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Abstract

As the wunipol ar moment recedes and the intern
theoretical vocabularies that have looigyanisedthe discipline of International Relatiods realism,
liberalism, and constructivisd@ are proving individully insufficient to explain, let alone guide, the
foreign policy of a rising, civilizational power such as India.

This article argues t hat | -first-ceatdrsdiplomasydies praciselynwine a
its refusal to choose among thesempa di g ms . Drawing on Shashi T h e
Jai shankar 6s -aignmenty anch the widér Glohall IR literature associated with Amitav
Acharya, the article develops a composite framework in which realist prudence about powestliKe
Waltz, John Mearsheimer), libesgstitutionalist faith in cooperation under anarchy (Robert Keohane),
and constructivist attention to identity and norms (Alexander Wendt) are braided together and anchore:
in the civilizational idealism of VasudhaKutumbakan® it he wor |l d i s one f am
applies this framework to the most pressing test of Indian diplomacy in 2026: the global energy crisis
triggered by the closure of the Strait of Hormuz and the tightening of sanctions on Rudstmations.

It concludes with a set of cabg-case, issuspecific rules of engagement rather than a single doctrinal
formula, consistent with the pluralist, nerceptionalist reading of Indian statecraft that this article
defends
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Why fAPax I ndicaodo?

Indian diplomacy, an anonymous veteran once told Shashi Tharoor, resembles timakowg of an
elephant: it is conducted at a very high level, accompanied loh inellowing, and its results are not
known for two years The line is characteristically saleprecating, but it also captures something true
about the country whose foreign policy this article examines: a civilizational state that moves slowly,
deliberates loudly, and yet, when it finally acts, often reshpeserms of the conversation around it.
Tharooroés 2012 book, from which this articte b
alignmenttomultal i gnment o i f it wished to transl ate i
genuine global responsibilify

Fourteen years later, that argument has been substantially vindicated by eventSofgign Secretary

and now External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar has formalized Haliginment as doctrine in The India
Way, arguingthat n an era of Awestlleeds shreggsesno nayn d | enrda dai mou
manage China, cultivate Europe, reassure Russia, bring Japan into play, draw neighbours in, extend tl
nei ghbourhood, and expand t rutaheously,@scepling thadthesetwill t u
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be ficonvergence with maThsishaiorat o ygmean és wibish e
Jai shankar <call s an fengagemenewith acfractured orderacornducted fromad |
positon of fAstrategic autohomyo rather than depen:
This articl eds c e n taligarhentaslingellectually sohetenht arly if & is cead asnal | 1
deliberate, theoretically seiware synthesi@ not eclecticism for its own sake, but a consedieblending

of realism, liberalism, and constructivism, disciplined throughout by an idealism that is distinctively

Il ndi an: the Vedic maxim Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam,
the theme of its 2023 G20 presidency. Whire mainstream IR canon treats these three paradigms as
rival, mutually exclusive | enses, I ndi ads ow

instruments to be reached for as the situation dentaralpattern the Global IR literature associatéh
the fisubsumptiond rather than the replacement

Three Lenses, One Grammar: Realism, Liberalism, and Constructivism

International Relations theory has conventionally been organized around three broad families of
explanation. Each @drs a different account of what states are, what they want, and why the international
system looks the way it does; each, read alone, also explains only part of how India actually behaves.

Realism: Power, Anarchy, and SelHelp

Kenneth Wal tozrd sfinsetareixltiusml hol ds that the absen
stated international anarch§ forces states into a logic of sélélp, in which security and survival, not
ideology, are the primary drivers of behaviour, and in which theiltlitibn of capabilities across the
systemds units® ddbhme Meiar s heti mectHosr ef fensive r
states can never be certain ofhelpsygemaompdlsithem ftbs |
maximisetheir relative power position rather than merely to balance

Realism explains a great deal about Indian statecraft: the refusal to join formal alliances, thp btidd
nuclear deterrent after 1998, the wariness toward any arrangement that couldircdrestidom of
manoeuvre vigvis China, and the blunt calculus by which New Delhi continued to purchase discounted
Russian crude even under American pressure ini20B5. Jai shankam®obise nogvarg el,
Amanage, 0 0iis theavwahularg of aealist reading capability distributions and hedging
accordingly. But realism alone cannot explain why India spends scarce diplomatic capital on the
International Solar Alliance, vaccine diplomacy, or UN peacekeeping, none of which yields an obvious
relatve-power payoff.

Liberalism and Neoliberal Institutionalism: Cooperation under Anarchy

Where realists see anarchy as a permanent cons
that anarchy does not preclude cooperation: states have doaableon interests, and international
institutions and regimes reduce transaction costs, provide information, and make cheating costly enoug
that selfinterested states will nonetheless bind themselves to rules, even after the hegemon that first bui
those rules declinds Cooperation, in this reading, does not require a benign world; it requires only that
repeated interaction under shared institutions make defection more costly than compliance.

This is the register in which India has pursued its permasesattcampaign at the UN Security Council,

its leadership of the G20 in 2023, its founding role in the International Solar Alliance and the Coalition
for Disaster Resilient Infrastructure, and its participation in minilateral groupings such as the Quad anc
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12U2. None of these commitments is charity; each is India using institutions to lock id géeknology
transfer, market access, reputational cagitahat raw power alone could not secure as efficiently or as
legitimately,

Constructivism: Identity, Norms, and the Social Construction of Interest

Al exander Wendtds constructivism reframes the
anar chy, he ar gues, 0 iasocid strhctute wisnseaneamiag isncanktitutedbly the t
identities and shared understandings that states bring to it, so thhelgpelé a practice states have
constructed, not a law of natfirén Social Theory of International Politics, Wendt extends this into a full
account of how state identities and interestspmoduced through interaction and can therefore cRange
For I ndia, the constructivist | ens is indispen
argued about in terms of identity as much as interest: wasliggnment realism in idesk clothing, or
idealism dressed as strategy? Amitav Acharya notes that Indiaaligoment has been read as both
simultaneously, and that its widespread emulation by dozens of otheropmsial states shows it was
never merely selinterested positidng but also a normative exp@rt an idea about what kind of actor a
newly sovereign, civilizationally confident state should be in the world

Toward a Composite Grammar
The Jindal Global University overview of IR theory notes that realism, liberalisntc,and st r uct i vi

not mutually exclusive, 0 and that each isdbest
war and deterrence for realism, cooperation and trade for liberalism, identity and normative change fo
constructivism'. Achary® s bri ef on AGI obal | RO goes furthert

not supplant these mainstream theories but subsumes them, pushing realism to look beyond the distributit
of power, liberalism to look beyond American hegemony as its pbuohemarture, and constructivism to

take fuller account of neWestern agency in the creation and diffusion of néfms | ndi a6 s
alignment, read this way, is not theoretical promiscuity; it is precisely the kind of syncretic, non
exceptionalistuniveess| i sm Acharya identifies as I ndiads m
0 one that resists the temptation to construct
around the tributary system and Tianxia, and instead offers a mdttioebeetical bridgéuilding that

other rising and middle powers can bortéw

The Idealist Anchor: Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam and Civilizational Universalism
What keeps this composite grammar from collapsing into pure opportunism is an idealist commitment tha

predates all three Western paradigms in I ndian
one family, o0 drawn fromoétshecMahatUmpdnilsnhda da.6 sA
situates this idealism carefull y: Il ndi a, he wi
constitute a key source for Gl obal | R, 0 1 deas:s
compatible with the <cultures and norms of ot |
superiot This is the crucial distinction between
against elsewhere in the same béiethetendencw i si bl e i n the Monroe-Doct

system nostalgia, to dress the interests of a rising power in universal language while using that languac
to justify dominance over the weldk
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Tharooros own writing shistdeasst regsterPrmtxa Rbmatyle peace i n
imposed by Indian power, but an India whose global responsibility flows from its civilizational plurality
and its demonstrated capacity to hold multiple truths, faiths, and alignments together withoutgequiri
any of them to dissolve into the others. This is not merely rhetorical. It supplies the normative ballast tha
keeps realist hedging from curdling into cynicism and keeps liberal instiiotiibsing from being read,

in the developing world, as mimicrgf a Westerrdesigned order. A foreign policy that says

simultaneously fdwe wil/l buy Russian oi l becau:
Sol ar Alliance because climate justice kwarldls r
one familyodo is coherent only i f & khatistohlyifiddalissml a i

functions as an ethical check on realist and liberal instrumentalism rather than as decoration for it.

India as Bridge: The Global IR Cas
Acharyaods brief for the Observer Research Fou
guestiomd what should I ndian schol ar shi pd buitsarguménut e

scales up neatly into a foregno | i cy cubi mpl &x fivnor | d, 6 i n Achar
multiplex cinema: many powers screening different narratives under one shared architecture, with nc
single director able tanonopoliset he audi enceds attention, yet a
normdive mechanisms at the entrance to the contpléx such a world, the most valuable diplomatic
asset is not raw power but connective capatity he abi |l ity to sit inside
and to be trusted, or at least tolerated, by audsewb® otherwise share little.

|l ndi ads structur al position gives it more of t

i s simultaneously the worl dés most popul ous de
member and a fmding member of BRICS and the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation; a longstanding
buyer of Russian defence equipment and, since 2020, a deepening security partner of the United States
nucleararmed state outside the N@moliferation Treaty that nonetlesis champions global disarmament
rhetoric inherited from Nehru; and a civilizational culture whose Sufi, Buddhist, and syncretic traditions

have historically travelled well beyond i1its bo
point that h d i a &al ingonnme n t Aiproved highly exportable
because it was never packaged as exceptionalis

advantage is not that it is powerful enough to dictate termdhatit is plural enough to be legible, and
nonthreatening enough to be trusted, across blocs that do not trust eaéh other

Applying the Framework: The 2026 Global Energy Crisis

No episode tests the composite framework developed above more directliyelearergy crisis that has
gripped global markets since the escalation of the Idraealconflict and the effective closure of the Strait

of Hormuz in early 2026. The crisis compresses realist, liberal, and constructivist pressures on Indiat
policy into a single, fastnoving decision problem, and it is instructive to trace how each register has
actually shaped New Del hi és response.

The Realist Layer: Energy Security as Survival

By mid-2026, India was drawing roughly a third to tfifbhs of its seabornerade through the Strait of
Hormuz, and its refiners held only a few weeks of strategic resér¥ashington had spent much of
2025 pressuring New Delhi to cut Russian crude purchases, imposing tariffs explicitly linked to that trade,
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