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Abstract: 

The formative years of India’s foreign policy were deeply shaped by the leadership of Jawaharlal Nehru, 
whose vision extended beyond immediate national concerns to encompass a broader moral and strategic 
framework for global engagement. This research article examines the Nehru era (1947–1964) as a defining 
phase in the evolution of India’s global strategy, focusing on the interplay between political leadership and 
international relations. It argues that Nehru’s approach combined idealism with strategic autonomy, 
situating India as a prominent voice among newly independent nations. Through an analysis of non-
alignment, Panchsheel, anti-colonial solidarity, and engagement with global institutions, the article 
highlights both the strengths and limitations of Nehru’s leadership. The study concludes that while Nehru’s 
moral diplomacy established India’s global identity, it also revealed tensions between ethical aspirations 
and geopolitical realities. 
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Introduction:  

The emergence of India as an independent nation in 1947 marked a significant turning point not only in its 
domestic political trajectory but also in its engagement with the international community. At the center of 
this transformation was Jawaharlal Nehru, whose leadership shaped the foundational contours of India’s 
foreign policy. As both Prime Minister and External Affairs Minister, Nehru wielded unparalleled influence 
over the direction of India’s global strategy. 

The Nehru era unfolded in a complex international environment characterized by the Cold War, 
decolonization, and the emergence of newly independent states. In this context, Nehru sought to craft a 
foreign policy that would preserve India’s sovereignty while promoting peace, cooperation, and global 
justice. His leadership was marked by a unique blend of idealism and pragmatism, reflecting both his 
philosophical convictions and the practical challenges of governance. 

Objectives:This article explores how Nehru’s political leadership influenced India’s global strategy, 
examining key policies, ideological underpinnings, and diplomatic initiatives.  

Research Questions:It seeks to answer the central question: To what extent did Nehru’s leadership shape 
India’s position in the global order, and what were the long-term implications of his foreign policy choices? 
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Historical Context: The Postcolonial Moment 

The foreign policy of Jawaharlal Nehru must be situated within the broader transformation of the mid-
twentieth-century global order. The end of colonial rule across Asia and Africa coincided with the 
consolidation of the Cold War, marked by ideological and geopolitical rivalry between the United States and 
the Soviet Union (Westad, 2005; Hobsbawm, 1994). For newly independent states like India, this dual 
process of decolonization and bipolar confrontation created a complex international environment 
characterized by both opportunity and constraint (Baylis, Smith, & Owens, 2017). 

India’s independence in 1947 symbolized not merely the end of British colonial rule but also the emergence 
of a new category of states seeking to assert sovereignty in a polarized world system (Chandra et al., 2008). 
Nehru clearly understood that formal political independence could be undermined by strategic dependence 
on either superpower bloc. Consequently, he rejected alliance politics, arguing that alignment would 
compromise India’s autonomy and reduce its ability to pursue an independent course of action (Nehru, 
1949/2004; Gopal, 1975). 

At the same time, Nehru was acutely conscious of India’s internal vulnerabilities, including economic 
underdevelopment, military limitations, and the challenges of nation-building in a diverse society 
(Bandyopadhyay, 2004). These realities necessitated a cautious and balanced foreign policy. His solution 
was to adopt a “middle path”, later conceptualized as non-alignment, which sought to avoid entanglement in 
great power rivalries while maintaining active engagement in global diplomacy (Appadorai, 1981; Khilnani, 
1997). 

This historical context highlights the centrality of leadership in shaping foreign policy outcomes. Nehru’s 
decisions were not made in isolation but were deeply informed by structural constraints and emerging global 
dynamics. His ability to interpret and respond to these conditions enabled India to carve out a distinctive 
position in international relations, emphasizing autonomy, peace, and cooperation (Raghavan, 2010). Thus, 
the postcolonial moment was not merely a backdrop but a decisive factor in the formulation of India’s global 
strategy under Nehru. 

Philosophical Foundations of Nehru’s Foreign Policy 

Liberal Internationalism and Humanism: The intellectual foundations of Nehru’s foreign policy were 
rooted in liberal internationalism, which emphasizes the role of cooperation, international institutions, and 
normative frameworks in maintaining global order (Doyle, 1986). Influenced by Enlightenment thought, 
Fabian socialism, and his education in Britain, Nehru developed a worldview that prioritized rationality, 
dialogue, and mutual respect among nations (Brown, 2003). 

Nehru consistently argued that peace could only be achieved through collective security and adherence to 
international law, rather than through military alliances or coercive power (Nehru, 1946/1992). His faith in 
institutions such as the United Nations reflected this commitment to multilateralism and global governance 
(Mazower, 2012). At the same time, his outlook was informed by Indian philosophical traditions that 
emphasized tolerance, coexistence, and universalism, thereby blending Western liberalism with indigenous 
values (Khilnani, 1997). 

Anti-Colonial Solidarity: Nehru’s foreign policy was also deeply shaped by his experience in the Indian 
national movement and his commitment to anti-colonial solidarity. Having witnessed the exploitative 
structures of imperialism, he viewed the struggle for independence as part of a broader global movement 
against colonial domination (Chandra et al., 2008). 

Accordingly, Nehru sought to align India with other newly independent nations in Asia and Africa, 
advocating for their political and economic emancipation. His leadership in forums such as the Bandung 
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Conference (1955) underscored India’s role in promoting Afro-Asian unity and resisting neocolonial 
influences (Acharya, 2014). India’s support for liberation movements in countries such as Indonesia, Ghana, 
and Algeria further demonstrated this commitment (Gopal, 1979). 

This emphasis on solidarity was not merely ideological; it also had strategic implications. By building 
alliances with postcolonial states, Nehru aimed to create a collective voice that could influence global 
decision-making and counterbalance the dominance of great powers (Prashad, 2007). 

Ethical Diplomacy: A defining feature of Nehru’s leadership was his commitment to ethical diplomacy, 
which sought to integrate moral principles into the practice of international relations. He believed that 
foreign policy should not be driven solely by considerations of power but should also reflect values such as 
justice, equality, and peace (Nehru, 1949/2004).This approach was evident in India’s consistent advocacy 
for: 

 Nuclear disarmament  

 Racial equality (particularly opposition to apartheid in South Africa)  

 Peaceful resolution of conflicts  

Nehru’s emphasis on ethics enhanced India’s international reputation as a principled actor and earned it 
significant moral authority in global forums (Raghavan, 2010). However, critics have argued that this 
moralistic orientation sometimes came at the expense of strategic clarity, particularly in dealing with security 
threats (Maxwell, 1970). 

Nevertheless, ethical diplomacy remained a cornerstone of Nehru’s foreign policy, reflecting his belief that 
ends and means in international relations must be aligned. His attempt to reconcile morality with statecraft 
represents one of the most distinctive aspects of his political leadership. 

Non-Alignment: Strategy and Ideology 

One of the most significant pillars of Jawaharlal Nehru’s global strategy was the doctrine of non-alignment, 
later institutionalized through the Non-Aligned Movement. Emerging in the context of Cold War bipolarity, 
non-alignment was conceived not as passive neutrality but as an active, independent, and dynamic foreign 
policy posture (Appadorai, 1981; Gopal, 1979). 

Nehru rejected the binary logic of bloc politics, arguing that newly independent nations should not be 
compelled to align with either the United States or the Soviet Union. Instead, non-alignment enabled India to 
pursue a flexible diplomatic strategy that preserved its sovereignty while allowing engagement with both 
sides (Nehru, 1949/2004; Khilnani, 1997). In this sense, non-alignment was both a strategic necessity and an 
ideological commitment, rooted in anti-imperialism and the desire for global peace.The doctrine provided 
India with several advantages. It allowed the country to: 

 Maintain autonomy in decision-making 

 Avoid entanglement in military alliances and conflicts 

 Engage with both blocs on equal and independent terms 

Nehru’s vision was shared and developed in collaboration with other prominent leaders such as Josip Broz 
Tito of Yugoslavia and Gamal Abdel Nasser. Their collective efforts culminated in the consolidation of 
Afro-Asian solidarity at the Bandung Conference of 1955, which laid the intellectual and political 
foundations of non-alignment (Acharya, 2014; Prashad, 2007). This movement was formally 
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institutionalized at the Belgrade Summit in 1961, marking a significant moment in the history of global 
diplomacy. 

Non-alignment significantly enhanced India’s international stature. It positioned the country as a mediator 
and moral force in global conflicts, enabling it to play constructive roles in issues such as the Korean War 
and the Suez Crisis (Raghavan, 2010). However, the doctrine was not without its critics. Scholars have 
argued that non-alignment sometimes led to ambiguity and inconsistency, particularly when moral principles 
conflicted with strategic interests (Maxwell, 1970). In certain crises, India’s reluctance to take firm positions 
was perceived as indecisiveness. 

Panchsheel and Sino-Indian Relations 

The Panchsheel Agreement (1954) between India and China represented a cornerstone of Nehru’s foreign 
policy and a practical application of his principles of peaceful coexistence. Signed between India and the 
People’s Republic of China, the agreement articulated five guiding principles: mutual respect for 
sovereignty, non-aggression, non-interference, equality and mutual benefit, and peaceful coexistence (Gopal, 
1979). 

Nehru viewed Panchsheel as a universal framework that could regulate international relations beyond 
bilateral contexts. It symbolized his commitment to ethical diplomacy and conflict avoidance, and it was 
widely celebrated as a model for cooperation among newly independent states (Khilnani, 1997). 

In its early years, the agreement fostered a sense of goodwill between India and China, captured in the 
popular slogan “Hindi-ChiniBhaiBhai.” This period of cordial relations reflected Nehru’s belief in the 
possibility of harmonious coexistence despite ideological differences. However, beneath this surface lay 
unresolved issues, particularly regarding border demarcation and Tibet (Maxwell, 1970). 

These tensions eventually escalated into the Sino-Indian War of 1962, which dealt a severe blow to Nehru’s 
foreign policy. The conflict exposed the limitations of relying solely on normative principles in the face of 
strategic challenges. Critics argue that Nehru’s trust in diplomatic  

Engagement with Global Institutions 

A central feature of Nehru’s global strategy was his strong commitment to multilateralism, particularly 
through engagement with the United Nations. He viewed international institutions as essential platforms for 
fostering cooperation, resolving conflicts, and promoting global justice (Mazower, 2012). 

India, under Nehru’s leadership, played an active role in the United Nations. It contributed to peacekeeping 
missions, notably in Korea and the Congo, and participated in debates on critical global issues such as 
decolonization, racial equality, and economic development (Raghavan, 2010). Through these engagements, 
India sought to project itself as a responsible and constructive member of the international community. 

One of Nehru’s most notable contributions was his advocacy for nuclear disarmament. At a time when the 
arms race between superpowers posed an existential threat, he consistently called for the abolition of nuclear 
weapons and the establishment of a peaceful global order (Nehru, 1949/2004). His proposals for a standstill 
agreement on nuclear testing and his support for disarmament initiatives reflected his deep commitment to 
global security. 

Importantly, India refrained from developing nuclear weapons during Nehru’s tenure, prioritizing ethical 
considerations over strategic deterrence. This decision aligned with his broader vision of a world free from 
violence and coercion (Perkovich, 1999). However, critics later argued that this restraint may have limited 
India’s strategic options in an increasingly militarized international environment. 
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Overall, Nehru’s engagement with global institutions underscores his belief in collective security, 
international cooperation, and the rule of law. While his approach enhanced India’s moral standing, it also 
revealed the challenges of relying on multilateral frameworks in a world often driven by power politics. 

Leadership Style and Decision-Making 

The foreign policy of Jawaharlal Nehru was profoundly shaped by his distinctive leadership style, which 
combined intellectual depth, centralized authority, and personal engagement in diplomatic affairs. As both 
Prime Minister and External Affairs Minister for most of his tenure, Nehru exercised direct and sustained 
control over India’s external relations, making foreign policy a highly personalized domain (Gopal, 1979; 
Brown, 2003). 

Nehru’s intellectualism was evident in his approach to global issues. He viewed international relations not 
merely through the lens of power politics but as a domain where ideas, ethics, and historical processes 
played a crucial role. His speeches, writings, and diplomatic initiatives reflected a deep engagement with 
global political thought, enabling him to articulate a coherent and visionary foreign policy framework 
(Nehru, 1946/1992; Khilnani, 1997). This intellectual orientation contributed to a consistent and principled 
policy direction, particularly in areas such as non-alignment, decolonization, and disarmament. 

However, this concentration of authority also led to a centralization of decision-making, with limited 
institutional consultation. The Ministry of External Affairs and other bureaucratic structures often played a 
secondary role, as key decisions were shaped directly by Nehru’s personal judgments (Appadorai, 1981). 
While this ensured coherence and clarity, it also reduced the scope for alternative perspectives and critical 
evaluation. 

Critics have argued that such centralization may have contributed to certain strategic miscalculations, 
particularly in the context of Sino-Indian relations. The failure to adequately assess Chinese intentions prior 
to the Sino-Indian War of 1962 has often been attributed, at least in part, to the absence of robust 
institutional debate and dissenting voices (Maxwell, 1970; Raghavan, 2010). A more decentralized and 
consultative approach, it is suggested, might have allowed for a more nuanced assessment of emerging 
threats. 

Despite these limitations, Nehru’s charisma and global stature played a crucial role in enhancing India’s 
international influence. He was widely respected as a statesman of vision and integrity, capable of engaging 
with leaders across ideological divides. His personal diplomacy enabled India to establish strong 
relationships with key figures such as Josip Broz Tito and Gamal Abdel Nasser, thereby strengthening its 
position within the emerging postcolonial world (Prashad, 2007). 

Achievements of Nehru’s Global Strategy 

The global strategy pursued under Jawaharlal Nehru yielded a number of significant and enduring 
achievements, which collectively shaped India’s identity and role in international relations. These 
accomplishments must be understood not only in terms of immediate outcomes but also in their long-term 
impact on India’s diplomatic orientation. 

One of Nehru’s foremost achievements was the establishment of India as a leader of the developing world. 
Through his advocacy of Afro-Asian solidarity and his active participation in international forums, he 
positioned India as a spokesperson for newly independent nations seeking to assert their sovereignty and 
resist neocolonial influences (Acharya, 2014; Prashad, 2007). This leadership role enhanced India’s global 
visibility and moral authority, despite its limited economic and military capabilities. 

Another major contribution was the promotion of peaceful coexistence and non-alignment. By articulating an 
alternative to bloc politics, Nehru provided a framework that allowed countries to maintain independence in 
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their foreign policies while engaging constructively with the international community (Appadorai, 1981). 
The institutionalization of these principles through the Non-Aligned Movement marked a significant 
milestone in global diplomacy, influencing the policies of numerous states across Asia, Africa, and Latin 
America. 

Nehru’s commitment to decolonization movements further reinforced India’s role as a champion of global 
justice. India consistently supported the independence struggles of nations in Africa and Asia, raising these 
issues in international platforms such as the United Nations (Gopal, 1979). This alignment with anti-colonial 
causes strengthened India’s ties with other postcolonial states and contributed to the broader process of 
dismantling imperial structures. 

In addition, India’s active participation in global institutions under Nehru’s leadership demonstrated a strong 
commitment to multilateralism. India’s involvement in peacekeeping missions, diplomatic mediation, and 
international debates on disarmament and development reflected its aspiration to act as a responsible global 
actor (Raghavan, 2010). These engagements helped to institutionalize India’s presence in global governance 
structures. 

Collectively, these achievements laid the foundation for India’s subsequent foreign policy trajectory. They 
established enduring principles such as strategic autonomy, multilateral engagement, and normative 
diplomacy, which continue to influence India’s approach to international relations. While later leaders 
adapted these principles to changing global conditions, the core framework developed during the Nehru era 
remains deeply embedded in India’s diplomatic practice. 

Conclusion 

The Nehru era represents a foundational phase in the development of India’s global strategy, shaped by the 
visionary leadership of Jawaharlal Nehru. His approach combined moral conviction with strategic autonomy, 
enabling India to navigate a complex international environment. 

While his policies were not without flaws, they established enduring principles that continue to guide India’s 
engagement with the world. The study of Nehru’s leadership thus offers important lessons for understanding 
the relationship between political vision and global strategy in a rapidly changing world. 
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