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India’s Soft Power Diplomacy in the 21st century

Bhumika Ahlawat!

Abstract:

In the contemporary world or the 21% century, power has been majorly exercised through attraction,
legitimacy, and cultural influence, not just through military capabilities and economic means. Soft power
is that idea which helps the state to shape global preferences without the need of coercion or military
abilities. In the 21% century, India has been continuously working on including soft power factors in its
foreign policy strategy. Looking at India’s civilizational heritage and culture, with the democratic
framework and diaspora networks, India is seen as a country which has worked to strengthen its presence
in the Global world with the help of persuasion instead of pressure. This article will look upon these
instruments and factors of India’s soft power diplomacy and evaluate its potential and limitations in today’s
world.  Furthermore, digital diplomacy, international development Partnerships and multilateral
engagements have played a major role in enhancing India’s global image. By combining traditional cultural
resources and modern strategic outreach, India has positioned itself as a state which is very responsible and

influential global actor in the evolving global order.
Keywords: Civilizational heritage, Diaspora, Digital diplomacy, Legitimacy, soft power.
Introduction

In the Post Cold war era, the global politics have transformed a lot which expanded the meaning of power.
Although military strength and economic dominance still remain very important, but they do not entirely
shape the influence in world politics. Importance of communication, technologies, public opinion, and
interdependence have been growing much eagerly which has made attraction to be a very valuable resource
in diplomacy in the contemporary times. Joseph Nye has defined this concept and form of influence as “soft
power”, which highlights the importance of culture, political values, and the legitimacy of foreign policy

in current world.
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Experience of India on soft power offers a much different example in practice then what has been defined.
India is one of the world’s oldest civilizations and the largest Democracy, India possesses variety of sources
of influences which clearly does not need any coercion. Looking at India’s history, Indian philosophy,
religion, trade networks, and the art which has spread throughout Asia with the help of peaceful exchanges
instead of territorial conquest. In the 21 century, India aspires of play a more prominent role in governance
at global level and also seeks to represent the interests of Global south, also India seeks to help in the
cooperation between the north and south, as well as south-south cooperation and soft power has

significantly been a visible element of India’s diplomatic approach.

India’s soft power is not just a symbolic factor, rather it is rooted in civilizational identity and culture of the
country. Although the strategic use of soft power has increased in last few decades. India’s cultural
diplomacy, diaspora engagement in different countries, democratic legitimacy and developmental

cooperation altogether functions as the major pillars of India’s soft power diplomacy in the 21 century.
Civilizational Heritage and Diplomacy

India’s soft power rests totally on its civilizational depth. Indian ideas and traditions have travelled through
trade routes and intellectual exchanges for centuries. It could be seen through the spread of Buddhism in
the East and Southeast Asia, also the Sanskrit inscriptions have influenced the Southeast Asian kingdoms,
and the shared architectural and artistic works reflects the historical and cultural linkages. In the

contemporary period, these connections are often revived to re-establish regional partnerships.

The international recognition of Yoga Day has to be considered as one of the most important examples of
cultural diplomacy of India world widely. United Nations adopted the international yoga day; it symbolized
the acceptance of Indian cultural practices as a universal heritage. Yoga, majorly a means of promoting
physical and mental health, goes beyond political and religious divisions. India’s image has been projected

as associated with harmony, balance and peaceful coexistence, by presenting yoga as a global public good.

In addition to classical traditions, India’s contemporary culture has become much popular which
significantly contributes to India’s attractiveness. Audiences from Asia, Africa and middle east and
increasingly in western societies has been clearly getting captivated to Indian film industry. With the help
of Cinema, music and storytelling, India communicates about the social themes, family structures, and
cultural diversity of the country. The emotional connection made by films helps in making people familiar

and establishing goodwill, which is not easy to replicate through formal diplomatic connections.
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Indian cuisine, festivals, dance forms and literature further help in developing the cultural presence abroad.
Cultural centres, academic exchanges, and international festivals supported by state helps in cultural
outreach naturally. Thus, India’s cultural diplomacy is a result of both the government initiatives and social

interactions of people.
Diaspora, Democracy and Development Partnerships

Indian diaspora is one of the most dynamic phenomena of soft power in 21% century for the country. The
diaspora has spread across the continent, people of Indian origin has been contributing prominently to the
global sectors such as technology, healthcare, academia, and entrepreneurship. The more they achieve, more
it shapes the perceptions of the world towards India as a source of skilled human capital and innovation. In
many countries, Indian’s have occupied high and influential public positions, which indirectly helps in

strengthening India’s global visibility.

In the recent years, engagement through diaspora has become more structured. Outreach initiatives are
significantly helping in strengthening the cultural ties as well as encourage the economic collaborations.
Diaspora, many times functions as a bridge in the bilateral relations of India with other countries, which

helps in encouraging the investment flows and strengthening people-to-people ties.

India, being the world’s largest democracy puts much emphasis on democratic governance, electoral
participation of masses and pluralism. This democratic continuity helps India to strengthen its value in

multilateral forums, mainly when it comes to advocating inclusive development and institutional reforms.

Development partnerships also hold a high position in India’s soft power diplomacy. With the help of
technical training programs and capacity- building initiatives in Africa and Asia, India have successfully
projected itself as a cooperative partner instead of being a hegemonic donor. These types of partnerships

help in generating trust and establish long-term institutional partnerships.
Digital Diplomacy and Upcoming Dimensions

There has been a significant rise of digital communication in 21% century. With the help of social media
and online platforms it has become very easy for Governments to communicate directly with audiences at
the global level, which makes public diplomacy more immediate and interactive. India has been much
active in adopting digital tools to articulate policy positions, respond to crises and enhance its outreach at

international level.
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In the recent decades, India is seen as country with great technological innovations and the promotion of
digital governance models and technology-based solutions positions India as a practical partner for
countries seeking affordable and adaptable solutions. Sharing expertise in this domain helped India to gain
reputation as a contributor to development and modernization. India has been providing Humanitarian
assistance during global crises and this has helped strengthen its soft power profile. Supplying essential
medicines and providing other forms of support to the partner nations projected India as a responsible

country.

At the same time, soft power is very closely tied to credibility. Domestic developments and debates on
policies influences people’s perceptions at international level, majorly in this era of rapid information flow.
Therefore, sustaining digital and diplomatic influence is very important for India and it requires consistency

between the internal reality and India’s projected values.
Conclusion

India’s soft power diplomacy in the contemporary era projects a strategic duo of heritage and modernity.
With the help of diaspora, engagement, cultural outreach, democratic legitimacy, development cooperation
and digital innovation, India have gained success in expanding its influence at global level with the help of
attraction rather than coercion. Civilizational depth and societal diversity of India provide a rich reservoir

of non-coercive influence that not every state possess.

In this multipolar and interconnected world, soft power will always remain essential element of India’s
foreign policy, but it is rather important for it to sustain with the help of credibility, domestic stability, and
the consistent alignment of internal governance with external projections. Soft power, when effectively
integrated with economic and strategic capabilities, can help in strengthening India’s role as a responsible,

pluralistic and influential global actor.
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