glob-
al order (see Khan, 2020, 2021).

With state-making, new prac-
tices of sovereignty arose, anchored in
territoriality. The new Indian govern-
ment consolidated the state by central-
izing power and erasing the competing
sovereignties of reluctant princely states
by force. In September 1948, it annexed
the princely state of Hyderabad, whose
ruler, the Nizam, had expressed the
wish for independence. Earlier, in Oc-
tober 1947, India sent troops to the
princely state of Jammu and Kashmir at
the request of the Maharaja, who faced
a tribal invasion. Pakistan reacted mili-
tarily; ultimately, following several wars
between India and Pakistan, Kashmir
was de facto divided between India and
Pakistan at the Line of Control. Both
cases illustrate in their own way how
the logic of integration backed by the
use of force, that is, the primacy of im-
posed state sovereignty, prevailed over
other political logics. India’s handling
of claims in the Northeast, in which
insurgencies were quelled, is another
case in point—the use of force by the
state became a way to integrate these
regions but also to assert state sover-
eignty (see Leake, 2016). Through these
cases, in practice, a narrow territorial
understanding of sovereignty emerged,
accompanied by official discourses on
non-intervention and legitimacy of
territorial control, amid “cartographic
anxieties” (to use Sankaran Krishna’s
expression in Krishna, 1994). Accord-
ing to this logic, Atul Mishra (2021) ar-
gues that, when statehood emerged af-
ter Partition, the pursuit of sovereignty
became an end in itself.

Yet decolonization was as much
about worldmaking ambitions (see
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Getachew, 2019; Younis, 2022; Khan,
2021). Older global anticolonial objec-
tives that had formed before indepen-
dence did not disappear in 1947. Thus,
for the Nehruvian government, the
question and stakes of sovereignty ex-
tended beyond its territorial dimension
of getting and consolidating a state. It
also saw the decolonization project as a
creative search for a new world order,
against the hierarchies that character-
ized it from the time of empire. Even
after the Kashmir setback at the UN,
Nehru “did not give up on assertive
multilateralism” (Bingham Kennedy;,
2012: 200). New Delhi remained very
active in that forum for at least another
decade. Nehru was arguably particular-
ly aware of the power of norms (Ragha-
van, 2014: 145), and Indian diplomats
thus used the UN for various diplomat-
ic goals. The new leadership was also
keenly aware that gaining a state did
not dismantle a hierarchical order, de-
spite the stated principle of state equali-
ty in the UN Charter. Anticolonial lead-
ers knew that sovereignty was not just
a transfer of power and the realization
of statehood, but rather that achieving
it also entailed the transformation of
structures of domination and the search
for a more inclusive and democratic in-
ternational order (see Grovogui, 1996;
Getachew, 2019; Wilder, 2015). Fur-
thermore, effective sovereignty also in-
cluded economic sovereignty, which in-
volved state intervention, self-reliance,
control over foreign exchange, a social-
ist element of welfare provision, and a
larger restructuration of asymmetric
economic power relations.

The dynamic relationship be-

tween the Indian conception of sover-
eignty and the pursuit of a more equal
order is manifest in Indias 1946 UN
case against South Africa. In September
1946, as vice-president of the Interim
Cabinet, Nehru declared non-racialism
a fundamental objective of Indian for-
eign policy (see Thakur, 2018: 4). That
was to be a feature of a new, more equal
order. Originally, when the colonial
government had brought a case against
South Africa, it had argued that treaties
agreed with the latter on the treatment
of Indian minorities had been broken.
However, when nationalist India be-
came independent, Indian diplomats
reframed the case and invoked the
concept of Human Rights, challenging
South Africa’s claim that racial policies
were a matter of domestic jurisdiction.
This was the first time that the concept
of Human Rights, drawn from the UN
Charter Preamble (which was not sup-
posed to have any legal value) was mo-
bilized to challenge sovereignty claims
(on this case, see Lloyd, 1990; Thakur,
2017; Mazower, 2009; Khan, 2020). In
this context, the Indian delegation ar-
gued that the existence of Human Rights
limited the scope of the principle of do-
mestic jurisdiction codified in Article
2(7) of the UN Charter. Beyond helping
the Indian diaspora, this rethinking of
sovereignty enabled Indias leadership
in shaping a post-imperial normative
order, as the government broadened
its claim to argue that India was fight-
ing on the basis of universalist princi-
ples on behalf of all Asians —a larger
Third World (Khan, 2020). It opposed
not only racial discrimination against
Indian populations in South Africa but
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also more generally the racial hierarchy
of empire. In subsequent debates at the
UN Human Rights Commission, the
Indian delegate promoted a strong Hu-
man Rights regime by supporting a UN
mechanism to implement and enforce
these rights, their binding character,
and a right of petition by individuals
and organizations (Khan, 2020; for a
larger context, see Burke, 2010). Despite
its ambiguities, India’s intervention at
the UN opened up a field for normative
contestation and transformed the UN
“into a key forum for anti-colonialism”
where the norm of sovereignty would
be challenged (Mazower 2009, 152).

Between 1947-49, India also
proposed a new basis of engagement
with the Commonwealth that involved
a flexible understanding of sovereign-
ty. It proposed a non-national Com-
monwealth citizenship that would have
granted reciprocal rights (and thus
protection) to Commonwealth citizens
in the Commonwealth (Khan, 2021).
Thus, New Delhi was willing to relin-
quish exclusive national citizenship to
advance the welfare of all citizens, in-
cluding its diaspora, within a reformed
Commonwealth.

Thus, worldmaking aspirations
and state-building were in tension from
independent India’s very inception. The
initiatives cited above show how the de-
sire for greater racial equality shaped
Indian views on sovereignty. This ex-
pansive conception of equality—not
only for states but also for individuals—
entailed promoting transnational rights
and strong international organizations.
The search for a more equal order and

the attempt to shape the norm of sov-
ereignty internationally were linked
(Khan, 2020; 2021). Indian diplomats
strategically adapted their understand-
ing of sovereignty to pursue a political
agenda that derived from a larger anti-
imperialist and democratic project of
decolonization. This is not to say that
India’s policy was fully coherent or suc-
cessful. The Nehruvian project of de-
mocratization internally had substan-
tial limitations; some hierarchies were
reinstated at home (see Dasgupta, 2024;
Sherman, 2022). Externally, diplomats
arguing against global hierarchies did
not prevent casteist elitism in the diplo-
matic corps, leading Sankaran Krishna
(2025) to talk about “vacuous diversity”
(see also Thakur, 2016).

Under Indira Gandhi
(1966-1977, 1980-84)

Under Indira Gandhi’s prime minis-
tership, India’s relation to sovereignty
underwent some changes within an
overall trajectory of broad continuity
with Nehruvian policy. On the front
of territorial sovereignty, there was a
marked continuity in the primacy of
a logic of territorial integration. Indi-
ra Gandhi further consolidated Kash-
mir’s integration into the Indian Union,
and it was under her ministership that
Sikkim was annexed in 1975 (see Dat-
ta-Ray, 1984). India thus continued
to build and consolidate its territorial
sovereignty by force, while becoming
more interventionist in its neighbour-
hood. Its intervention in West Pakistan
during the Bangladesh liberation war in
1971 is a case in point (see Raghavan,
2013). The tension between a discourse
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of non-interference and actual practice
increased.

As regards worldmaking, some
Nehruvian ambitions survived, and
they equally involved a more flexible
relation to sovereignty. Indira Gand-
hi’s left-wing, secular populism did not
contradict the core Nehruvian foreign
policy tenets inherited from the de-
colonization struggle. She maintained
the broader goal of restructuring the
global system in favor of more equality
for Third World countries; kept an an-
ti-imperialist rhetoric; presented her-
self as the spokesperson of the Third
World; and pursued non-alignment
understood at minima as a search for
autonomy and independence. Gandhi’s
commitment to Third World develop-
ment was reflected in Indias instru-
mental role in establishing the United
Nations Conference on Trade and De-
velopment (UNCTAD), first held in
1964, and in the adoption of the Decla-
ration on the Establishment of the New
International Economic Order (NIEO)
in May 1974 (Lall, 440). In the 1970s,
she was among the leaders pushing for
the last large movement to systemically
restructure the international economic
order. As Nils Gilman (2015: 1) notes,
sponsoring the NIEO aimed at redi-
recting more benefits of transnational
economic integration towards devel-
oping nations and thus “[complete] the
geopolitical process of decolonization
and [create] a democratic global order
of truly sovereign states.” That project
aimed at “[reversing] the effects of co-
lonialism” (Anghie, 2005: 199). Adom
Getachew (2019:12) describes the
NIEO as the “most ambitious project of

worldmaking” of anticolonial national-
ists. As a key advocate, Gandhi (1983)
highlighted at the UN that “the present
world economic order [was] based on
domination and inequality” and voiced
the collective aspirations of the Non-
Aligned Movement (NAM) countries
by advocating “a new international eco-
nomic order based on equality and jus-
tice” On the one hand, these proposals
were an attempt from the Third World
to use their sovereignty for a political
project, to reassert control over nation-
al resources, and preserve “hard won
sovereignty” (Moyn, 2018: 91). On the
other hand, however, they also involved
reimagining the meaning of sovereignty
at a global level, since they involved “a
radical recasting of sovereign equality as
a demand for an equitable share of the
world’s wealth” (Getachew, 2019:12) as
well as a collective conception of sover-
eignty (Anghie, 2005: 199), tied to redis-
tribution and social justice. In the 1980s,
Indira Gandhi sought to revive the
NAM, at the 1983 New Delhi Summit.
The Indo-Soviet Treaty of Peace, Friend-
ship, and Cooperation signed in 1971
had undermined Indias commitment
to non-alignment. Her chairmanship
was an “opportunity [for her] to restore
Indian leadership among Third World
nations as well as her personal pres-
tige” (CIA, 1983). She indeed presented
herself as the “legitimate” spokesper-
son of the Third World, and supported
the principles of decolonization, Third
World development, and disarmament
(Sawkar, 2022: 367-68, 371).

However, the Cold War and do-
mestic dynamics had been changing.
In response, Indira Gandhi advocated
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flexibility and added the new ambigu-
ous concepts of “security, “territory;,”
“power;” and “prestige” to her diplomat-
ic vocabulary (Mansingh, 1984: 26, cited
in Sawkar, 2022). Emerged more clearly
with her two other notions of sovereign-
ty. The first one was close to the defini-
tion of sovereignty as the power of de-
ciding the exception. Domestically, she
declared the Emergency, transforming
the country into an authoritarian state
from 1975 to 1977. The Emergency sus-
pended constitutional rights, curtailed
civil liberties, and led to cracking down
on dissent and political opposition as
well as censoring the press (see Prakash,
2019; Jaftrelot and Anil, 2020; Ragha-
van, 2025). As Mansingh (2015) notes,
“Indira Gandhi saw power in personal,
or dynastic, terms and not institution-
al ones.”" This authoritarian turn laid
the groundwork for the “strong leader”
model that was subsequently further
developed by Narendra Modi. The sec-
ond notion of sovereignty that emerged
equated sovereignty with hard power
and personal power. Her foreign policy
displayed power overtly and built le-
gitimacy through “personal branding”
(Sawkar, 2022: 363-364). India carried
out its first (underground) nuclear test
in 1974. While those tests were present-
ed as a “Peaceful Nuclear Explosion”
and India remained pro-global disar-
mament, they signalled a new valori-
zation of hard power in Indian foreign
policy. Military nuclear power was also
a symbol of the power of deciding on
the exception, insofar as Indira Gand-
hi refused to sign the 1968 Nuclear
Non-Proliferation Treaty, turning India
into a nuclear pariah.

Post-liberalization India of the
1990s-2000s (1991-2014)

In 1991, the Indian government bor-
rowed from the International Monetary
Fund after a grave balance of payment
crisis and embarked on major econom-
ic reforms that liberalized its economy
and opened it up to foreign invest-
ments. Finance Minister Manmohan
Singh “[overhauled] the country’s trade
and exchange rate regime—virtually
overnight” Foreign exchange controls
were relaxed, restrictions on imports
were reduced, and India adopted a flex-
ible exchange rate regime (Irwin, 2025:
6). This shift away from the Nehruvian
developmental model of centralized
planning transformed Indias foreign
policy, just as major geopolitical re-
configurations brought about by the
collapse of the Soviet Union were un-
der way. The opposition—the BJP and
the Communist Party—criticized the
“acceptance of IMF conditionalities,”"’
and expressed the fear that India would
lose its national sovereignty. While the
Congress leadership responded that it
would protect Indian economic sover-
eignty (Irwin, 2025; Singh, 2005: 7-8),
at that moment, India’s conception of
economic sovereignty and its relation to
the state transformed. The government
came to think of economic sovereign-
ty in the terms of economic liberaliza-
tion. For instance, after refusing it for
decades, it signed treaties that delegat-
ed sovereignty to international law on
the protection of foreign investments
(Ranjan, 2024). The treaties explicitly
limited state authority by allowing in-
vestors to bring cases against it before
international arbitration tribunals. Ac-
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cepting them meant a “significant de-
parture from the previous era when
[India] zealously tried to preserve its
sovereignty with respect to protecting
foreign investment” (Ibid: 124).

However, while New Delhi com-
mitted itself to liberalization, the pri-
macy of the territorial sovereignty log-
ic remained paramount. In that sense,
its relation to sovereignty stayed on its
earlier trajectory. The government kept
its territorial claims and established a
stronger administrative and political
control over the state of Jammu and
Kashmir, which involved granting ex-
ceptional powers to the military. AFS-
PA (Armed Forces Special Powers Act),
which grants “sweeping” special powers
and provides “virtual immunity from
prosecution” to the army, was imposed
in 1990 (see Amnesty International In-
dia, 2013). At the same time, the early
1990s saw the beginning of the mili-
tancy—Kashmir was arguably less inte-
grated than before.'®

Furthermore, the notion of Indi-
an sovereignty as an expression of hard
power and independence found deeper
anchorage in the nuclear tests of May
1998, through which India declared it-
self a nuclear state. The BJP, which had
won the elections that year, had made
becoming a nuclear power a key part
of its election campaign. It “prioritized
bequeathing to India a full-fledged nu-
clear capability” (Fair, 2005: 25). As an
analyst observed in 1998, “[t]he nucle-
ar ambition ... has always been part of
the BJP’s philosophy of negotiating with
the outside world from a position of
strength” (Malik, 1998: 201). This am-

bition also dovetailed with its discourse
about a “strong India.” The new nucle-
ar tests signalled Indias greater asser-
tiveness in deploying hard power and
underscored its aspiration to be rec-
ognized as a great power on the global
stage, at a higher status in the hierarchy
of states. Within Indias scientific and
political circles, some argued that a ro-
bust nuclear capability might even pave
the way for a permanent seat on the UN
Security Council (Fair, 2005: 24). That
was regardless of the international con-
demnation that it triggered.

On the worldmaking front, In-
dia’s ambitions narrowed after the Cold
War. The worldmaking projects linked
to its postcolonial identity evolved into
more modest, targeted goals. This may
partly be because it now acted within a
capitalist system that, in a unipolar or-
der, it had integrated and therefore no
longer challenged. By then, the NIEO
proposals had failed. Most developing
countries of the Global South (which
overlapped with the older Third World)
had been weakened by the economic
crises of the 1980s, and many had been
hit by severe debt crises (Narlikar, 2006:
1026). New Delhi remained commit-
ted to promoting their interests, but its
efforts mainly focused on global trade
and climate negotiations. It had been
an influential leader in advocating for
the Global South at the GATT. During
negotiations rounds at its successor, the
World Trade Organization, its focus on
issues of agricultural subsidies and in-
tellectual property rights highlighted
its continued engagement in promot-
ing greater equality globally. Narlikar
(2006: 1006, 1026) notes that, in these
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negotiations, India sometimes support-
ed demands of redistribution and equi-
ty that had little economic value to it or
entailed costs, while as a more powerful
actor it could have used a discourse of
power. The country remained a signifi-
cant voice for developing nations within
multilateral negotiations. Furthermore,
by presenting itself as a representative
of the Global South, New Delhi contin-
ued to claim its identity as a defender
of the interests of the developing world.
However, its objectives had narrowed
and were less systemically challenging
than what the NIEO proposals had de-
manded in the past—they were no lon-
ger about distributive justice and radi-
cal transformation.

Another result of India’s econom-
ic liberalization, its dramatic economic
growth in the 2000s, further impacted
New Delhi’s relation to worldmaking
and sovereignty. Based on this growth,
India claimed the status of rising pow-
er. The group of the BRICS, in which it
got involved, represented a new form
of contestation of Eurocentric global
governance by the Global South, but it
also further problematized India’s dual
identity as both an aspiring great pow-
er and the advocate for the developing
world. At the UN, New Delhi turned to
narrower priorities, notably UN reform
to get a permanent seat at the UNSC.
The claim for a seat at the UNSC, along
with the 1998 nuclear tests, were effort
to assert itself as a rising power at an
individual level, even though symboli-
cally it could have collective resonance.
Politically too, worldmaking ambitions
further narrowed in terms of the scope
of potential change, and the recogni-

tion of sovereignty as individual status
became a more pronounced objective.

Lastly, it is worth noting that,
over those years, India resisted other
worldmaking projects that it perceived
as reinforcing hierarchies, and that im-
plied renegotiating the norm of sover-
eignty. The 2000s saw the emergence of
a global debate on the “Responsibility
to Protect” (R2P), which proposed to
make state sovereignty conditional to
the respect of Human Rights. In 2011,
during debates on a possible interven-
tion in Libya, India’s stance on sov-
ereignty slightly evolved,” but finally
retracted to its traditional stance on
the primacy of state sovereignty.”® It
ultimately resisted the reconfiguration
of sovereignty proposed by the United
States and its allies and re-committed
to its old territorial interpretation of
sovereignty, in line with the Nehruvian
conception.

Overall, during that period,
there was a discernible continuity in
India’s core commitment to an old un-
derstanding and discourse of territorial
sovereignty as well as of its worldmak-
ing project of securing the interests of
the Global South. However, its ambi-
tions evolved in the post-liberalization
context in a way that involved fewer sys-
temic demands and less radical notions
of equality. Therefore, it seems that they
less required flexible notions of sover-
eignty. Notions of sovereignty became
more flexible in relation to the private
sector, as for instance in the case of trea-
ties protecting foreign investments.
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Sovereignty in Modi’s India
(2014-)

arendra Modi assumed office
in 2014 and was re-elected in
2019. Since then, his govern-

ment has frequently portrayed India as
the “Mother of Democracy” and em-
phasized that it was “the largest democ-
racy in the world” (for an analysis of
this discourse, see Chacko and Thakur,
2025). Claims have been made that In-
dia is more representative now than in
the past (Shaikh, 2024). In 2025, a sur-
vey reported that Modi was the “most
popular democratic leader” with an
approval rating of 75 percent (NDTYV,
2025). Nevertheless, the markers of lib-
eral democracy have been fading. To
many analysts, India has become an
example of the “global democratic re-
cession” (Tudor, 2023). There have been
major “setbacks” of political rights and
civil liberties in the country since Modi
came to power (Repucci and Slipowitz,
2022: 8; Ganguly, 2023) and attempts
to legitimize older “authoritarian statist
tendencies” (Chacko, 2018, citing Pou-
lantzas, 1980). Ideologically, the Hin-
du nationalist BJP represents a rupture
with the traditionally secular, pluralist,
democratic vision of Indian society
carried by the Congress since inde-
pendence and embodied in the Indian
constitution. The BJP’s ethno-religious
conception of India, centred on the idea
that India is a Hindu nation, has de fac-
to challenged the core liberal principle
of equal democratic rights for all citi-
zens. The controversial 2019 Citizen-
ship Amendment Act (CAA), which set
a religious criterion for citizenship, in

combination with the National Register
of Citizens, has created the possibili-
ty of “second-rate rate citizens” within
the Muslim minority (Goodyear, 2024).
Christophe Jaftrelot (2021) terms this
configuration, where the majoritari-
an community defines the nation, an
“ethnic democracy” The government’s
support for Hindutva has also fuelled
broader violence and discrimination
against minorities (Waikar, 2018; Kin-
nvall and Svensson, 2010). Paradoxical-
ly, India’s undermining of liberal rights
and democratic institutions at home has
occurred alongside a warming of rela-
tions with the “liberal West,” enhanc-
ing its international recognition as a
democratic power (Sullivan de Estrada,
2023: 451). This raises critical questions:
How does Hindutva change India’s rela-
tionship to sovereignty and how has it
affected its global role? This section ar-
gues that Hindutva has reshaped India’s
conception and practice of sovereignty,
linking domestic ethno-nationalism to
selective international assertiveness and
a constrained vision of global equality.
Regional pressures have also affected
India’s relation to territorial sovereignty.

A More Assertive Territorial
Sovereignty Toward Pakistan

Under the Modi government, India’s
discourse on sovereignty has been ele-
vated, amplifying the traditional Nehru-
vian inflexible conception of territorial
sovereignty. However, it has been oper-
ationalized selectively, and its meaning
has been reshaped unevenly. The rhet-
oric is assertive toward Pakistan, but
cautious toward China. Concomitantly,
India has become more interventionist
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toward the diaspora, that is, it has be-
come more flexible with the norm of
sovereignty with some allied countries.

Hindu nationalists have a more
assertive stance on national sovereign-
ty, with greater emphasis on territorial
integrity and territorial control. This
stance goes hand-in-hand with valu-
ing the use of hard/military power, and
is in tune with the Hindu nationalist
idea of a “muscular” India, which Modi
embodies with the image of a strong-
man.?' In practice, this more assertive
stance on sovereignty has manifested
itself in relation to the state of Jammu
and Kashmir, that is, also in relation
to Pakistan. Under Modi, sovereign-
ty has been invoked, performed, and
exercised toward Pakistan with new
intensity. First, India has shown an in-
creased willingness to use hard power
and claim sovereignty over the entire
contested region. In February 2019,
New Delhi decided to retaliate against
Pakistan after a deadly terror attack in
Pulwama, leading commentators to fear
a potential nuclear war (Yusuf 2019).
Second, in August 2019, the Govern-
ment of India revoked the special sta-
tus and autonomy of the state of Jammu
and Kashmir by abrogating Article 370
of the Indian Constitution, downgrad-
ing it to two Union Territories directly
ruled from the center, and imposing an
unprecedented months-long shutdown,
including a communications blackout.
In May 2025, following an attack by
militants in Pahalgam, India retaliat-
ed even more strongly by launching an
attack on Pakistan. Operation Sindoor
escalated tensions to new heights.

The Hindu nationalist more as-
sertive stance on sovereignty has also
manifested through what Atul Mish-
ra (2021b) calls Indias new posture
of “hard sovereignty” He notes that,
since 2019, after the BJP-led govern-
ment changed the status of Jammu and
Kashmir and the parliament passed the
Citizenship (Amendment) Act, 2019,
India’s message has been that “outsiders
have no stake in India’s internal affairs,
especially as it undergoes profound
and rapid changes. India’s stance on
non-interference in the domestic affairs
of states has become more stringent.
Overall, the Modi government has re-
acted increasingly strongly to perceived
threats to sovereignty coming from Pa-
kistan and has deployed a correspond-
ing hard-sovereignty discourse.

Ambiguity Toward China

In contrast, Indias response to China
has been more ambiguous. In this case,
the generally strong Indian discourse
on territorial sovereignty has not always
been followed by actions. When June
2020, the Indian Armed Forces and the
People’s Liberation Army of the PRC
clashed at the Sino-Indian border in the
Galwan Valley in eastern Ladakh, along
the Line of Actual Control, the Indian
Army reported that 20 Indian soldiers
had been killed in the encounter (Haid-
er et al., 2020). This constituted a major
national security crisis with high do-
mestic salience: a direct threat to terri-
tory at the contested border that India
considers its own. Indian sovereignty
was under threat through Chinese ac-
tions. Yet, after the Galwan Valley clash,
Modi’s initial public response advanced
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a narrative of denial around the ques-
tion of territorial loss. This was noted
and criticized by the Indian media, the
political opposition, and prominent
diplomats as “[endorsing] the Chinese
position” and surrendering territory
(Outlook, 2020).

Subsequently, the government
remained silent on the violation of In-
dia’s territorial integrity (Singh, 2022a),
despite ongoing clashes and China’s
continued infrastructure building and
occupation within Indian territory.
It provided little information on the
border situation and the circumstanc-
es that led to the Galwan clashes (see
Joshi, 2022). It “studiously avoided re-
ferring to the region when Chinese
troops imposed their biggest blockade
on the Indian side of the LAC” (Ibid).
By December 2022, not only had Chi-
na not withdrawn its troops, but fears
were expressed among Indian military
veterans and experts that it planned “to
create a new status quo on the frontier
by claiming ownership of territory they
have occupied” (Siddiqui, 2022; see also
Singh, 2022b). According to reports, it
is estimated that, since May 2020, Chi-
na has taken over and has occupied
“close to 1,000 sq km of India-claimed
territory in eastern Ladakh” by block-
ading areas that Indian troops patrolled
until 2020 (Siddiqui, 2022; Singh,
2022b). India responded by increasing
its defence budget in 2022 and 2023 and
investing at the border (Kumar, 2023),
and showed willingness to deepen its
security and defence cooperation with
its Indo-Pacific partners. It thereby
showed its will to materially balance
China. However, in a context of strong

power asymmetry, India has tended to
carefully signal via implicature towards
China (Khan and Sullivan de Estrada,
2024) and de facto lost control of some
territory. The extent of Chinese inroads
was not acknowledged, and the sover-
eignty vocabulary was not used, pre-
venting sovereignty from emerging as
an issue to address.

In October 2024, India and Chi-
na concluded a disengagement agree-
ment leading China to withdraw its
forces to pre-2020 positions, formally
ending the four-year military standoff.
However, it remains that Indias rela-
tionship to sovereignty regarding Chi-
na seems to be changing. While earli-
er sovereignty challenges were treated
more uniformly, since Galwan there
has been a marked discrepancy be-
tween the strong reaction to Pakistan
and the more ambiguous one toward
China—both in speech and action. This
seems to suggest that, under Modi, the
power differential with a given state
influences if sovereignty features in In-
dian discourse.” Paradoxically, despite
Hindu nationalisms avowed commit-
ment to territorial integrity,” regional
constraints appear to have reshaped the
traditionally strict discourse on sover-
eignty, producing a more pragmatic,
cautious, approach.

Interference Abroad and the Diaspora

A further shift on sovereignty concerns
India’s growing interference in other
states through engagement with its di-
aspora. According to Canadian intelli-
gence services, New Delhi perpetrated
foreign interference and transnational
repression “plays a central role in India’s
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activity in Canada” (Reuters, 2025). This
statement comes after Canadian Prime
Minister Justin Trudeau accused the
Indian government of being involved
in the killing of a Sikh political activist
on Canadian territory in 2023. The US
Department of State (2023: 16) similar-
ly noted reports of the Indian govern-
ment being “engaged in transnational
repression against ... members of di-
aspora populations.” Thus, India seems
to signal that a more powerful state can
prioritize its own perceived interests
over strict adherence to the norm of
sovereignty, even when this encroaches
on the sovereignty of other countries—
including partners

Hindu Nationalist Worldmaking
Aspirations

Modi and the Hindu nationalist volun-
teer movement Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh (RSS), to which the BJP is closely
connected, have long articulated world-
making projects rooted in Hindu right-
wing narratives developed in the early
twentieth century (Jaffrelot, 1996; Bhatt
and Mukta, 2000). These projects offer
a clear vision of what the internation-
al order should look like. Arguably, the
search for a more equal order no longer
involves flexible notions of sovereignty
for greater overall equality, partly be-
cause of the hierarchical assumptions
of Hindu nationalism and its narrower
conception of power.

On one level, the Hindu national-
ist project resembles its Nehruvian pre-
decessor. Both seek a more equal inter-
national order, pursue recognition for
India as a major power, and affirm In-
dia’s exceptionalism. Modi similarly ad-

vances the belief that India has a moral
and spiritual role to play in global affairs,
encapsulated in the notion of “Vishwa
guru” (world teacher), now common in
official discourse. Kate Sullivan de Es-
trada (2023, 436) convincingly argues
that it represents a fight for recognition
in a persistently hierarchical world, with
old roots: a “quest for superior social
positioning ... to remake the global so-
cial hierarchy of civilizations and states.”
As she notes, both “post-independence
Nehruvianism and Hindu national-
ism” are “grounded on a belief in India’s
spiritual superiority, juxtaposed against
the spiritual impoverishment of mod-
ern Western civilization, and imagine a
moral community rooted in tradition at
the level of the nation. Each expresses a
sense of mission: an Indian duty to serve
as the moral and spiritual leader of hu-
manity” (Ibid, 448).

However, the underlying philos-
ophies diverge sharply. Hindutva’s eth-
no-nationalist foundations contrast
with the internationalist nationalism
of the 1950s, which was tied to an-
ti-colonial egalitarianism. Domesti-
cally, Hindu nationalism undermines
liberal principles of political equality,
raising the question of how a state that
circumscribes equality at home can
meaningfully promote it abroad. More-
over, Hindu nationalism shares aspects
of cultural nationalism with contem-
porary white nationalist movements,
particularly in its treatment of racial
and religious difference (Ashutosh
2021). Its vision of decolonization is
hierarchical rather than egalitarian. In-
deed, the discourse of “decolonization”
has frequently been deployed to de-
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flect criticism and legitimize Hindutva
projects—from anti-conversion laws
to historical revisionism—which rein-
force hierarchies rather than embody
the egalitarian ethos of decolonization
(Pani 2024).

These limits are also evident in
India’s attempt to position itself as the
leader of the “Global South.” The term
re-emerged on the international scene
after Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine
(Russell, 2023). As New Delhi seeks to
maintain a multipolar order amid US-
China rivalry, it has new incentives to
speak on behalf of the Global South,
though its close partnership with the
U.S. (until recently at least) limited the
extent of its ambitions for structural
changes. New Delhi started to open-
ly revive the rhetoric of India’s Global
South leadership in 2022, and especially
in 2023, during the G20 and the three
Voice of Global South Summits that it
organized around it. India expressed
its ambition to be the spokesperson for
the Global South: Modi stressed India’s
intention to shape its G20 priorities in
consultation with “fellow-travellers in
the global South, whose voice often goes
unheard” (PIB, 2022). External Affairs
Minister S. Jaishankar argued that it was
the duty of India to serve as “the voice
of the global South” (NDTYV, 2023). In
July 2023, Modi argued that “[he saw]
India being that strong shoulder that if
the Global South has to make that high
jump, India can be that shoulder to pro-
pel itahead” (India Today, 2023). India’s
claim was reinforced by the G20 New
Delhi Declaration, which admitted the
African Union as a permanent member.

Yet this leadership seems to pri-
marily serves to elevate India’s status—
especially its bid for a permanent UN
Security Council seat—rather than to
promote deeper equality across the in-
ternational system. Significantly, India
has made the link between being a voice
of the Global South and getting a seat at
the Security Council. Furthermore, In-
dia wishes to gain greater recognition
and status (as in the past), but without
the aspiration for a more expansive and
deeper notion of equality in interna-
tional society. Its current worldmaking
project does not extend to advocating
radical systemic changes that would re-
define sovereignty globally for the sake
of greater equality at an individual and
collective level.

Current initiatives for the Glob-
al South remain quite modest and are
no longer anti-systemic. India’s South-
South cooperation now seeks to find
accommodation within the US-led or-
der in the Indo-Pacific region, while
advocating greater multipolarity and
a more inclusive vision (Blarel et al.,
2025). Equality seems to mean first and
foremost the inclusion and recognition
of other powers at the top of different
hierarchies, as exemplified by the G20.

Civilizational Discourse: From Nehru
to Modi

Nehruvian and Hindu nationalist un-
derstandings of civilization are also
starkly different. During decoloniza-
tion, Nehru saw India as a civilizational
state and wrote about Indian civilization
in Glimpses of World History (1934) and
The Discovery of India (1946). His dis-
course emerged in a context in which
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Christian and enlightenment-based
conceptions of civilization had served
as the criterion for claiming sovereign-
ty since the nineteenth century (Duara,
2001: 100). In the 20™ century, after
WWI, the idea of multiple civilizations
gained prominence due to changing
geopolitical circumstances and the rise
of national movements. Duara notes
that “ascendant national movements
in the colonies [...] sought to utilize
the notion of civilization precisely to
counter Western definitions. The idea
of civilization as warranting sovereign
status circulated the world as different
societies claimed this status” (Duara,
2004: 3). Like other civilizational dis-
courses, the Nehruvian version thus
went hand in hand with nationalism.
These civilizational narratives, for In-
dia and China, “justified the leader-
ship of each to the decolonizing world”
(Dura, 2010: 23). They were also part of
a strategy to regain a due place in the
international sphere. These civilization
discourses challenged the West by val-
orizing other values (Duara, 2010: 23).
Nehruvian India put forward its “civili-
zational pacifism,” its civilizational ide-
als of “peace, contentment, solidarity,
and world unity, as against the Western
propensity to fight wars and cause de-
struction” (Thakur, 2018: 12). Nehru’s
civilizational discourse was compatible
with a liberal order and a larger antico-
lonial democratic ethos. Older claims
of cultural influence in Southeast Asia
and of Greater India, which could have
led to claims over neighbouring coun-
tries, were relegated to the background,
as Nehru distanced himself from them
after independence.

In contrast, the Modi govern-
ment’s rhetoric has been underpinned
by a civilizational Hindu discourse.
Commenting on the Hindu nationalist
vision of India’s place in the internation-
al system, Rahul Sagar (2009: 801) notes
that “Hindu nationalists want Indians to
act as muscular defenders of Hindu civ-
ilization.” Saleem et al. (2022) observe
that “Hindutva is currently a civiliza-
tional populist narrative that is the force
behind India’s “saffron tide.” This ideolo-
gy leads to a different relation to world-
making and sovereignty internationally.
Unlike Nehru, Modi defends the exis-
tence of a civilizational state different
from (and against) the liberal order.
This vision is not based on a universal-
ist rights-based vision in which equali-
ty has an expansive meaning. It rather
leads to arguing that universal standards
like Human Rights should have a caveat
for India, rather than be universally ap-
plied. Its opposition to the West leads it
to argue for exceptions for India rather
than for refashioning the international
order at large.

The civilizational discourse of a
Hindu India both undermines the prin-
ciple of popular sovereignty as rights
in the country, while implicitly chal-
lenging the territorial sovereignty of
other states (on this, see Singh 2022a).
The civilizational understanding of In-
dia has been used to justify either the
exclusion of non-Hindu minorities
from the Indian polity or to claim ter-
ritories outside of national boundaries
in the neighbourhood. Hindu nation-
alist discourses on an undivided India
or “Akhand Bharat,” an imagined civ-
ilizational geography, echo older ex-
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pansionist narratives of a greater India
from the early 20th century, which had
been rejected by independent India.

In sum, under Modi, India’s sov-
ereignty discourse and practice has
been reshaped unevenly, depending on
power asymmetries, notably regional
power asymmetries, the civilizational
ideas of Hindutva, and authoritarian
trends. Whereas, under Nehru, sov-
ereignty claims were linked to a uni-
versalist, egalitarian project rooted
in anti-colonialism, under Hindutva,
sovereignty is framed as the preroga-
tive of a civilizational state entitled to
exceptions, rather than a shared condi-
tion whose expansion benefits all. Not
having a strong domestic liberal dem-
ocratic ideal makes it difficult to deploy
a worldview based on a broader egali-
tarian vision. India has rather contin-
ued to favour the realization of equality
through accumulating hard power and
individual recognition. Global structur-
al constraints also shape this trajectory,
though a full analysis of these is beyond
this article’s scope.

Conclusion

his article has argued that India

does not have a simple and by

default strict postcolonial con-
ception of sovereignty, to be opposed
to the supposed flexibility of Western
powers. Rather, its understanding of
sovereignty since independence can be
analysed along two axes: a non-flexible
territorial understanding, and a flexible
understanding dependent on the nature
of Indian worldmaking projects.

During the Nehruvian era
emerged a territorial conception along
with anticolonial worldmaking am-
bition that involved a strategic use of
the norm of sovereignty for the sake of
greater democratization and equality in
the international society. The original
territorial understanding of sovereignty
remained throughout the century and,
in fact, amplified and culminated under
Narendra Modi’s prime ministership.
However, Indian worldmaking ambi-
tions have narrowed. This narrowing,
in turn, has changed Indias relation
to sovereignty. The Hindu national-
ist ideology of the Modi government
has played a role in unevenly chang-
ing India’s conception and practice of
sovereignty. In particular, the Hindu
nationalist version to rights and de-
mocracy does not articulate the wider
and deeper understanding of equality
that underpinned the drive behind and
the decolonization worldmaking proj-
ect. It does not seek to use the norm
of sovereignty strategically and shape
it to pursue such objective. Yet Indian
conception and practice of sovereign-
ty have also changed incrementally.
Evolutions are observable under the
governments of Indira Gandhi and
the post-liberalization governments of
the 1990s-2000s—including, arguably,
the narrowing of worldmaking ambi-
tions. Further research should analyse
the evolution of registers of equality in
these governments, for while they used
the same term, its meaning substantial-
ly evolved.
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Notes

10

11
12
13

14

15

As US former deputy Secretary of State Strobe Talbott described India.

On Hindu nationalism, see Gould (2004), Hansen (1999), Jaffrelot (1996; ed. 2007),
Hansen and Srirupa Roy (eds. 2022).

For instance, the use of Hindi acronyms (as in SAGAR), and debates on the use of
Hindi in the Foreign Service. On multi-alignment, see Hall (2016); Baru (2021).

Those constraints include economic constraints, still clear today in relation to the
BRI

I do not focus on economic sovereignty, which is a distinct topic.

On other hierarchical and reactionary worldmaking visions, see for instance Dilawri
(2023); Banerjee et al., forthcoming.

Liberals have tended to focus on debates on intervention and democracy promotion.
This is less significant here for my argument.

See for instance India’s interventions in its neighbourhood, or its attitude towards the
Ukraine-Russia war.

One of its first uses in connection to India can be traced back to 2007, when the then
United States Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Talbott commented on the US-India
negotiations over a deal on nuclear cooperation.

American aid to Pakistan and the latter’s signing of military pacts also pushed Nehru
to emphasize non-intervention.

For an overview of this debate, see Chacko (2012: 1-3).
On the role of these jurists, see Koskenniemi (2004).

On the hierarchical dimension of the international system, see Hobson and Sharman
(2005); for the argument that this system was a regression vis-a-vis past practices in
which European and non-European states had treated each other as equals, and a
critique of the universalism of Western international law, see the work of C.H. Alex-
androwicz, in Armitage and Pitts (2017).

New historical works on the concept and practice of sovereignty during colonial times
have explored the behaviour of semi-sovereign or subordinate sovereign entities in
the British empire, like princely states, how layered sovereignty worked, and the
contestation of sovereignty under empire by different Indian actors (Banerjee, 2018;
Shankar, 2022; Beverly, 2015). They have also highlighted the role of international law
and its language in the construction and claim of sovereignty in South Asia before
independence (see for instance Khan, 2017; Saksena, 2023), which continued after
independence at the UN and in other fora.

See also Bhagavan, 2010; Chacko, 2011; Bajpai, 2003; Raghavan, 2010: 2-3.

145



16
17
18
19

20

21

22
23
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He references Sahgal, 1982.
Bharatiya Janata Party (1991:16). Cited in Singh (2005:7).
My thanks to Vineet Thakur for mentioning that point.

India first accepted its principle in the 2005 World Summit Outcome, yet it proved
“reluctant” to endorse R2P and its human rights promotion agenda (Destradi, 2017;
for details, see Aneja, 2014; Bloomfield, 2015; Choedon, 2017; Jaganathan and Kurtz,
2014; Moller, 2017; Virk, 2013; Hall, 2013).

The focus of attention was two resolutions passed by the UNSC. The resolution 1970
condemned the use of force by the Libyan regime, imposed sanctions and referred
the case to the International Criminal Court. The resolution 1973 was in favour of a
military intervention through establishing an immediate ceasefire. It also authorized
the establishment of a no-fly zone, called to enforce an arm embargo, decided an asset
freeze. Most importantly, it allowed member states to “take all necessary measures,”
except occupation, to protect civilians. India voted in favour of the resolution 1970
but abstained on the resolution 1973. It refused to approve it, despite lobbying from
Western powers, including the United States (The Hindu, 2011). While remaining
very cautious, India had first moved in favour of what looked like a shift in foreign
policy (Hall, 2013), accepting a referral to the ICC. But it fell back to condemning
violence and supporting state sovereignty. It remained reluctant to adhere to a new
post-Cold War narrative linking human rights, democracy promotion and humani-
tarian intervention, despite engaging with a US democracy discourse under Manmo-
han Singh and supporting some of the US-led initiatives on democracy (see Sullivan,
2023: 449).

As Neilesh Bose (2024) notes, the term “muscular nationalism” has been often used to
describe Modi. He refers for instance to Chawla (2022).

My thanks to Atul Mishra for mentioning this insightful point.
Varshney (1993).
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