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From 1991, three foreign policy lessons for managing disruption
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ISTORICAL ANALOGIES
must be approached with
cauti fetthereisastril
symmetry between the for
solicy challenges that
confronted India in 1990-91 and those now
posed by vars in Iran and Ukra Sim
aneous upheavals in the Middle East and
urope in 1991 shattered India’s e mic
and strategic assumptions, Today, the two
regions are again compelling Delhi to recon
siderthe foundationsof its national strategy

Iraq's invasion of Kuwait in August 1990,
and the US-led war to reverse Saddam Hus
sein's annexation, sent oil prices soaring, dis-
rupted remittances and aggravated India’s

palance-of-payments crisis. Withinmonths.
the Soviet Union — the principal anchor of
Indian foreign policy during the Cold War
collapsed. The twin shocks forced Indiato
reform economy, diversify its intema
tional partnerships and rethink its place in
the world.

The circumstances today are different
but the undertying challenge is familiar. The
war that began with the killing of Iran's Su
1¢ Leader on February 28 has raised
isrupted navigation through

e Strait of Hormuz and exposed India’sde
pendence on the Middle East

The relief in Dethiafter Washington and
Tehran signed a memorandum of under
standi; June has proved premature as
the conflict escalates again. In Europe
meanwhile, the Ukraine war has entered its
fifthyear without aclear path tosettlement
Russiais not ab tegrateastheSo

utto disin
viet Union did in 1991 But the prolonged
war, with its mounting costs, is generating
new gquestions about Russia's future at
hame and abroad.

India is much better placed to manage
these shocksthan it wasin 1991 It hasalarg
economy, greater diplomatic weight, and
wider international partnerships. Yet its ex
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posuretothe world and the resulting vulner

abilities are greater.

ham is proposing massive punitive tariffs
and others importing

against China. I

alsocalled forthelegislationt
to cover Iran. Whether or n
cepts that proposal, India’s

uresso far; butit could
ahead. Asin1991, however,t
appears more flexible thanthe

tion was caught between compet
ingimperatives. It had toe ate
a large Indian expatriate popula
on, preserve relations with fraq
andthe Arab world, respond tothe
violation of Kuw Ly
and accommodate the overwhel
ming military power assembled by
the United States. The govern
ment’s contradictory manoeuvres

Guijral’s embrace of Saddam and

xpanded
Congress ac
rergy diplo
ill come under increasing stress.
fian government has shown con
flexibility in navigating these press

Irag's invasion of Kuwait
in August 1990, and the
US-led war to reverse Saddam
Hussein's annexation, sent
oil prices soaring, disrupted
remittances and aggravated
India’s balance-of-payments
cris

1990 Kuwodt

representative of secular Arab nat
His annexation of
was viewed as less
frontation wi

The samr
tions to the Soviet crisis. By the late 1980s
kierinthedays Mikhail Gorbachev’s internal reforms and
retrenchment abroad had made clear that
theold
alarge section of Delhi's foreign policy com
munity denounced o
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the provision of refuelling facilitiesto Ameri
can military aircraft
multiple pressures.

But the domest
1991 was hardly realistic. Large sections of
the political and foreign policy establish
ment sympathised inst
m. Jong viewed as a friend of India and a

reflected these

¢ strategic consensus in

ely with Sad

alism.
n independent country
portant than his con
1the United States.

e rigidity shaped Indian reac

oviet order was unsustainable. Yet

ing accom
modation with the West. When
communist hardliners attempted
a coup in August 1991, there was
barely concea political glee in
parts of Delhi. The coup collapsed
ithinthree days: the et Union
disappeared in December.

The protagonists have changed,
butthe instinct survives, Sympathy
for Tehran often rests less on the
character or conduct of the Islamic
Republic than on its resistance to

gy »™mA,

SO1N

America. Saddam’s secular autocracy and
Iran's Islamic theocracy are as different as
chalkand cheese. Yet, the Indian foreign pol
icy community er oth as sym:
£ i-American defiance
he debate on Russia is similarly per
sonalised around Putin and sentimental
ised through the memory of Soviet sup
port for India. This obscures the need to
examine Russia’s internal strains, its
changing relationship with China and its
1peratives for recor with Europe
and America. India’s interests require an
empathetic understanding of the do
mestic politics of Russia and Iran — not
i nalling of solidarity tothe gov
nents of the moment
re first lesson from 1991, therefore,
that no balance of power is permanent. The
certainties of the 1980s — a stable Soviet
Union, abipolarorder and dependable part
nerships — vanished with astonishing speed
in 1991. Unpredictability is not an inter
ruption of normal international politics: it is
one of its permanent features. Indian strat
egy must devote as much attention to dis
continuity asto continuity.
The second isthat debate itsel
tegic asset. A foreign policy commu
ganised around a d consensus wi
peatedly miss incor bilities.

enient possit
India needs str rtise on Russia,

sastra

T
Iran, Central Asia and the internal politics

of the Middle East. India needs sustained
investment, more than ever, in languages,
t also
eeds institutions willing to reflect on
competing scenarios and encourage
gments.

e third and most important lesson is
-xternal shocks and systemic changes
cannot be managed by diplomacy alone
What rescued India after 1991 were the in
ternal reforms. The answer must be the
same today — sweey: domestic reform
to cope with a chan world. Diplo
acy’s role then and now is to support
ternal transformation
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India’s 2028-29 UN Security Council campaign
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India’s 2028-29 UN Security Council Campaign: Africa beyond Bilateral
Goodwill
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UPSC LINK

PSIR 2025, Paper 11 : "Trump's return to the White House is a jolt to push the
European Union to invest in its own defence and economic and technological
revival." Comment.

PSIR 2024, Paper 11 : The changing global order and ongoing regional conflicts,
with the global powers taking sides, have jeopardised the progress made towards
disarmament in the past. Comment.

PSIR 2025, Paper 11 : India continues to invoke its time-tested policy of strategic
autonomy vis-a-vis both the United States of America and Russia by rejecting US'
offer of mediation on Kashmir issue and by refusing to criticize Russia in its
ongoing war against Ukraine. Comment.

PSIR 2025, Paper 11 : Critically analyze the different phases of India’s foreign
policy since independence. How justified, do you think, is S. Jaishankar's
classification of the current phase as the phase of 'energetic diplomacy'?

PSIR 2025, Paper 11 : Does the Non-Aligned Movement have any future in the
wake of India’s growing indifference towards it?

PSIR 2024, Paper 11 : "India must strive to become a semi-permanent member of
the UNSC, rather than a permanent member without the right to veto." Comment.

PSIR 2023, Paper 11 : Discuss the importance of India's role in UN peacekeeping
operations as a ground for its claim to a permanent seat in the UN Security
Council.
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