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 briefing 

India and conflict-affected states 
 

Global significance 

India’s economy has grown rapidly in the past 

two decades: from a GDP of US$292 billion in 

1989 to US$1,377 billion in 2009.
1
 It is currently 

the tenth largest economy in the world, and third 

in terms of Purchasing Power Parity.
2
 India’s 

global significance also derives from the size of 

its population. With roughly 1.25 billion citizens 

it is the second most populous country after 

China and is also the largest democracy in the 

world. 

As India’s economy has grown, so too has its 

military expenditure. Defence spending has tripled 

over the past decade to make India one of the top 

ten military spenders.
3
 India has sought recognition 

as a global actor by campaigning for a permanent 

seat on the UNSC.
4 
Western powers have also 

encouraged India to play a leading international 

role.
5
 However, the country still faces immense 

internal social and economic challenges, with 

almost a third of India’s population living below the 

poverty line.
6
 

Approach to conflict-affected states 

Indian foreign policy is shaped by a number of core 

principles. These include ‘strategic autonomy’, 

which was evident in India’s key role in the Non-

Aligned Movement (NAM) and in its continuing 

caution about long-term bilateral alliances. Equally 

important is respect for the sovereignty of other 

states, which informs New Delhi’s default position of 

not intervening in the ‘internal affairs’ of other 

countries. Another core principle is South-South 

cooperation, manifest in the long-running 

programme of Technical and Economic Co-

operation, which provides training and other support 

to civil servants from developing countries. 

With the growth of India’s economy, aid expenditure 

too has grown: its annual aid budget now stands at 

about US$500 million.
7
 The majority (70%) of Indian 

development assistance is provided to neighbouring 

countries, such as Afghanistan and Bhutan.
8
 

However, with the establishment of new aid 

instruments, India is increasing its assistance to 

Africa and other parts of the developing world.
9
 

India’s engagement in conflict-affected states 

reflects foreign policy principles and priorities. The 

main concern that has underpinned India’s foreign 

policy over the past two decades has been to 

protect and sustain the country’s economic growth. 

Several of India’s neighbours are characterised by 

chronic political instability, which in some cases 

overlap with India’s own security concerns. A 

distinction can be drawn between countries 

neighbouring India that have generally been seen 

as “sources of risk” to economic growth, and those 

further afield that are seen as “sources of 

opportunity”.
10 

Another factor shaping India’s engagement in 

conflict-affected states is geopolitics. India has long 

been vying with China for influence in Asia, and this 

has intensified given the economic rise of both 

countries in recent decades. Indian concerns about 

China’s growing influence in countries like Myanmar 

– in particular, that this influence may be used to 

‘contain’ India
11 

– are seen to shape New Delhi’s 

approach. The India-China dynamic interacts with 

another critical relationship in the region – that 

between India and Pakistan. This in turn influences 

how India engages in conflict-affected states in 

Asia, notably Afghanistan. 

The main concern that has underpinned 

India’s foreign policy over the past two 

decades has been to protect and 

sustain the country’s economic growth. 
 

Beyond Asia, India’s presence in conflict-affected 

states is primarily motivated by commercial 

opportunities and energy security, and it is largely 

driven by the private sector. The past two decades 

have seen rapid growth in India’s international trade 

and outward investment. Key to this expansion is 

the quest for oil and natural gas to fuel continued 

economic growth.
12

 This has led to increased 

engagement with a number of conflict-affected 
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states: trade between India and Sudan tripled 

between 2005 and 2009;
13 

India is now a leading 

export destination for Nigeria.
14

 

It is also important to note the influence of domestic 

politics in shaping New Delhi’s policy towards 

conflict-affected states in South Asia. This can be 

seen in the leverage of state-level political actors 

over the central government, with India’s policy 

towards Sri Lanka often cited as an example.
15 

India’s official engagement in conflict-affected states 

is often associated with its substantial contribution 

to UN peacekeeping. It has provided almost 

100,000 troops to 40 different UN missions, and is 

currently the third largest contributor in the world, 

deploying troops to countries like the DRC and 

South Sudan.
16

 

India is the largest donor to Afghanistan in the 

region, and the fifth largest bilateral donor overall. It 

is helping to develop infrastructure, such as roads, 

and human capacities through training for Afghan 

civil servants, as well as supporting community 

development projects.
17

 India is seen to be taking a 

“strategic approach” in Afghanistan that combines 

development assistance with the promotion of 

security interests – notably to prevent Afghanistan 

from becoming a base for terrorist activities against 

India – at the same time as generating commercial 

opportunities for Indian companies.
18

 Public opinion 

surveys suggest that India’s approach in 

Afghanistan is well-received.
19

 

In some other conflict-affected states, India’s record 

is more mixed. For instance, Indian state-owned 

engineering companies are helping to develop road 

and rail infrastructure in Sudan,
20

 but this assistance 

has attracted some criticism for not being sufficiently 

inclusive. Projects tend to be geographically 

clustered in central Sudan, thus running “the risk of 

widening the developmental gap between the centre 

and the periphery”, which is regarded as a key 

cause of Sudan’s conflicts.
21

 However, more 

recently in April 2012, New Delhi appointed a 

Special Envoy to help broker peace between Sudan 

and South Sudan, as well as “to protect India’s 

commercial interests”.
22

 

Implications for addressing conflict in 

the post-2015 framework 

In general, the Indian government does not take a 

proactive approach to peacebuilding. Its 

engagement on conflict-related issues tends to be in 

order to respond to perceived threats to national 

security rather than to intervene to resolve conflicts 

or in support of local peace processes. In part this 

reflects a risk- averse approach, influenced by 

India’s historical experiences in Sri Lanka and 

elsewhere. But it also reflects India’s belief in the 

central role of the UN in maintaining international 

peace and security. For these reasons, New Delhi is 

expected “to continue on a conservative 

trajectory”.
23

 

It is also notable that, despite its own democratic 

credentials, New Delhi has not actively promoted 

democracy in other countries. In part this relates to 

the principle of non-interference, but there is also a 

reluctance to impose norms on other states and a 

suspicion of the Western tendency to preach about 

‘good governance’. Insofar as the post-2015 

process is perceived as exporting and promoting an 

agenda of good governance, it may be viewed with 

similar caution. Furthermore, Indian officials and 

policy makers do not generally refer to states as 

‘fragile’. It is suggested that this “relates to its 

perceived connotation as challenging the 

sovereignty of a state by questioning its ability to 

govern”.
24

 

India’s particular experience of 

postcolonial democratic development 

offers a valuable model for states 

emerging from conflict. In particular, 

the emphasis on an ‘inclusive’ 

approach to statebuilding resonates 

with the agenda of those promoting 

peacebuilding in the post-2015 

framework. 
 

There are other reasons to doubt the likelihood of 

Indian support for a paradigm shift in the post-2015 

framework. Despite the appointment of Indian 

economist Abhijit Banerjee to the High Level Panel 

on post-2015, there has been little evidence so far 

of proactive Indian engagement in the process of 

developing a new development framework. This 

may reflect a broader scepticism within Indian 

society regarding the relevance and efficacy of 

global development platforms and policies, such as 

the G20 and MDGs, to Indian policy-making 

processes. 

It is also important to note the limitations of India’s 

institutional capacity to engage in this sort of 

process. The Indian Foreign Service is widely 

regarded as being under-capacitated and over-

stretched.
25

 More broadly, since India is confronted 

with immense domestic challenges, foreign policy 

issues often take a back seat. 

However, there are signs of a recognition that a 

global role entails taking on more responsibility to 

help build peace globally. In July 2012, India’s 

Chargé d’Affaires at the UNSC stated that “as a 

responsible global citizen … India will not be found 
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lacking in responding to challenges of the 

peacebuilding process”.
26 

Furthermore, India’s 

particular experience of postcolonial democratic 

development offers a valuable model for states 

emerging from conflict. In particular, the emphasis 

on an ‘inclusive’ approach to statebuilding resonates 

with the agenda of those promoting peacebuilding in 

the post-2015 framework. To quote India’s 

representative at the UN, “institutions must be locally 

relevant and must include all stakeholders … in the 

governance process”.
27

 

In this regard, there may well be useful lessons that 

can be learnt from India’s engagement in 

Afghanistan - and not just for India but also for other 

international actors. It represents a strategic 

approach that links security and development 

objectives and has the potential to serve as a model 

for similarly integrated engagement by India in other 

conflict-affected states. 

There is moreover growing awareness in Indian 

society of the risks to which their nationals working 

in conflict-affected regions are exposed – and of the 

responsibility of their government to counter these 

risks. When the crew of an Indian ship was taken 

hostage by Somali pirates in 2008, it led to intense 

pressure on the government to take action.
28

 

Increased public awareness and pressure regarding 

the risks of engaging in conflict-affected states may 

strengthen the case for a proactive peacebuilding 

approach by India. 
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