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Summary
India’s states traditionally haven’t played any significant role in the formula-
tion of foreign policy, but this may be changing to some degree. Economic 
liberalization and the emergence of coalition governments in New Delhi have 
created an environment conducive for states to proactively engage the central 
government on foreign policy issues that affect their interests. Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi has realized the necessity of getting the country’s regional gov-
ernments on board with his foreign policy endeavors, but efforts to make good 
on this vision have had limited success. New Delhi needs to institutionalize the 
legitimate foreign policy role that Indian states are starting to play so that they 
can put forward their views in a constructive manner.  

Key Themes
• In recent years, Indian states have begun playing a larger role in foreign 

policy than they previously did, due to the country’s economic liberaliza-
tion and the rising influence of regional political parties.

• The current government led by Prime Minister Modi has been more accept-
ing of states playing a role in foreign policy than past administrations. It 
seems to view such engagement not as a negative form of interference but 
as a useful asset for pursuing the country’s national interests abroad. The 
creation of the States Division within the Ministry of External Affairs is 
indicative of this new willingness to mainstream regional voices on foreign 
policy matters.

• Modi has implemented some measures to integrate states into the foreign 
policy making process, but these efforts have been largely ad hoc and func-
tionalist rather than holistic and structurally transformative. 

• The Modi government’s efforts are informed by the logic of using the tools 
of diplomacy for promoting economic development and foreign direct 
investment, with very little focus on strategic security issues. 

• Modi’s government will need to take a more consensus-based approach 
and make institutional adjustments in order to make good on promises of 
broadening states’ role on foreign policy making.
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Institutionalizing Indian States’ Foreign Policy Role 
• The Modi government should strengthen existing coordination mecha-

nisms such as the Inter-State Council and National Development Council. 

• The Modi administration should allow state governments to place person-
nel in new and existing institutions, empowering state-level officials to 
coordinate with Indian central government officials and foreign diplomats 
in state capitals, foreign capitals, and New Delhi.

• The Modi government should institutionalize ways for top officials in the 
Ministry of External Affairs to regularly meet and consult with their lead-
ing counterparts in state governments. 

• State governments should consider creating their own institutional frame-
works to engage the central government on foreign policy issues.



3

There is a newfound recognition in New Delhi 
of the significant role that states have come 
to play in the country’s foreign policy.

Introduction
Indian states historically have not been closely involved in the country’s for-
eign policy, but this may be changing at least partially. In October 2014, India’s 
national government announced the creation of a new States Division within the 
Ministry of External Affairs (MEA), to be headed by a senior officer with the 
rank of joint secretary.1 Designed “to coordinate facilitation of efforts . . . between 
. . . Mission/Post(s) and State/Union Territories Governments as well as foreign 
diplomatic and trade missions in India,”2 this new division is unprecedented and 
indicative of the newfound recognition in New Delhi of the significant role that 
states have come to play in the country’s foreign policy engagements.3 

Indeed, even before he became the country’s prime minister, Narendra 
Modi and the National Democratic Alliance (NDA) consistently argued for 
the need to involve states in the process of foreign policy making. In its 2014 
election manifesto, Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) referred to the impor-
tance of creating a new spirit of cooperation and collabora-
tion between New Delhi and the states, arguing: “Team 
India shall not be limited to the Prime Minister led team 
sitting in Delhi, but will also include Chief Ministers and 
other functionaries as equal partners.”4 

In October 2013, in what was viewed as his first major 
speech on foreign policy, Modi criticized the incumbent 
Congress Party’s approach as Delhi-centric. He reminded 
the audience that “India is not just Delhi. The foreign policy should be decided 
by the people and not by some politicians sitting in Delhi.”5 In subsequent 
months, Modi continued to be vocal about the need to involve states in the 
country’s foreign policy making even after his election as prime minister. He 
often invokes the importance of instilling a spirit of “cooperative federalism” 
in the relationship between the central government and various state govern-
ments.6 In November 2015, one and a half years after he assumed office, Modi 
stated: “In a break with over sixty-five years of tradition we have involved states 
even in foreign policy. The Ministry of External Affairs has been asked to work 
with the States. When I visited China, a state-to-state summit was also held. 
And states have been asked to create export promotion councils. Making the 
States think globally is yet another reform with potential to transform.”7

Has the Indian government finally recognized the importance of granting 
Indian states a legitimate role in the country’s foreign policy making process? 
Have the BJP and Prime Minister Modi put their preelection promises and 
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postelection declarations into practice? And, looking forward, in what ways 
could New Delhi consider working more closely with the states to ensure their 
concerns about its foreign policies are heard? 

This analysis evaluates the current role of the Indian states in the foreign 
policy making process. It examines relevant constitutional provisions, the 
extraconstitutional manner in which states have managed to play a role, the 
rationale and causes behind such engagement, the approach of the new govern-
ment in New Delhi, and what can be done to institutionalize the role of states. 

While the role of states in India has traditionally been seen by New Delhi as 
hampering its constitutionally mandated, autonomous, unconstrained foreign 
policy making process, today there is an increasing acceptance of states’ legiti-
mate concerns and role. While the Congress-led regime under former prime 
minister Manmohan Singh (2004–2014) viewed the so-called foreign policy 
activism of states as a constraint, the new BJP-led regime does not seem to view 
state influence as something necessarily negative. Having been chief minister 
of a state himself for more than a decade,8 Modi seems to be aware of, and 
sensitive to, states’ demands and concerns. More importantly, the central gov-
ernment increasingly views states’ role as useful—an asset that can be utilized 

to better articulate and pursue the country’s national 
interest. In short, in India today there is a certain 
appetite for mainstreaming and purposively directing 
what was previously seen as interference by the Indian 
states in the realm of foreign policy.

Despite the stated enthusiasm of the central govern-
ment to increasingly consult states on foreign policy 
matters, fundamental policy changes do not appear to 

be underway. Surely, the Modi government has undertaken important mea-
sures to mainstream the role of states in the country’s foreign policy, but the 
approach seems more functionalist in nature than holistic or aimed at struc-
tural transformation. Moreover, the central government’s inability to engage in 
consensus building with other political parties and state governments on for-
eign policy matters has further constrained progress. The BJP-led central gov-
ernment in general and Prime Minister Modi in particular do not come across 
as consensus builders. Modi’s majority in the Lok Sabha (the lower house of 
Parliament) does not seem to encourage him to be a consensus builder, and the 
lack of it in the Rajya Sabha (the upper house) has not yet persuaded him to 
be one either. 

In short, while Modi’s declared attempts at consulting state governments 
on foreign policy matters are laudable, they need to be institutionalized and 
more broadly based. Moreover, the catchy slogans that the Modi government 
has propagated—such as “Make in India” and “cooperative federalism”—can 
only achieve success if the government builds consensus among state govern-
ments and opposition political parties that happen to be in power in many of 

While Modi’s declared attempts at consulting 
state governments on foreign policy matters 

are laudable, they need to be institutionalized.
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these states. There are several steps that Modi can take to bring about such 
changes, such as strengthening existing coordination mechanisms between 
central and state government personnel and establishing new organizations 
to deepen such collaboration. 

Factors Shaping India’s Foreign Policy
The Constitution of India is unambiguous in bestowing the central govern-
ment, also known as the Union government, with nearly absolute powers when 
it comes to the dual areas of foreign policy and defense. One important excep-
tion concerns the redrawing of borders, in which case the matter needs to be 
referred to the respective state legislature(s). Indeed, when the Modi govern-
ment pushed to conclude a land boundary agreement (LBA) with its eastern 
neighbor Bangladesh in June 2015, it had to ensure that key border states, such 
as Assam and West Bengal, were on board. This exception aside, the constitu-
tional predominance of the central government has been fully adhered to, in 
letter and spirit, for most of the republic’s journey since independence. 

Article 246 of the Indian Constitution divides legislative powers of the 
country into three categories, or lists: the Union list (items on which the cen-
tral government alone can make laws), the State list (items on which only state 
governments can make laws), and the Concurrent list (items on which both 
the Union and state governments can enact legislation, though the writ of the 
central government prevails in case of a conflict). Almost all legislative mat-
ters related to foreign policy, security, and defense come under the Union list. 
Moreover, international trade and even interstate trade come within the man-
date of the Union government. As the author and Amitabh Mattoo argue in a 
previous publication, “the Constitution, then, gives the central government in 
New Delhi virtually exclusive jurisdiction over foreign and defense policy. The 
states have, with some notable exceptions, played little role in formulating or 
implementing the country’s foreign relations.”9  

Jawaharlal Nehru, the country’s first prime minister, is widely considered to 
be the architect of independent India’s foreign policy. During Nehru’s years in 
power (1947–1964), not only did the states have no role in the country’s foreign 
policy making, even his own cabinet colleagues did not play a prominent role 
in it. While an underlying reason for the limited role of states was Nehru’s 
personality, a significant driver was the presence of what is commonly referred 
to as the Congress system, which refers to the huge majority that the Congress 
Party enjoyed in the country’s politics and governance before 1967. Until then, 
most states were ruled by the Congress Party and, given the constitutional 
provisions regarding foreign policy, it was unthinkable for a state to dispute the 
Nehruvian foreign policy consensus. Nehru himself often wrote to his various 
chief ministers on foreign policy issues to take them into confidence, though 
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it was mostly by way of informing them of foreign policy matters rather than 
consulting them. 

Beyond the Congress System
While the constitutional provisions regarding foreign policy decision making 
have remained unchanged since 1947, evolutionary changes in India’s politics 
have had a positive impact on states’ ability to assert themselves. Between 1947 
and the late 1960s, the country experienced extreme political centralization. 
From the 1970s onward, the Congress system came under severe stress and 
the rise of regional parties led to increasing demands by the states. However, 
nothing substantial transpired until the general election of 1989, which saw the 
rise of the National Front coalition government led by former defense minister 
V.P. Singh. The Singh government (1989–1990) was formed by a coalition of 
twenty-seven political parties, and the 1991 elections saw a coalition of forty-
three parties come to power. Since then, all central governments (barring the 
current one led by Modi) have been formed by coalitions of political parties.10 

The author and Mattoo attribute the weakening of central control over for-
eign policy to the following four factors:11

• Some states, such as Jammu and Kashmir, enjoy a special constitutional 
status that may enhance their political leaders’ influence on foreign policy.12 

• Certain state leaders have the political clout to informally shape foreign 
policy making.

• Central coalition governments have empowered state governments and 
leaders to have a greater say on foreign policy because such coalitions are 
composed of regional parties, many of them located in a single state.

• Finally, although the constitution has not undergone change, the forces of 
globalization have created new practices and possibilities that have already 
given the states a greater role and will continue to do so in the future.

In addition to the dawn of coalition governments in New Delhi, the other 
major factor that managed to dilute the central authority was the onset of 
economic liberalization in the early 1990s. Economic liberalization drastically 
weakened New Delhi’s grip over the economic activities of Indian states. It also 
led to the end of the License Raj, which involved excessive governmental con-
trol over economic matters. States’ ability to engage in international economic 
activities has empowered them in an unprecedented manner. 

In short, despite lacking a constitutional mandate, states today have come 
to play a significant role in India’s foreign policy by virtue of their ability to 
put pressure on, negotiate with, or obstruct the central government’s policy 
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making capacity. Moreover, various circumstantial, geographic, and political 
factors have empowered the states to do so. 

The Rationale for a Greater State Role
One of the major factors underlying the foreign policy demands of Indian states 
is the country’s geopolitical context (in terms of contested borders, shared cul-
tures, and economic ecosystems), which creates ripe conditions for state participa-
tion in foreign policy. Traditional trade routes and modes of economic exchange 
involving border states, in many cases, have been disrupted due to the partition 
of the subcontinent in 1947. And yet ethnic, familial, and economic affinities 
continue to exist between many Indian border states and neighboring territories. 
In some cases, however, resources such as water—which have been artificially 
partitioned—have created problems for many border states. Moreover, there is 
often a conflictual relationship that many border states share with neighboring 
countries due to migration and the attendant employment pressures as well as 
conflicts over water scarcity, among other issues. In short, India’s border states 
face both challenges and opportunities in the context of the country’s relations 
with their neighbors. This is what prompts them to play a role in India’s foreign 
policy toward their neighbors, and most of the time, legitimately so.  

A Lack of Institutional Mechanisms
What recent trends also show is that states’ ability to have a say in the coun-
try’s foreign policy making is, at best, ad hoc and contingent on factors such as 
where a given state is located and which political party is in power there. As of 
today, there is neither a developed institutional role for states nor fully formed 
institutional procedures for serious consultation—even on issues that matter to 
the states. The MEA’s recently created States Division is a central-government 
body that does not include state representatives, and the Inter-State Council 
(ISC) is increasingly becoming dysfunctional. The latter is 
a council chaired by the prime minister and composed of 
all chief ministers as well as selected Union ministers.

Efforts in this direction have been largely futile. In 
2000, the previous BJP-led coalition established the 
National Commission to Review the Working of the 
Constitution. In its final report, the commission thoughtfully recommended 
“that for reducing tension or friction between States and the Union and for 
expeditious decision-making on important issues involving States, the desir-
ability of prior consultation by the Union Government with the inter-State 
Council may be considered before signing any treaty vitally affecting the inter-
ests of the States regarding matters in the State List.”13 To date, however, this 
proposal has remained on paper. 

States’ ability to have a say in the country’s 
foreign policy making is, at best, ad hoc.
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Another measure that has been suggested, in this case by the present gov-
ernment, is a potential accord called the Center-State Investment Agreement 
(CSIA), which would help the central government better implement any bilateral 
investment treaty it signs with foreign countries. An annex to the finance minis-
ter’s 2016 budget speech argued that such an agreement “will ensure fulfilment 
of the obligations of state governments under these treaties. States which opt 
to sign these will be seen as more attractive destinations by foreign investors.”14 
CSIA, in other words, would help the central government coordinate with states 
on matters relating to the management of foreign direct investment, although it 
is unlikely to improve states’ bargaining power vis-à-vis the center. 

Other institutional fora where the center and the states can coordinate their 
policy preferences are the ISC and the National Development Council (NDC). 
Though the constitution (Article 263) provides for the ISC, it was only estab-
lished in 1990 after the Sarkaria Commission (which was set up in 1983 to give 
recommendations for smooth center-state relations) strongly recommended its 
creation. However, the ISC has neither met regularly nor served as a key insti-
tution of center-state consensus building.15

The other mechanism, the NDC, set up in 1952 to discuss and deliberate 
the country’s five-year plans, is an extraconstitutional and non-statutory body. 
It used to advise the Planning Commission, which functioned as a national-
level body for planning economic policy, allocating funds, and coordinating 
policy. Given the NDA government’s disbanding of the Planning Commission, 
the NDC’s future is also bleak.

Although the BJP mentioned in its 2014 manifesto that “moribund forums 
like the National Development Council and Inter-State Council will be revived 
and made into active bodies,” it has not shown any interest in doing so; if any-
thing, it has gone in the opposite direction. With existing institutions either 
being disbanded or not given adequate importance, and given that the Modi 
government has not shown a great willingness to establish new institutions 
(barring the States Division in the MEA), it will be exceedingly difficult to 
convert promises such as cooperative federalism into actual practice. 

Indeed, some voices have harshly criticized the role that states have come to 
play. For instance, senior political scientist C.P. Bhambhri argues that “India is 
likely to pay a very heavy price if it makes foreign policy a football game where 
‘regionalists’ begin to dictate and decide the directions of policy.”16 Although 
Bhambhri was referring to the extreme context of India’s contentious vote 
against Sri Lanka in the United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC) 
in March 2012, the fact remains that there is a certain unease among a lot of 
Indian analysts about the increasing influence of states on the country’s foreign 
policy. The concern is that states tend to pursue their parochial interests rather 
than promoting what is good for the country as a whole. 
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States’ Emerging Foreign Policy Role 
Some of the key areas of foreign policy engagement by Indian states include: 
foreign economic, resource management, environmental, and security con-
cerns. There are also political issues, though few and far between, which 
prompt them to use their influence to shape the country’s foreign policy. 

States are primarily—and legitimately—interested in ensuring that their 
foreign economic engagements are unencumbered by the central government. 
Dating back to the onset of liberalization, a number of Indian states have 
actively pursued foreign direct investment from abroad and other foreign eco-
nomic opportunities. Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, West Bengal, 
and other states have regularly organized investor summits in order to gain 
foreign investment. Andhra Pradesh Chief Minister Chandrababu Naidu has 
been a key player in this regard. In April 2015, the Union government asked 
him to lead a high-level Indian delegation to China on its behalf.17 

The second major arena of foreign policy activity by states is resource manage-
ment. The most prominent example is the opposition by the West Bengal gov-
ernment to a potential Teesta River treaty between India and Bangladesh. The 
Teesta River, which originates in the Indian state of Sikkim, flows to Bangladesh 
via West Bengal. During the regime of then prime minis-
ter Manmohan Singh and the United Progressive Alliance 
(UPA), the two countries nearly agreed on a 50-50 water-
sharing arrangement in 2011, but the accord could not be 
signed due to stern opposition from West Bengal Chief 
Minister Mamata Banerjee, who dropped out of the prime 
minister’s official delegation to Bangladesh at the eleventh 
hour.18 After Banerjee torpedoed the Teesta deal, then 
prime minister Singh said he had conferred with Banerjee about the treaty 
and had asked National Security Adviser Shivshankar Menon “to seek guid-
ance from her.”19 This is an example of how an Indian state was able to stall 
diplomatic negotiations between two sovereign counties because the state in 
question felt that it had too much to lose if the treaty were signed. Interestingly, 
in February 2015, Banerjee paid a visit to Bangladesh, during which she told 
reporters: “Have trust on me on the Teesta issue . . . I will have talks on the 
matter with [Bangladeshi] Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina.”20

Another example is the India-Bangladesh LBA. In June 2015, during Prime 
Minister Modi’s visit to Dhaka, the land boundary issue between the two sides, 
which had lasted over four decades, was resolved. The passage of the enabling 
legislation (the One Hundred Nineteenth Constitutional Amendment Act 
of 2013) in the parliament paved the way for the operationalization of the 
1974 India-Bangladesh LBA, including the exchange of enclaves and “adverse 
possessions” from the Indian states of Assam, Meghalaya, Tripura, and West 
Bengal.21 Since this is a constitutional amendment, it still required the consent 

States are primarily interested in ensuring 
that their foreign economic engagements are 
unencumbered by the central government.  



10!|!Putting the Periphery at the Center: Indian States’ Role in Foreign Policy

of at least half of the state legislatures before becoming law.22 However, what is 
important to note is that state governments played a major role in negotiating 
and signing the agreement. Indeed, when “the UPA government tried to intro-
duce it [the LBA legislation] in the parliament it was met with stiff resistance 
in the parliament by TMC [the ruling party in West Bengal], AGP [a key 
regional party in Assam] and also by the BJP initially,” according to political 
commentator Manan Kumar.23 In the end, the BJP managed to get the state 
governments on board and to proceed with the agreement. 

States have also raised environmental concerns regarding various energy poli-
cies and security agreements that the central government has pursued domesti-
cally and with foreign countries. Given that both the previous UPA and the 
current NDA governments have pursued international civilian nuclear coopera-
tion as a major component of their foreign policies, states’ opposition to such 
cooperation and domestic projects poses serious challenges to the central govern-
ment’s overseas pursuits. For instance, the BJP’s coalition partner in the state of 
Maharashtra, the Shiv Sena, has opposed the Modi government’s decision to fast-
track the revival of the Jaitapur nuclear power project.24 The Shiv Sena’s consis-
tent opposition to the project could create problems for Modi’s ambitious nuclear 
energy plans. Similarly, the government of Tamil Nadu, led by Chief Minister 
Jayalalithaa Jayaram, also consistently opposed the Kudankulam nuclear power 
project in the state until 2012, at which point it executed a sharp U-turn on the 
matter. At the time, then prime minister Manmohan Singh had to personally ask 
Jayalalithaa to allow the project to go forward.25

In yet another interesting example, the government of Kerala, fearing 
local political fallout, strongly argued for an India-hosted trial of two Italian 
marines who stood accused of killing two fishermen off the Kerala coast in 
2012. Kerala Chief Minister Oommen Chandy argued that the “State govern-
ment does not agree to Italy’s move not to send back Massimiliano Latorre [one 
of the two marines] to India. The Centre should take stern action to bring him 
to India to face trial.” This led to a diplomatic standoff between India and Italy, 
for which New Delhi was forced to pay a price: Italy exercised its veto power 
to block India’s entry into the Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR). 
Even though the veto was not supported by any of the regime’s other members, 
India was unable to gain admission into the club since the MTCR works on 
the basis of consensus. Italy’s move was likely a direct response to India’s deci-
sion to arrest and try the Italian marines in an Indian court.26

In other instances, political considerations on the part of the state govern-
ments and regional parties have constrained the central government’s ability to 
pursue a specific foreign policy or security agenda. The best example is India’s 
policy toward Sri Lanka between 2012 and 2013. When the United States 
sponsored a resolution at the UNHRC in Geneva seeking accountability for 
the deplorable excesses the Sri Lankan security forces perpetrated against the 
minority Tamil population at the end of the country’s civil war, the Indian 
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government, under pressure from the Tamil Nadu state government and vari-
ous local political parties, had to support the resolution, which represented a 
significant departure “from their normal practice of not voting for country-
specific resolutions,” according to two analysts.27 India did the same in 2013. 

And in November 2013, then prime minister Manmohan Singh decided 
not to attend the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM) 
in Colombo under pressure from leading parties in Tamil Nadu. Both the rul-
ing All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam party and the opposition 
Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam party demanded that India boycott the meet-
ing. Chief Minister Jayalalithaa wrote a letter to the prime minister saying: “At 
the very least, India must stay away from the CHOGM to be held in Colombo 
and, thereby, exert pressure on Sri Lanka to do justice by its hapless, much 
exploited Tamil minorities.”28 Clearly, the pressure applied by the state worked 
because Singh ultimately decided to skip the Colombo meeting, even though 
alienating Sri Lanka proved to be strategically costly because it helped drive Sri 
Lanka closer to China. 

In short, foreign policy making has increasingly become embroiled in 
domestic politics in India. Central governments are finding it important to 
engage in domestic deal making for the successful actualization of their foreign 
policy agenda. One must also keep in mind that states are, most of the time, 
not persuaded by what may be termed the foreign aspects of foreign policy 
decisions, but the local domestic aspects of such policies. 

The Border States
In the years to come, New Delhi will find it difficult to pursue a neighborhood 
policy without getting the border states on board. The central government will 
be more effective in conducting neighborhood diplomacy if it can coordinate 
with the peripheral states, both in terms of political management and formu-
lating policy content. What this means in practice is that the periphery has 
become more central when it comes to Indian diplomacy. 
While the periphery can frustrate the center’s neighbor-
hood policy, as has been seen, it is also possible for the 
periphery to act as a connector between the central govern-
ment and neighboring countries or regions. 

More importantly, the fact that most Indian states 
(barring five) have either land or maritime borders with 
neighboring countries should make New Delhi consider 
incorporating border states into its diplomatic engagement with the neighbor-
hood (see map). For instance, India’s China policy has potential implications 
for Arunachal Pradesh, Jammu and Kashmir, and Sikkim; its Pakistan policy 
has implications for Gujarat, Jammu and Kashmir, Punjab, and Rajasthan; 
India’s policy toward Nepal has implications for Bihar, Sikkim, Uttar Pradesh, 
Uttarakhand, and West Bengal; and finally, Assam, Meghalaya, Mizoram, 

The central government will be more effective 
in conducting neighborhood diplomacy if it 
can coordinate with the peripheral states.
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Tripura, and West Bengal will all be affected by the state of India-Bangladesh 
relations. These great Himalayan linkages can be seen as a constraining factor 
or as a great regional foreign policy connector.

One of the reasons India has traditionally been cautious about the peripheral 
states and their engagement with neighboring countries is due to the unsettled 
borders that India shares with several of its neighbors, namely Bangladesh, 
China, and Pakistan. And even though borders with both Bhutan and Myanmar 
are settled, spillovers in ethnic politics have been a cause for concern. 

As Arvind Gupta, India’s incumbent deputy national security advisor, 
pointed out in a March 2013 speech at Sikkim University: “Border manage-
ment issues involving trade, human trafficking, border trade, illegal trade, ille-
gal migration, drugs and arms smuggling, border fencing etc are major issues 
of concern for India. India’s sovereignty is tested by organised crimes, insur-
gent groups ever so often. Porous, ill governed borders create huge law and 
order problems too.”29 Gupta suggested that “the involvement of the popula-
tions of border regions in the formulation and implementation of a proper 
border management policy is of great significance. Border regions need to be 
given special attention for a successful border management policy.”30 

He went on to argue that “it is essential that the people of the North East 
should be involved in the conceptualisation, formulation and implementation 
of the Look East Policy.”31 Similarly, Nagaland Chief Minister Neiphiu Rio 
recently articulated how important it is to involve the northeastern states in 
the country’s foreign policy making, pointing out that the northeastern region 
borders Myanmar, the only member of the Association of South East Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) that has a physical land boundary with India.32 The north-
eastern part of the country has long been understood as India’s commercial 
and geopolitical gateway to Southeast Asia. A lack of adequate infrastructure 
and planning has prevented India from utilizing this opening. The new gov-
ernment, however, has vowed to convert the country’s Look East policy into 
an Act East policy.33 

Interactions between Indian states and Chinese provinces have also been on 
the rise. There is an India-China provincial leaders’ forum to promote greater 
engagement between key officials from Indian states and their Chinese coun-
terparts.34 New Delhi has hosted delegations from Sichuan, Xinjiang, Yunnan, 
and other parts of China, while Indian chief ministers from the states of Assam, 
Bihar, Gujarat, and Karnataka have either visited or hosted central and pro-
vincial Chinese counterparts in the last few years.35 Jabin Jacob of the Institute 
of Chinese Studies in New Delhi argues that the state-provincial linkages are 
indeed very strong: “The growing number of exchanges between Indian and 
Chinese sub-national actors is dominated by trade and commercial interests 
and Indian envoys in China today, are, in fact, savvy enough to court Chinese 
capital at both the central and provincial levels.”36 
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The states could also promote cooperation on noncore matters such as 
cultural, religious, and sporting ties. Punjab-to-Punjab cooperation across 
national boundaries is an excellent example. The Indian and Pakistani Punjabs 
were created by dividing formerly united Punjab—with the two sides continu-
ing to share a great deal of historical connectivity in spite of the post-1947 
border. During the heyday of the India-Pakistan peace process from 2004 to 
2007, the leadership in both Punjabs tried to give peace a try by engaging in a 
number of joint initiatives.

After a long period of estrangement, the leaders of the two Punjabs decided 
on a number of initiatives when the Indian and Pakistani prime ministers met 
in Lahore in 1999. Chief Minister Prakash Singh Badal of Indian Punjab dis-
cussed trade and the maintenance of religious shrines in Pakistan with his 
Pakistani counterpart on that occasion. In 2004, then chief minister of Indian 
Punjab Amarindar Singh announced the establishment of a World Punjabi 
Center in the city of Patiala on the Indian side. He followed this up with a 
2005 visit to Pakistani Punjab, once again accompanied by leading business-
people from Punjab.37 Later, India and Pakistan jointly decided to restart the 
Amritsar–Nankana Sahib bus service in 2006. The All-Punjab Games were 
held for the first time in December 2004, featuring competition in traditional 
Punjabi sports like kabaddi, although they did not continue beyond 2004.38 
With the joint effort of the chief ministers of the two Punjabs, the two govern-
ments inaugurated an integrated check post at the village of Attari in 2012, 
followed by exchanges and agreements on the promotion of culture, education, 
science, and economics in subsequent years.39 Unfortunately, progress on this 
front also waned after an initial burst of activity. 

Prime Minister Modi, like his predecessor, has also shown enthusiasm for 
partnering with states to promote smart-city diplomacy with other countries. 
During his visit to Japan, he signed a sister-city agreement between Kyoto 
and Varanasi. And with China, similar city- and state-level agreements have 
been signed between Aurangabad and Dunhuang, Chennai and Chongqing, 
Hyderabad and Qingdao, and Karnataka and Sichuan.40 Today, there is a new 
focus on not only pairing cities but also the respective states in which they are 
located, given that cities might lack the capacity to take the ties further. 

While small in nature, these initiatives could potentially alleviate the nega-
tive attitudes that India and China have toward each other, and the states 
involved in these efforts could benefit a great deal. That said, state govern-
ments should take the lead on regional integration, with MEA oversight if 
needed, as it would be impossible for the short-staffed MEA to manage these 
new activities. 

States and the Securitization of India’s Borders
While states play an important role in managing India’s borders with its neigh-
bors, the involvement of states can sometimes amplify existing securitized 
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narratives about borders making the central government’s job even more dif-
ficult. As Rafiq Dossani and Srinidhi Vijayakumar point out, “as state parties 
have increased their voice in government, they have demanded an increased 
role in controlling migration into their states. Nowhere is the ambiguity of 
federal jurisdiction more apparent than in the case of border patrol. In West 
Bengal, the state police and the Border Security Force (a centrally-controlled 
paramilitary force) often work together to control the movement of migrants 
and goods from Bangladesh.”41

To cite another example, while negotiations between India and Pakistan 
were still ongoing with regard to the Sir Creek dispute (contested territory 
located in the Indian state of Gujarat), the then chief minister of the state and 
the BJP’s aspiring prime ministerial candidate, Narendra Modi, wrote a letter 
to then prime minister Manmohan Singh in which he alleged that Gujarat was 
“at no point . . . consulted” on the negotiations and that New Delhi should not 
decide to “hand over” Sir Creek to Pakistan as it is against the interest of the 
country and the people of Gujarat. This intervention by Modi preempted any 
potential resolution to the Sir Creek issue.42

In yet another instance, given the deep cultural similarities between 
Rajasthan (in India) and Sindh (in Pakistan), the central government under 
Manmohan Singh was willing to open the Munabao-Khokhrapar land route 
for trade, but the Rajasthan state government did not show great enthusiasm 
for the endeavor, given its fears that Hindu families may migrate from Sindh to 
Rajasthan. Politicians in Sindh have also been concerned about this.43

Interference as Strength
In certain cases, however, the central government can benefit from opposition 
by states. While no particular state interfered with negotiations of the U.S.-
India civil nuclear deal, the Indian central government did face major domestic 
political hurdles when the negotiations were still ongoing. What is important 
to note here is that the central government was often able to use these domestic 
hindrances to its advantage at the negotiating table. This is a clear example of 
the notion that domestic or regional constraints on the foreign policy making 
process need not necessarily be viewed in a negative light. 

Indeed, the Modi government’s approach to engaging Indian states when it 
comes to the country’s neighbors has been a positive one—as exemplified by 
the Bangladesh land deal. Hence, as Jabin Jacob argues, “it is equally impor-
tant to remember that not just problems, but solutions too, can be sub-national 
in origin and application. National governments will, therefore, need to pay 
attention to such opportunities in order to have additional options in their 
foreign policies.”44
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The States Division and Cooperative 
Federalism in Practice
Even though the Modi government has not adequately emphasized existing 
broad-based institutional structures for foreign policy coordination, it has been 
working toward creating a certain amount of functional synergy between the 
MEA and states on foreign affairs. The best example is the 
creation of the States Division within the MEA in October 
2014 to serve as the ministry’s single avenue for outreach 
to states and to bring a sharper focus on states within the 
MEA. Modi’s government envisions it as a way to closely 
work with other divisions and departments to connect the 
states and union territories (UTs) better with the outside 
world, through Indian embassies and consulates in foreign 
countries and through the embassies and trade missions of foreign countries 
in India. For example, on investment promotion and commercial matters, the 
States Division works in tandem with the Investment Promotion Division of 
the MEA.

The mandate of the States Division indicates the importance and variety of 
the work it is entrusted to do.45 Its duties include:

• Helping state and UT governments conduct outreach, communicate, and 
coordinate with Indian missions and posts abroad as well as foreign dip-
lomatic and economic missions in India and the MEA to spur economic 
activity including trade, investment, and tourism and to encourage cul-
tural and academic exchanges

• Consulting with other MEA divisions to facilitate trips by visiting for-
eign dignitaries to Indian states and UTs, including their visits with senior 
state-level leaders

• Representing the MEA in interactions with foreign countries about smart-
city initiatives, and also helping Indian cities, states, and UTs to formalize, 
implement, and promote partnerships with their foreign counterparts, in 
conjunction with other relevant government offices

• Overseeing how institutions such as the MEA Branch Secretariats are 
managed and administrated

• Coordinating MEA efforts to help foreign service officers develop regional 
specializations    

The States Division has managed to bring about a great deal of enthusiasm 
in engaging and partnering with states to reach out to foreign countries by 
promoting trade and investment. Prior to its establishment, state governments 

The States Division within the Ministry of 
External Affairs serves as the ministry’s 
single avenue for outreach to states.
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would directly deal with the target country, while the embassy was involved 
in merely organizing the necessary meetings. The initiative would primarily 
come from the state government. Today, things are beginning to change: there 
is prior consultation between the state concerned, the States Division, and the 
Indian embassy in the target country to identify objectives (at the level of the 
division’s joint secretary and the state secretaries of various industries), to use 
input from the embassy during the planning process and to advise on the spe-
cifics of the state’s outreach. In short, state outreach today is a result of three-
way communication. 

Moreover, the States Division gives state chief ministers direct briefings on 
investment opportunities and international collaboration, and it also some-
times organizes meetings with the target state’s ambassador. 

Managing the emigration of laborers is also something that seems to be a 
major focus today, especially in terms of addressing the concerns of Indian 
workers going abroad, who often face exploitation at the hands of overseas 
employers. The MEA has also been working with state governments to create 
awareness about what Indian workers should do and not do when traveling 
abroad. Today, some states also have diaspora cells functioning out of their 
state capitals that the MEA actively advises and assists on these issues. 

Another new idea has been to get senior MEA officials to specialize in various 
Indian states, namely their home state and another state of choice. According 
to a New Indian Express report, in preparation for their annual conference in 
February 2015, the heads of Indian missions were asked to specify “which 
states and administrations they wanted to get familarised with and work inti-
mately with.”46 Prime Minister Modi, according to the New Indian Express 
report, also addressed this in his speech at the Heads of Mission Conference 
in February 2015. The same article reports that this new policy has “already 
started to get implemented.”47 The long-term idea is to allocate one state to each 
MEA officer from the very beginning of his or her career. 

Clearly, the thinking within the government regarding cooperative federal-
ism on the foreign policy front is persuaded by economic development and 
investment promotion rather than strategic or hard security concerns. For 
instance, the States Division is not empowered to deal with “policy disagree-
ments of the kind seen between the Centre and Tamil Nadu over Sri Lanka 
and with West Bengal over the Teesta accord with Bangladesh,” in the words 
of Suhasini Haidar, deputy resident editor at the Hindu.48

Policy Recommendations
There are several measures that the Modi government can pursue to help insti-
tutionalize the role that states play in shaping India’s foreign policy. 

First, to encourage states to play a creative role in foreign policy making, 
the central government should begin by taking steps to strengthen existing 
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mechanisms such as the ISC and NDC. The center, for instance, could boost 
these bodies’ standing by making their recommendations mandatory and 
ensuring that they meet more frequently, considering that these are perhaps the 
only national institutions in the country where states can bring their concerns 
to the attention of the central government. The past record of these venues 
has shown that neither do they meet regularly nor are their recommendations 
taken seriously. 

Second, the MEA should revive the practice, started by then foreign secre-
tary Sujatha Singh in 2014, of holding regular meetings of state chief secretaries 
to discuss foreign policy matters that concern state interests.49 Such meetings 
could also help coordinate the activities of the state and central governments 
on issues such as attracting foreign investment, addressing diaspora concerns, 
promoting tourism, and cutting bureaucratic red tape while processing projects 
involving international collaboration, among others. 

Third, as former Indian diplomat Kishan Rana has argued, New Delhi 
should think about establishing external affairs offices manned by state-level 
officials in various state capitals.50 Indeed, the MEA already has branch sec-
retariats in key state capitals such as Chennai, Guwahati, Hyderabad, and 
Kolkata. The one in Chennai, for instance, acts on behalf of a range of indi-
viduals and organizations, including Indian nationals incarcerated overseas, 
uncompensated workers in the Persian Gulf, and families that are not receiving 
remittances from family members working abroad, as well as foreign consul-
ates and offices of international organizations such as the World Bank and 
United Nations. Such secretariats could be established in every Indian state 
with state government officials staffing most of the posts. Indeed, these offices 
could be housed within the already existing regional passport offices that are 
operating out of most Indian states. 

Fourth, it may not be out of place to let interested state governments station 
their representatives abroad to promote their state’s interests, perhaps within 
Indian embassies overseas. Indian missions already have trade representatives.51 
The MEA should consider encouraging interested states to send their represen-
tatives to these missions as well. Given that states are increasingly becoming 
key sites of India’s international relations, it is important that they are encour-
aged and empowered to have more than occasional interactions with national, 
subnational, and nonstate actors in the wider world. Stationing its officers in 
India’s key missions abroad would immensely help in this direction. 

Fifth, state governments could also consider creating an international cell 
headed by a senior Indian Administrative Service officer with support from 
the MEA’s States Division. A number of Indian states already have cells deal-
ing with international affairs such as diaspora and labor matters. For instance, 
the state government of Kerala has a Department of Non-Resident Keralites 
Affairs headed by a secretary-level officer. The mandate of such offices could be 
enhanced to actively involve state governments in the country’s foreign policy 
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making process. The newly created Indian state Telangana is currently in the 
process of creating an external affairs ministry to promote its interests abroad. 
This new trend is indicative of an emergent recognition in state capitals that 
they need to do more on their own to promote their interests. 

Sixth, the central government should seriously consider Sanjoy Hazarika’s 
suggestion about establishing a “foreign policy unit” for the minister of exter-
nal affairs and the chief ministers of the country’s northeastern states to meet 
and weigh in on foreign policy issues including “trade and security” as well as 
“migration and navigation.”52  This unit, as Hazarika argues, could be devel-
oped as part of the North Eastern Council, which falls under the Ministry 
for the Development of the North Eastern Region.53 Such an arrangement 
might include states such as Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, 
Mizoram, Nagaland, Tripura, and Sikkim. 

There are a host of reasons underscoring the importance of such an initia-
tive. The northeastern states have traditionally felt that they have been left out 
of the national mainstream, both in foreign policy and developmental terms. 
In addition, the northeastern region is India’s geopolitical and economic gate-
way to East Asia. Furthermore—given the rise of China and the many insur-
gencies that northeastern India is rife with—there is also a hard strategic and 
security-based rationale for engaging the region as a single unit to discuss for-
eign policy matters.   

Conclusion
Both theoretically and empirically, traditional approaches to foreign policy 
making have not factored in domestic political forces and influences. However, 
today there is a new recognition, both among practitioners and theorists, that 
national-level foreign policy behavior can be more fully explained by examin-

ing the domestic politics within a country. Moreover, 
such a paradigm suggests that engaging constituents 
in diplomacy enriches and strengthens a country’s dip-
lomatic capability and foreign policy pursuits. 

From a different perspective, it is logical to argue 
that while the foreign policy and national security 
realms belong to the center, it is actually states that are 
directly impacted by the political, economic, security, 

and other consequences of the center’s policies. After all, the center does not 
exist as a geographic entity—the states do. Hence, it is important that the cen-
ter consult the states on foreign policy matters going forward. 

There is now a compelling reason to focus on the role states play in the 
country’s foreign policy making and to channel their energies in the right 
direction. Given the fact that most of India’s states are border states, it would 
be impossible to exclude them from raising their voices on matters that the 

National-level foreign policy behavior can 
be more fully explained by examining the 

domestic politics within a country.
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center traditionally considered to be outside their legitimate purview. More 
importantly, the role of states should be based on mutual interest rather 
than confrontation. As Sanjoy Hazarika correctly points out, “leaders like 
(Neiphiu) Rio [former Nagaland Chief Minister], Mizoram’s Lalthanhawla, 
Assam’s Tarun Gogoi, Sikkim’s Pawan Chamling, Tripura’s Manik Sarkar and 
Arunachal Pradesh’s Nabum Tuki are far better equipped and knowledgeable 
to drive foreign policy that benefit the Northeast and India than mandarins in 
Delhi.”54 There is an element of truth to this: local leaders are likely to have a 
greater grasp of how certain central foreign policy decisions would affect them. 

Facilitating greater connection between New Delhi and state capitals by 
institutionalizing the role of states remains a major challenge. Unfortunately, 
the performance of the Modi government on this front has not been entirely 
satisfactory, either institutionally or politically. Not only has the present gov-
ernment not tried to bring about a broad-based institutional framework to 
accommodate states’ legitimate foreign policy interests, it has weakened exist-
ing institutions such as the ISC and NDC. Taking states and their legitimate 
interests into account also requires a great deal of consensus building by the 
central government. The Modi government’s outreach to states is more for the 
purposes of economic policy facilitation rather than foreign policy consultation.  

Modi and the current NDA government has taken some bold steps toward 
consulting states in the country’s foreign policy making process especially in 
terms of linking the country’s diplomacy and the development needs of Indian 
states.55 Some of these steps will prove to be very useful in the long term. 
And yet, even as the Modi government has taken some out-of-the-box steps 
in consulting and coordinating with states on foreign policy matters, there is 
a need to institutionalize these initiatives and strengthen existing institutions. 
Moreover, the ambit of this initiative needs to be enhanced to include strategic 
and security matters as well.    





21

Notes

1 In the central government’s bureaucratic structure, a joint secretary is a senior officer who 
heads a particular department. The newly set up States Division is such a department.

2 For the stated aim of the new division, see the Minister of External Affairs’ answer to a 
question asked in the Lok Sabha in November 2014. Ministry of External Affairs, “Q 
NO. 687 SEPARATE DIVISION FOR CENTRE-STATE RELATIONS,” Novem-
ber 26, 2014, accessed June 25, 2016, http://mea.gov.in/lok-sabha.htm?dtl/24347/Q_
NO687_SEPARATE_DIVISION_FOR_CENTRESTATE_RELATIONS.

3 For the purposes of this paper, “foreign policy” implies foreign policy, foreign eco-
nomic engagement, and national security and strategic policy. 

4 The 2014 BJP general election manifesto is available at: Bharatiya Janata Party, “Elec-
tion Manifesto 2014,” March 26, 2014, accessed June 25, 2016, http://www.bjp.org/
images/pdf_2014/full_manifesto_english_07.04.2014.pdf.

5 “Narendra Modi Bats for Bold Foreign Policy With States’ Involvement,” Economic 
Times, October 18, 2013, accessed June 25, 2016, http://articles.economictimes 
.indiatimes.com/2013-10-18/news/43178236_1_foreign-policy-narendra-modi-
indian-soldiers.

6 “Narendra Modi Delivers First Address to Lok Sabha, Talks About Centre’s Commit-
ment to Serve the Poorest of the Poor,” NarendraModi.in, June 11, 2014, accessed 
June 25, 2016, http://www.narendramodi.in/narendra-modi-delivers-first-address-to-
lok-sabha-talks-about-centres-commitment-to-serve-the-poorest-of-the-poor-6296.

7 Prime Minister’s Office, “Text of Prime Minister’s Inaugural Address at Delhi Eco-
nomics Conclave,” Press Information Bureau, Government of India, November 6, 
2015, accessed June 25, 2016, http://pib.nic.in/newsite/PrintRelease 
.aspx?relid=130283.

8 A chief minister heads the government of a state. 
9 Amitabh Mattoo and Happymon Jacob, “Republic of India,” in Foreign Relations in 

Federal Countries, ed. Hans Michelmann (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press and Forum of Federations, 2009), 175.

10 Technically speaking, Modi’s NDA government is a coalition government. However, 
it is a coalition of choice rather than one of necessity since the BJP has a majority of 
seats in the Lok Sabha on its own.

11 Mattoo and Jacob, Foreign Relations, 176.
12 For instance, Article 370 of the Indian Constitution gives certain special rights to 

Jammu and Kashmir state. Although these special rights do not include an ability to 
make independent foreign policy, this state has historically has played a role in India’s 
Pakistan policy as a result thanks primarily to its special constitutional status.

13 Drafting and Editorial Committee, National Commission to Review the Working of the 
Constitution Final Report (New Delhi: National Commission to Review the Working 
of the Constitution, 2002), accessed March 27, 2016. http://lawmin.nic.in/ncrwc/
finalreport/v1ch8.htm.

http://mea.gov.in/lok-sabha.htm?dtl/24347/Q_NO687_SEPARATE_DIVISION_FOR_CENTRESTATE_RELATIONS
http://mea.gov.in/lok-sabha.htm?dtl/24347/Q_NO687_SEPARATE_DIVISION_FOR_CENTRESTATE_RELATIONS
http://www.bjp.org/images/pdf_2014/full_manifesto_english_07.04.2014.pdf
http://www.bjp.org/images/pdf_2014/full_manifesto_english_07.04.2014.pdf
http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2013-10-18/news/43178236_1_foreign-policy-narendra-modi-indian-soldiers
http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2013-10-18/news/43178236_1_foreign-policy-narendra-modi-indian-soldiers
http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2013-10-18/news/43178236_1_foreign-policy-narendra-modi-indian-soldiers
http://www.narendramodi.in/narendra-modi-delivers-first-address-to-lok-sabha-talks-about-centres-commitment-to-serve-the-poorest-of-the-poor-6296
http://www.narendramodi.in/narendra-modi-delivers-first-address-to-lok-sabha-talks-about-centres-commitment-to-serve-the-poorest-of-the-poor-6296
http://pib.nic.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=130283
http://pib.nic.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=130283


22!|!Putting the Periphery at the Center: Indian States’ Role in Foreign Policy

14 Arup Roychoudhury, “India Guarantees Foreign Companies Under Bilateral Invest-
ment Treaty,” Business Standard, March 18, 2016, accessed June 25, 2016, http://
www.business-standard.com/article/economy-policy/finmin-preparing-draft-centre-
state-investment-pact-116031700999_1.html.

15 For instance, the ISC met just twice during the decade of UPA rule from 2004 to 
2014.

16 CP Bhambhri, “Indian Foreign Policy: Foreign or Provincial?,” Economic Times, 
March 31, 2012, accessed June 25, 2016, http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes 
.com/2012-03-31/news/31266594_1_foreign-policy-upa-government-dmk.

17 “Chandrababu Naidu to Lead Indian Team to China,” New Indian Express, Febru-
ary 21, 2015, accessed June 25, 2016, http://www.newindianexpress.com/states/
andhra_pradesh/Chandrababu-Naidu-to-Lead-Indian-Team-to-China/2015/02/21/
article2679375.ece.

18 Jayanth Jacob, “Oh Teesta! The River Which Gives Bangladesh Heartburns,” Hindu-
stan Times, June 6, 2015, accessed June 25, 2016, http://www.hindustantimes.com/
india/oh-teesta-the-river-which-gives-bangladesh-heartburns/story-mehLzuY0iFv-
cU9bjpXQ8FI.html.

19 Praveen Swami, “Manmohan Says Mamata Assented to Teesta Deal,” Hindu, Sep-
tember 8, 2011, accessed June 25, 2016, http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/
manmohan-says-mamata-assented-to-teesta-deal/article2433343.ece.

20 “Will Take Up Teesta Water-Sharing Issue with Bangladesh PM: Mamata Banerjee,” 
Daily News & Analysis, February 20, 2015, accessed June 25, 2016, http://www.
dnaindia.com/india/report-will-take-up-teesta-water-sharing-issue-with-bangladesh-
pm-mamata-banerjee-2062672.

21 Suhasini Haidar and Anita Joshua, “Assam Included in Bill for Land Swap With  
Bangladesh,” Hindu, May 5, 2015, accessed June 25, 2016, http://www 
.thehindu.com/news/national/indiabangladesh-land-deal-centre-includes-assam-in-its-
bill/article7173440.ece.

22 Pradeep Kaushal, “Assam in, Govt OKs India-Bangladesh Border Swap Deal,” Indian 
Express, May 6, 2015, http://indianexpress.com/article/india/india-others/assam-in-
govt-oks-india-bangladesh-border-swap-deal/.

23 Manan Kumar, “Why Narendra Modi Made a U Turn on Land Boundary Agree-
ment?,” December 2, 2014, accessed June 25, 2016, http://www.dnaindia.com/india/
report-why-narendra-modi-made-a-u-turn-on-land-boundary-agreement-2040135.

24 “Shiv Sena Continues to Oppose 9,900 MW Jaitapur Nuclear Project,” Economic 
Times, January 12, 2015, accessed June 25, 2016, http://articles.economictimes.india-
times.com/2015-01-12/news/57983141_1_jaitapur-shiv-sena-jnpp.

25 “PM Seeks Jayalalithaa’s Support Again to Implement Nuclear Project in Ku-
dankulam,” Times of India, October 14, 2011, accessed June 25, 2016, http://www 
.weeklytimesofindia.com/india-news/pm-seeks-jayalalithaa%E2%80%99s-support-
again-to-implement-nuclear-project-in-kudankulam/.

26 Tom Kington and Vivek Raghuvanshi, “Italy Blocks Indian Application to MTCR,” 
DefenseNews, October 17, 2015, accessed June 25, 2016, http://www.defensenews 
.com/story/defense/policy-budget/warfare/2015/10/17/italy-blocks-indian-applica-
tion-mtcr-uav-missile-technology-control-regime/74019832/.

27 Teresita C. Schaffer and Howard Schaffer, “When India’s Foreign Policy Is Domestic,” 
April 2, 2013, accessed June 25, 2016, http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/up-front/
posts/2013/04/02-india-foreign-policy-domestic-schaffer-schaffer.

28 “DMK, AIADMK Want India to Skip Commonwealth Meet in Colombo,” Times of 
India, March 25, 2013, accessed June 25, 2016, http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/
india/DMK-AIADMK-want-India-to-skip-Commonwealth-meet-in-Colombo/ 
articleshow/19192257.cms.

29 Arvind Gupta, “Role of States in India’s Foreign Policy” (speech delivered at the 
National Seminar on “Federalism, Foreign Policy and Border States: Dynamics From 

http://www.business-standard.com/article/economy-policy/finmin-preparing-draft-centre-state-investment-pact-116031700999_1.html
http://www.business-standard.com/article/economy-policy/finmin-preparing-draft-centre-state-investment-pact-116031700999_1.html
http://www.business-standard.com/article/economy-policy/finmin-preparing-draft-centre-state-investment-pact-116031700999_1.html
http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2012-03-31/news/31266594_1_foreign-policy-upa-government-dmk
http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2012-03-31/news/31266594_1_foreign-policy-upa-government-dmk
http://www.newindianexpress.com/states/andhra_pradesh/Chandrababu-Naidu-to-Lead-Indian-Team-to-China/2015/02/21/article2679375.ece
http://www.newindianexpress.com/states/andhra_pradesh/Chandrababu-Naidu-to-Lead-Indian-Team-to-China/2015/02/21/article2679375.ece
http://www.newindianexpress.com/states/andhra_pradesh/Chandrababu-Naidu-to-Lead-Indian-Team-to-China/2015/02/21/article2679375.ece
http://www.hindustantimes.com/india/oh-teesta-the-river-which-gives-bangladesh-heartburns/story-mehLzuY0iFvcU9bjpXQ8FI.html
http://www.hindustantimes.com/india/oh-teesta-the-river-which-gives-bangladesh-heartburns/story-mehLzuY0iFvcU9bjpXQ8FI.html
http://www.hindustantimes.com/india/oh-teesta-the-river-which-gives-bangladesh-heartburns/story-mehLzuY0iFvcU9bjpXQ8FI.html
http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/manmohan-says-mamata-assented-to-teesta-deal/article2433343.ece
http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/manmohan-says-mamata-assented-to-teesta-deal/article2433343.ece
http://www.dnaindia.com/india/report-will-take-up-teesta-water-sharing-issue-with-bangladesh-pm-mamata-banerjee-2062672
http://www.dnaindia.com/india/report-will-take-up-teesta-water-sharing-issue-with-bangladesh-pm-mamata-banerjee-2062672
http://www.dnaindia.com/india/report-will-take-up-teesta-water-sharing-issue-with-bangladesh-pm-mamata-banerjee-2062672
http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/indiabangladesh-land-deal-centre-includes-assam-in-its-bill/article7173440.ece
http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/indiabangladesh-land-deal-centre-includes-assam-in-its-bill/article7173440.ece
http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/indiabangladesh-land-deal-centre-includes-assam-in-its-bill/article7173440.ece
http://www.dnaindia.com/india/report-why-narendra-modi-made-a-u-turn-on-land-boundary-agreement-2040135
http://www.dnaindia.com/india/report-why-narendra-modi-made-a-u-turn-on-land-boundary-agreement-2040135
http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2015-01-12/news/57983141_1_jaitapur-shiv-sena-jnpp
http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2015-01-12/news/57983141_1_jaitapur-shiv-sena-jnpp
http://www.weeklytimesofindia.com/india-news/pm-seeks-jayalalithaa%E2%80%99s-support-again-to-implement-nuclear-project-in-kudankulam/
http://www.weeklytimesofindia.com/india-news/pm-seeks-jayalalithaa%E2%80%99s-support-again-to-implement-nuclear-project-in-kudankulam/
http://www.weeklytimesofindia.com/india-news/pm-seeks-jayalalithaa%E2%80%99s-support-again-to-implement-nuclear-project-in-kudankulam/
http://www.defensenews.com/story/defense/policy-budget/warfare/2015/10/17/italy-blocks-indian-application-mtcr-uav-missile-technology-control-regime/74019832/
http://www.defensenews.com/story/defense/policy-budget/warfare/2015/10/17/italy-blocks-indian-application-mtcr-uav-missile-technology-control-regime/74019832/
http://www.defensenews.com/story/defense/policy-budget/warfare/2015/10/17/italy-blocks-indian-application-mtcr-uav-missile-technology-control-regime/74019832/
http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/up-front/posts/2013/04/02-india-foreign-policy-domestic-schaffer-schaffer
http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/up-front/posts/2013/04/02-india-foreign-policy-domestic-schaffer-schaffer
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/DMK-AIADMK-want-India-to-skip-Commonwealth-meet-in-Colombo/articleshow/19192257.cms
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/DMK-AIADMK-want-India-to-skip-Commonwealth-meet-in-Colombo/articleshow/19192257.cms
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/DMK-AIADMK-want-India-to-skip-Commonwealth-meet-in-Colombo/articleshow/19192257.cms


Happymon Jacob!|!23

North East States of India” at Sikkim University,  March 22 2013), Institute for  
Defense Studies and Analyses, accessed June 25, 2016, http://www.idsa.in/speech/ 
SikkimUniversity_agupta.

30 Ibid.
31 Ibid.
32 Sanjoy Hazarika, “Give Northeast a Voice in India’s Foreign Policy,” Sunday Guardian, 

accessed June 25, 2016, http://www.sunday-guardian.com/analysis/give-northeast-a-
voice-in-indias-foreign-policy.

33 Nay Pyi Taw, “‘Look East’ Policy Now Turned Into ‘Act East’ Policy: Modi,” Hindu, 
November 14, 2014, accessed June 26, 2016, http://www.thehindu.com/news/na-
tional/look-east-policy-now-turned-into-act-east-policy-modi/article6595186.ece.

34 “‘State/Provincial Leaders’ Forum’ Launched as Part of USD 10 Billion Bilateral Deals 
With China,” Business Standard, May 15, 2015, accessed June 25, 2016, http://www.
business-standard.com/article/news-ani/state-provincial-leaders-forum-launched-as-
part-of-usd-10-billion-bilateral-deals-with-china-115051500566_1.html. 

35 Jabin T. Jacob, “China’s Provinces and Foreign Policy: Lessons and Implications for 
India and Its States,” Institute of Chinese Studies, October 2014, accessed June 25, 
2016, http://www.icsin.org/uploads/2015/05/15/68e6d38ad8b282ec7fae487cd5209
ed9.pdf. 

36 Ibid.
37 B. Muralidhar Reddy, “Eagerly Waiting to Visit India,” Hindu, March 16,  

2005, accessed June 25, 2016, http://www.thehindu.com/2005/03/16/ 
stories/2005031605081100.htm.

38 Tridivesh S. Maini, “Multi-Track Diplomacy in South Asia: A Case Study of the 
Punjabs,” Institute for Multi-Track Diplomacy, December 2007, accessed June 
25, 2016, http://www.imtd.org/index.php/publications/papers-and-articles/81-
publications/143-multi-track-diplomacy-in-south-asia-a-case-study-of-the-punjabs

39 Tridivesh Singh Maini, “The Two Punjabs: One Step More Toward Closer Cooperation?,” 
East Asia Forum, November 14, 2012, accessed June 25, 2016, http://www.eastasiaforum 
.org/2012/11/14/the-two-punjabs-one-step-more-toward-closer-cooperation/.

40 “India-China Relations Political Relations,” Embassy of India in China, August 2015, 
http://www.indianembassy.org.cn/DynamicContent.aspx?MenuId=2&SubMenuId=0.

41 Rafiq Dossani and Srinidhi Vijaykumar, “Indian Federalism and the Conduct of 
Foreign Policy in Border States: State Participation and Central Accommodation since 
1990,” Stanford Journal of International Relations 7, no. 1 (Winter 2006): https://web 
.stanford.edu/group/sjir/7.1.07_dossani.html.

42 Narendra Modi, “Modi Letter to PM,” Scribd., December 12, 2012, accessed June 
25, 2016, https://www.scribd.com/doc/116534889/Modi-letter-to-PM.

43 Zahid Gishkori, “Legislator Raises Fears of Hindu Exodus From Sindh,” Express 
Tribune, June 10, 2013, accessed June 25, 2016, http://tribune.com.pk/story/561224/
legislator-raises-fears-of-hindu-exodus-from-sindh/.

44 Jacob, “China’s Provinces and Foreign Policy.”
45 The mandate of the States Division was discussed with the author during conversa-

tions with officials at the Ministry of External Affairs in New Delhi. 
46 Devirupa Mitra, “MEA Picks NaMo’s ‘Two States’ Script, Gives IFS Officers Role  

in Bharat,” New Indian Express, March 8, 2015, accessed June 25, 2016, http://www 
.newindianexpress.com/thesundaystandard/MEA-Picks-NaMo%E2%80%99s-
%E2%80%98Two-States%E2%80%99-ScriptGives-IFS-Officers-Role-in-
Bharat/2015/03/08/article2702791.ece.

47 Ibid.
48 Suhasini Haidar, “MEA to Oversee Foreign Investments in States,” Hindu, October 

25, 2014, accessed July 8, 2016, http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/mea-to-
oversee-foreign-investments-in-states/article6530956.ece.

http://www.idsa.in/speech/SikkimUniversity_agupta
http://www.idsa.in/speech/SikkimUniversity_agupta
http://www.sunday-guardian.com/analysis/give-northeast-a-voice-in-indias-foreign-policy
http://www.sunday-guardian.com/analysis/give-northeast-a-voice-in-indias-foreign-policy
http://www.business-standard.com/article/news-ani/state-provincial-leaders-forum-launched-as-part-of-usd-10-billion-bilateral-deals-with-china-115051500566_1.html
http://www.business-standard.com/article/news-ani/state-provincial-leaders-forum-launched-as-part-of-usd-10-billion-bilateral-deals-with-china-115051500566_1.html
http://www.business-standard.com/article/news-ani/state-provincial-leaders-forum-launched-as-part-of-usd-10-billion-bilateral-deals-with-china-115051500566_1.html
http://www.icsin.org/uploads/2015/05/15/68e6d38ad8b282ec7fae487cd5209ed9.pdf
http://www.icsin.org/uploads/2015/05/15/68e6d38ad8b282ec7fae487cd5209ed9.pdf
http://www.thehindu.com/2005/03/16/stories/2005031605081100.htm
http://www.thehindu.com/2005/03/16/stories/2005031605081100.htm
http://www.imtd.org/index.php/publications/papers-and-articles/81-publications/143-multi-track-diplomacy-in-south-asia-a-case-study-of-the-punjabs
http://www.imtd.org/index.php/publications/papers-and-articles/81-publications/143-multi-track-diplomacy-in-south-asia-a-case-study-of-the-punjabs
http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2012/11/14/the-two-punjabs-one-step-more-toward-closer-cooperation/
http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2012/11/14/the-two-punjabs-one-step-more-toward-closer-cooperation/
https://web.stanford.edu/group/sjir/7.1.07_dossani.html
https://web.stanford.edu/group/sjir/7.1.07_dossani.html
https://www.scribd.com/doc/116534889/Modi-letter-to-PM
http://www.newindianexpress.com/thesundaystandard/MEA-Picks-NaMo%E2%80%99s-%E2%80%98Two-States%E2%80%99-ScriptGives-IFS-Officers-Role-in-Bharat/2015/03/08/article2702791.ece
http://www.newindianexpress.com/thesundaystandard/MEA-Picks-NaMo%E2%80%99s-%E2%80%98Two-States%E2%80%99-ScriptGives-IFS-Officers-Role-in-Bharat/2015/03/08/article2702791.ece
http://www.newindianexpress.com/thesundaystandard/MEA-Picks-NaMo%E2%80%99s-%E2%80%98Two-States%E2%80%99-ScriptGives-IFS-Officers-Role-in-Bharat/2015/03/08/article2702791.ece
http://www.newindianexpress.com/thesundaystandard/MEA-Picks-NaMo%E2%80%99s-%E2%80%98Two-States%E2%80%99-ScriptGives-IFS-Officers-Role-in-Bharat/2015/03/08/article2702791.ece
http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/mea-to-oversee-foreign-investments-in-states/article6530956.ece
http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/mea-to-oversee-foreign-investments-in-states/article6530956.ece


24!|!Putting the Periphery at the Center: Indian States’ Role in Foreign Policy

49 India’s foreign secretary is the head of the country’s diplomatic corps.  
50 Kishan S Rana, “For the Foreign Ministry, a Task Within the Country’s Borders,” 

Business Standard, May 24, 2014, accessed June 25, 2016, http://www.business- 
standard.com/article/opinion/kishan-s-rana-for-the-foreign-ministry-a-task- 
within-the-country-s-borders-114052401044_1.html.

51 India in Business, “Subject: List of Commercial Representatives in Indian Missions/
Posts Abroad (as on April 24, 2015),” Investment and Technology Promotion Divi-
sion, Indian Ministry of External Affairs, accessed June 25, 2016, http:// 
indiainbusiness.nic.in/newdesign/upload/List%20of%20Commercial%20Repre-
sentatives%20in%20Indian%20Missions%20Posts%20abroad%20(as%20on%20
April%2024,%202015).pdf.

52 Hazarika, “Give Northeast a Voice.”
53 Ibid.
54 Ibid. 
55 Indian Diplomacy, “Diplomacy for Development: From Aspirations to Achieve-

ments,” Issuu, February 1, 2016, accessed June 25, 2016, https://issuu.com/ 
indiandiplomacy/docs/diplomacy-for-development.

http://www.business-standard.com/article/opinion/kishan-s-rana-for-the-foreign-ministry-a-task-within-the-country-s-borders-114052401044_1.html
http://www.business-standard.com/article/opinion/kishan-s-rana-for-the-foreign-ministry-a-task-within-the-country-s-borders-114052401044_1.html
http://www.business-standard.com/article/opinion/kishan-s-rana-for-the-foreign-ministry-a-task-within-the-country-s-borders-114052401044_1.html
http://indiainbusiness.nic.in/newdesign/upload/List%20of%20Commercial%20Representatives%20in%20Indian%20Missions%20Posts%20abroad%20(as%20on%20April%2024,%202015).pdf
http://indiainbusiness.nic.in/newdesign/upload/List%20of%20Commercial%20Representatives%20in%20Indian%20Missions%20Posts%20abroad%20(as%20on%20April%2024,%202015).pdf
http://indiainbusiness.nic.in/newdesign/upload/List%20of%20Commercial%20Representatives%20in%20Indian%20Missions%20Posts%20abroad%20(as%20on%20April%2024,%202015).pdf
http://indiainbusiness.nic.in/newdesign/upload/List%20of%20Commercial%20Representatives%20in%20Indian%20Missions%20Posts%20abroad%20(as%20on%20April%2024,%202015).pdf
https://issuu.com/indiandiplomacy/docs/diplomacy-for-development
https://issuu.com/indiandiplomacy/docs/diplomacy-for-development




Carnegie India

Carnegie India, the sixth international center of the Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, opened in New Delhi in April 
2016. As with Carnegie’s centers in Beijing, Beirut, Brussels, Moscow, 
and Washington, Carnegie India is led by local experts who collaborate 
extensively with colleagues around the world. The center’s research and 
programmatic focus includes the political economy of reform, foreign 
and security policy, and the role of innovation and technology in 
India’s internal transformation and international relations. It will build 
on decades of regional scholarship from across Carnegie’s programs 
while placing special emphasis on developing a cadre of up-and-coming 
Indian scholars.
 

The Carnegie Endowment for International Peace is a unique global 
network of policy research centers in Russia, China, Europe, the Middle 
East, India, and the United States. Our mission, dating back more than a 
century, is to advance the cause of peace through analysis and development 
of fresh policy ideas and direct engagement and collaboration with 
decisionmakers in government, business, and civil society. Working 
together, our centers bring the inestimable benefit of multiple national 
viewpoints to bilateral, regional, and global issues.



PUTTING THE PERIPHERY  
AT THE CENTER
Indian States’ Role in Foreign Policy

Happymon Jacob

O C TO B E R  2 01 6

CarnegieIndia.org

BEIJ ING      BEIRUT      BRUSSELS      MOSCOW     NEW DELHI      WASHINGTON


