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Abstract

India's foreign policy is profoundly shaped by its geographical location, placing it at the heart of South
Asia. Its relations with neighbouring countries are therefore critical to its security, economic prosperity,
and regional influence. This paper examines the evolution and dynamics of India's foreign policy towards
its neighbors.It focusing on key themes such as historical legacies, strategic imperatives, economic
interdependence, and cultural connections. It analyses the complexities of India's relationships with
Pakistan, China, Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Bhutan, and Myanmar, highlighting both areas of
cooperation and enduring challenges. Through a review of scholarly literature, policy documents, and
contemporary news sources, this paper provides a comprehensive overview of the current state of India's
neighbourhood policy and its implications for regional stability and development.
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Introduction

India, as a rising global power, occupies a pivotal position in South Asia, a region characterized by
diverse cultures, complex geopolitics, and significant developmental challenges. Its relationships with
neighbouring countries are not only crucial for its own security and economic growth but also play a
defining role in shaping the regional order. India's foreign policy towards its neighbors, often referred to
as the "Neighbourhood First" policy, seeks to foster friendly and cooperative relations while addressing
shared challenges such as terrorism, cross-border crime, and environmental degradation.

This paper provides a comprehensive review of India’s foreign policy towards its neighbouring countries.
It will analyse the historical context, key policy frameworks, and the specific dynamics of India's bilateral
relations with each of its neighbors. The paper will also explore the challenges and opportunities that
shape India's engagement in the region and its implications for regional stability and development.

Historical Context and Evolution of India’s Neighbourhood Policy

The roots of India's foreign policy towards its neighbors are deeply entrenched in its history. The legacy
of colonialism, partition, and the subsequent border disputes have significantly influenced its relations
with Pakistan and China. The principles of non-alignment, peaceful coexistence, and Panchsheel,
championed by Jawaharlal Nehru, India’s first Prime Minister, formed the foundation of its early foreign

policy.
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In the post-Cold War era, India’s foreign policy has evolved to reflect its changing strategic interests and
economic priorities. The "Look East" policy, initiated in the 1990s, aimed to strengthen ties with
Southeast Asian countries, while the "Neighborhood First" policy, articulated more recently, emphasizes
closer cooperation with South Asian neighbors. This shift reflects a growing recognition of the
importance of regional stability and economic integration for India's own development.

Key Policy Frameworks and Principles
India's foreign policy towards its neighbors is guided by several key frameworks and principles:

« Neighbourhood First: This policy prioritizes building strong and cooperative relationships with
neighbouring countries, emphasizing connectivity, economic integration, and security
cooperation.

o Non-interference: While advocating for democratic values and human rights, India generally
adheres to a policy of non-interference in the internal affairs of neighbouring countries.

o Economic Cooperation: India promotes trade, investment, and infrastructure development to
foster economic interdependence and shared prosperity in the region.

o Security Cooperation: Recognizing the shared security challenges, India engages in counter-
terrorism cooperation, joint military exercises, and maritime security initiatives with its
neighbors.

e Cultural Diplomacy: India leverages its soft power assets, including cultural exchanges,
educational programs, and people-to-people contacts, to build goodwill and strengthen ties with
its neighbors.

Bilateral Relations: A Country-Specific Analysis
1. India-Pakistan:

The relationship between India and Pakistan is arguably the most complex and contentious in South Asia.
Partition in 1947 led to a series of wars and conflicts, primarily over the disputed territory of Kashmir.
Cross-border terrorism, sponsored by Pakistan-based militant groups, remains a major source of tension.
Despite these challenges, there have been periodic attempts to normalize relations through dialogue and
confidence-building measures. However, progress has been limited due to deep-seated mistrust and
conflicting strategic interests.

2. India-China:

India and China share a long and complex border, marked by historical disputes and a war in 1962.
Despite growing economic ties, including increasing trade and investment, the border dispute remains
unresolved. China's growing assertiveness in the Indo-Pacific region and its close relations with Pakistan
are also sources of concern for India. However, both countries recognize the importance of managing
their differences and maintaining stability in the region.

3. India-Bangladesh:

India and Bangladesh share close cultural and historical ties, as well as a long and porous border.
Cooperation between the two countries has increased significantly in recent years, particularly in the
areas of trade, connectivity, and security. The resolution of the maritime boundary dispute and the land
boundary agreement have further strengthened bilateral relations. However, challenges remain, including
water sharing issues, illegal immigration, and border management.
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4. India-Nepal:

India and Nepal share a unique relationship based on cultural affinity, open borders, and close people-to-
people contacts. However, there have been periods of strain in the relationship, particularly over issues
of sovereignty and political interference. India’s handling of the 2015 Nepal earthquake and perceived
meddling in Nepal's internal affairs have led to resentment. Despite these challenges, both countries
recognize the importance of maintaining a strong and cooperative relationship.

5. India-Sri Lanka:

India and Sri Lanka have a long history of cultural and economic interaction. However, the ethnic conflict
in Sri Lanka, particularly the treatment of the Tamil minority, has been a source of concern for India.
India played a role in mediating the conflict and providing humanitarian assistance. In recent years,
relations have focused on economic cooperation, development assistance, and maritime security.

6. India-Bhutan:

India and Bhutan share a special relationship based on mutual trust and understanding. India has been a
major provider of economic and development assistance to Bhutan. The two countries maintain close
security cooperation, particularly in addressing cross-border terrorism. The 1949 Treaty of Friendship,
revised in 2007, forms the basis of their close relationship.

7. India-Myanmar:

India and Myanmar share a long land border and close cultural and economic ties. India has been actively
engaged in promoting connectivity and infrastructure development in Myanmar, including the Kaladan
Multi-Modal Transit Transport Project. Cooperation between the two countries is also focused on
addressing insurgency and drug trafficking along the border.

Challenges and Opportunities
India's foreign policy towards its neighbors faces several challenges:

e Trust Deficit: Historical grievances, border disputes, and perceptions of Indian dominance
contribute to a trust deficit in the region.

« ChinaFactor: China's growing economic and strategic influence in South Asia poses a challenge
to India's regional leadership.

o Internal Instability: Political instability, ethnic conflicts, and socio-economic challenges in
neighboring countries can spill over and affect India's security and development.

e Non-State Actors: Cross-border terrorism, drug trafficking, and illegal migration pose
significant security challenges.

Despite these challenges, there are also significant opportunities for India to strengthen its relations with
its neighbors:

« Economic Integration: Increased trade, investment, and infrastructure development can foster
economic interdependence and shared prosperity.

o Connectivity: Improved transport and communication links can facilitate people-to-people
contacts and promote regional integration.

o Security Cooperation: Joint efforts to address shared security challenges can enhance regional
stability and counterterrorism efforts.

o Cultural Diplomacy: Leveraging India’s soft power assets can build goodwill and strengthen ties
with its neighbors.
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The ""Neighbourhood First™ Policy: An Assessment

The "Neighbourhood First" policy represents a strategic shift in India's foreign policy, recognizing the
importance of regional stability and economic integration for its own development. While the policy has
yielded some positive results, such as increased cooperation with Bangladesh and Bhutan, it has also
faced challenges in addressing complex issues with Pakistan and China.

Recent Developments and Future Directions

Recent developments, such as the abrogation of Article 370 in Kashmir and the ongoing border standoff
with China, have further complicated India's relations with its neighbors. However, India remains
committed to engaging with its neighbors through dialogue and diplomacy.

In the future, India's foreign policy towards its neighbors will need to focus on:

« Building Trust: Addressing historical grievances and promoting transparency in its dealings with
neighbors.

« Managing Competition: Balancing its strategic interests with the need for regional stability and
cooperation.

e Promoting Inclusive Growth: Ensuring that economic cooperation benefits all countries in the
region.

« Strengthening Regional Institutions: Working with other South Asian countries to strengthen
regional institutions such as SAARC and BIMSTEC.

Conclusion

India’s foreign policy towards its neighbouring countries is a critical aspect of its overall foreign policy
strategy. Its relations with its neighbors are shaped by a complex interplay of historical legacies, strategic
imperatives, economic interests, and cultural connections. While challenges remain, India has the
potential to play a leading role in promoting peace, stability, and prosperity in South Asia. By adopting
a proactive and inclusive approach, India can strengthen its relations with its neighbors and contribute to
a more stable and prosperous region.

This review has highlighted the intricacies of India’s neighbourhood policy and the diverse dynamics at
play with each country. Continued engagement, dialogue, and a commitment to mutual respect will be
essential for fostering positive and productive relationships in the years to come. Ultimately, India's
success in achieving its foreign policy objectives will depend on its ability to build trust, address shared
challenges, and promote a vision of regional cooperation that benefits all countries in South Asia.
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