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InDelhi'ssupportfor ArabGulf,areturn
ofthe Bombayschool of thought
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HETHER THE Iran war

escalates intoamore dev-

astating confrontation or

cools into a diplomatic

modethisweek, one factis
now beyond dispute: The Gulf has moved
decisivelytothe very top of India's strategic
priorities. Geography alone should have
madethishappenlongago. The Gulfisnota
distant theatre; tis India'simmediateneigh-
bourhood, separated only by a narrow
stretchofwaterandtiedto the Subcontinent
through deep economic, social, and security
ties. India's approach tothe current warsug-
gests that Delhi will nolonger treat the Gulf
asaperipheral region,

The Gulf's new centrality also revives
anolderdebateinmodern India's strategic
imagination — the contest between the
so-called "Bombay School” and “Lud-
hiana School”, The terms may sound
strange to contemporary ears, but they
capture two enduring ways of thinking
about India’s geopolitics.

Thestorybeginsinthelate18th century,
when the British Raj, newly ascendant in
the Subcontinent, confronted a dramatic
external shock: Napoleon's conquest of
Egyptin 1798 His ambitionsin the eastern
Mediterranean and the Middle East ex-
posed the vulnerability of the Indian em-
pire’s western approaches, The result was

thebirthofthe “Great Game”, the prolonged
contest between Britain and its European
rivalsforinfluence across theterritorial arc
from the Levant to the Hindu Kush. Out of
thiscrucibleemerged two distinct strategic
visions. Both saw the need for defending
India well beyond its territorial borders.
They diverged on questions of geographic
focus and policy instruments,

The Bombay School, shaped by the com-
mercial dynamism of the emerging Parsi
and Gujarati capitalists operating in the
spacecreated by theempireinwester India
andthe ArabianSea, saw India's security be-
ginning at sea. Its leading figures — John
Malcolm and Mountstuart Elphinstone —
viewed Persiaand Arabiaasthe natural outer
ringof India’s defence.

Their instincts were outward-looking
andmaritime. Malcolm's early 19th-century
missions to Tehran sought to anchor Persia
inaBritish-Indian orbit through diplomacy
andtrade. Elphinstone, asgoverorof Bom-
bay, expanded the East India Company’s
naval presence inthe Persian Gulf and con-
cludedsecurity arrangements with the Arab
coastal principalities — the entities that
would later become the Trucial States, For
the Bombay School, the keytoIndia'ssecur-
ity lay in controlling sealanes, shaping lit-
toral politics, and projectinginfluence across
the Gulf. Ports, commerce, and naval power
wereits natural instruments,

The LudhianaSchool —where
the East India Company agents
were located before gaining full

The Bombay School saw
India’s security beginningat

European penetrationthrough Central Asia
and Afghanistan, For them, Afghanistan
was the lynchpin. The defence of India
required forward fortifications, tribal mil-
itias, and political manipulationin the high-
landsbeyond the Indus.

The First Anglo-Afghan War (1839-42)
wasthe decisivecollision between thesetwo
schools. The Ludhiana School prevailed in
policy, pushing the Raj into Kabul to install
afriendly ruler. The catastrophic retreat from
Afghanistan vindicated the Bombay
School's scepticism about continental ad-
ventures. Yet the Ludhianalogic proved re-
silient. As the Raj consolidated the Punjab
and fretted about Russian expansion, the
LudhianaSchool entrenched tself.

Alter1947, Pakistaninherited thistradi-
tion. Its quest for “strategic depth”, the
search fora protectorate in Afghanistan, its
reliance on tribal proxies, and itsentangle-
mentwithextremist forces all flowed from
the Ludhianaworldview. Rawalpindi's ne-
glect of Karachi — once a vital node of the
Bombay Presidency’s maritime universe
— reflected the same landlocked world-
view. It was only China’s rise and its mari-
time ambitions that put Pakistan’s coast-
line back on the strategic map.

Independent India, too, drifted toward
theLudhianamindset. Partitioncreated new
landborderswith Pakistan thathad tobede-
fended. Delhi's socialist turn dim-
inished the role of trade, ports, and
maritime strategy. The three great
portcities— Bombay, Calcutta,and

controlofthePunjab—wasconti-  S¢d.Jts leading figures —John  Madras — ceded primacy 1o a

nentalinorientation. Figuressuch
as Henry Lawrence, John Law-
rence, and Claude Wade operated
inaworldshaped by tribal politics,
feudal forces, and shifting al-

Malcolm and Mountstuart
Elphinstone —viewed Persia
and Arabiaas the natural
outerring of India’s defence

land-centric capital.

Economic reformsinthe1990s
andthe new focuson trade put the
maritimeworldbackin the reckon-
ing. Butthe persistent demands of

liances in the effort to prevent

contestedland borderskept Delhi's

strategic gaze fixed on the continent, It was
the rapid rise of the oil-tich Gulf — and the
massive flowsoflabour, remittances, energy,
and capital — that gave unacknowledged
heft tothe Bombay School.

Today, nearly 9 million Indian workers,
nearly$50 billionin annual remittances, and
critical energy andlogistics dependenciestie
Indiainextricably tothe Gulf. The region has
becomeavital extensionof India'seconomic
and social space. Revolutionary Iran's con-
frontational politics after1979 limited Delhi's
engagement with Tehran, but the Arab Gulf
steadily assumed the centrality that Persia
once held for Malcolmand Elphinstone,

The revival of the Bombay School does
not mean Indiacanignorethe challengeson
its northwestern marches, The enduring
hostility with Pakistan remains real. The task
for Delhiis nottochoose between maritime
and continentalimperativesbut tointegrate
them—to anchor maritime India firmlyin
theGulfwhile maintaining credible military
deterrence onthe land fronter.

Meanwhile, the rise of political moder-
ation and economic openness in Arabia
standsinsharp contrastto Iran's oppressive
theocracy and Pakistan’s persistent useof re-
ligious extremismandviolent proxiestode-
stabilise India. Insubtlebut significant ways,
the Arab Gulf's positive political evolution
offersIndiaacounterweight tothe destabil-
isingimpulsesemanating from Pakistanand
Iran. Delhi'sstrongsupportforthe Arab Gulf
inthe currentwaris, inessence, aboutthere-
tumof the Bombay School.

The writeris a contributing editor
oninternational affairs for The Indian
Express. He is associated with the Motwani
Jadeja Institute of American Studies, Jindal
Global University and the Council on
Strategic and Defence Research
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Delimitation, womenss reservation, political dynamics

n September 2023, Parliament passed the
Constitution (One Hundred and Sixth
Amendment) Act, 2023, or the Nari Shakti
Vandan Adhiniyam, which commits to
reserving one-third of seats in the Lok Sabha and
Vidhan Sabhas for women, including in
constituencies already earmarked for Scheduled
C. and Scheduled Tribes. However, this
potentially transformative measure falls short of
immediacy: its implementation is deferred until
after the next Census and the subsequent
delimitation exerc
During parliamentary debates, the Congress
party, along with several other Opposition

parties, demanded its immediate
operationalisation, ideally for the 2024 general
election. Women's rights groups criticised the

government for tying the quota to delimitation
after the new Cen: rguing that it creates
unnecessary delays. The National Democratic
Allianc (M)vau'nmuu rejected this,
maintaining that such a major change, without
updated Census data and delimitation, would
undermine both fairness and feasibility.

The shift now seems more deliberate

Less than three years later, that position appears
to have shifted. Recent reports suggest that the
government now plans to amend the Women's
Reservation Act, 2023 by initiating a delimitation
exercise based on the 2011 Census, rather than
waiting for a fresh Census and a subsequent
delimitation process tied to it. At the same time,
the size of the Lok Sabha and State Assemblies
may be ex ly 50%, in ing the
In the
for

any formal articulation of lhe ba
i arise about
entational balance and

)min( toa dv:muplim: ()l'wumr:n‘s reserv.
from the next Census, expected to include caste
enumeration beyond the Scheduled Castes and
Schedule bes, and the delimi
that would follow. While this shift is framed as a
means of expediting implementation, it also
suggests a more deliberate political
wmnhp,umuun underlying these far-reaching
ctural changes.

The timing is telling. Acting at thi
allows the government to claim credil
long-pending reform that previous
administrations failed to implement, even if it
entails departing from the sequencing that it had
earlier di It has clear electoral
imph ikely to muhill

e

ion exercise

juncture
fora

women voters in

Jhcud of the 2027 cont
Bharatiya Janata Party thu party th.u delivered
on women'’s reservations and gender j . Th

claim could, in turn, become i
campaign for the 2029 general election.

W omeén'’s

oya Hasan

Professor Emerita,

Centre for Political

Studies, Jawaharlal
Nehru University

Implementing
women's
reservation
without waiting
for the Census
or delimitation
exercise could
undermine
representation
and the
intended
reforms

Delimitation, however, remains contentious,
ioning whether rep ion should be

based solely on population or also consider
economic, social, and demographic factors. A
strictly population-based approach would
strengthen the parliamentary power of northern
States where fertility rates remain relatively high,
while reducing the relative influence of southern
and peninsular states that have stabilised
population growth and significantly drive Indi
economy and cmplowncm This d‘m. mic is likely
to deepen the existing north-south divide, driven
by demographic ies and uneven
development outcomes, placing additional strain
on (hc federal compact and the balance of

uncl hau;,cd since lhu early 1970s. After nearly five
decades, the government now appears set to lift
this freeze, proposing a roughly 50% expansion
of the Lok Sabha alongside proportional
increases in State Assemblies. This approach is
intended to reassure southern States by
preserving lhur relative share of seats and thus
reducing resistance to delimitation. Yet, even
with a uniform expansion, the absolute seat
counts of northern States would rise si
further tilting the existing balance of power in
their favour. For instance, Uttar Pradesh and
Bihar together could approach 180 seats, while
the five southern States (Karnataka, Kerala
Nadu, Andhra Pradesh,
may reach around 195, raising the possibility that
the northern bloc could still wield
disproportionate political weight. Ina

first-p stem, where numerical
strength ultimat mines both electora
victory and seats gained, such an increase ri
entrenching structural disadvantages for les:

populous regions, even if formal proportionality
is preserved.
The issue of data

These distril al concerns are ¢

by the question of data. Basing women’s
reservation on the 2011 Census is problematic,
particularly when a new Census is already
underway. India in 2026 bears little resemblance
to its 2011 demographic profile: migration, rapid
urbanisation, and the after-effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic have significantly reshaped
population patterns over the past decade and a
half, altering both urban and rural constituencies.
Proceeding with outdated LId(.l risks
misrepresenting current rea
moment when foundati

delimitation,

operationalisation of women'’s reservation are
being made. Yet, the urgency to move ahead
sugge: judgement: that the

imperative of delivering women's reservation will

its expeditious implementation, leaving little

— R&suuu one -

room to contest either the process or its
sequencing. The further complicated by
what the next Census itself may reveal. Widely
expected to be a landmark exercise, the
availability of caste data could sharpen demands
for greater representation of disadvantaged caste
groups, particularly given their demographic
strength. It ma 0 amplify calls for sub-quotas
within women’s reservation, especially from
Other Backward C| 3 including Muslim
OBC communities (h'll remain undurrcprcscmcd
Sevel i s and women's

organi: S ly voiced such demands.
By moving ahead without waiting for the 202627
C S, (l\c government appears to be

ures, but unlv temporarily.
A further concern clarity on how
women’s reservation will operate in practice.
While the amendment mandates a one-third
quota, it defers critical details, especially the
rotation of reserved constituencies. T

minor issue: rotation determines who can
contest, from where, and with what continuity,
shaping both accountability and constituency
development. Earlier proposals cautioned that
frequent rotation could disrupt these N)d[\ yet
the current framework leaves the design
unresolved. Reports suggest that in smaller States
and Union Territories with one or two Lok Sabha
seats, the rotation of reserved constituencies may
operate differently, resulting in less frequent
turnover, while in larger States, some seats could
remain reserved across successive terms.
However, the law itself provides only for rotation
after delimitation, leaving the precise mechanism
to be defined.

Thc need for delibera(l(m

s long overdue and
idence from other
qum: can be effective,
50n to believe that India

and there
would hc.m exception. Taken together, women’s

L nsion and delimitation are
lated changes; they will jointly reshape
who is represented, from where, and in what
proportions. Seen in this context, they mark a
foundational reordering of the electoral map
one that will redraw constituencies, recalibrate
the we 'u,l t of States, and reconfigure the social
composition of legislative bodies. Far from a
marginal or technical adjustment, this i:
structural shift that could rebalance politi
power across regions, social groups, and genders.
Precisely because of the scale of thi
lmplunvm.mnn must be preceded by tlmmm,h
deliberation grounded in the la
Departing from the logi S li(ulinn;nll_v
settled sequence risks distorting representation
and seat distribution, thereby weakening the very
reform it seeks to advanci tands on the
cusp of one of the ma
transfi i representativi
the early decades of the Republic.
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