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The problem with India’s multi-alignment stand

hina's recent mesdiation efforts o

resolhve the Ukraine orisis have ance

again spodlighted India’s approach to

candlict resclution. By hokling the
North Athmtic Treaty Organization’s eastward
expansion responsible for instigating the war; by
painting America as the biggest obstacle o
oeasefire; by exploiting the: differences among
western countries reganding the extent of suppont
o Ukmiine; by fumther cementing the
Beijing-Mosoow relationship, and ensuring the
survival of the Viadimir Putin regime, China has
effectively positioned itself in opposition to the
American approach. This is not how Indi views
its rale in resolving the conflict.

Indlia has increasinghy used waried symbsalic
instruments of power to enhance its soft power
appeal. Prime Minister Marendra Modi mow
prajects India as the “mother of democracies”
and i a “moral force™ toenforce glohal peace.

In sharp comtrast to the Chinese President Xi
Jinping’s first outreach kst moath to the Ukraine
Pr:sltnt'lr'l.nkﬂlm Zelenskyy, since the Bussian
imvasion, Mr. Modi has spolken to Mr. Zelensoy
mamy times. In October and December hsty:u.r
Mir. houdi, in his telephomic comeersation with Mr.
Zelenskyy, had expressed India’s slidarity with
Ukraine while extending support for peace
efforts. And in September, Mr. Mo had publichy
told Bdr. Putin that “today's era & not of war® -a
remark that seemed to be a reprimand to
Mescow. Even the LS. Secretary of State, Anbony
Blinken, feht compelled to describe this
widehy-reported remark as “significant”.
Wishington understands the importance of
Imdiia’s conBinuous engagement with Ukmine
‘because that is an important wary of bringing New
Dedhi’s response to the Ukraine war into
alignment with its own. The geopalitics of the
Indo-Pacific and the Ukrine conflict are in many
warys inter-conmecied.

'l‘hereph.runcﬁ-?.dm.ﬂn mteractions may
be seen a5 uncerscoring L'rl.d.l.'l'k :rm:g stature and

of exress refined Russian fise] o the Exropean
market. During Ukraine's Deputy Foreign
Minigter Emine Dehaparova's recent wisit to New
Diedbri, she remarked (in 3 widehy reported tweet)
that " Inclia wants to be the Vishwagor, the
global teacher and arbiter. In our case, we've got
a very diear picture: aggressor aghinst inmocent
vichm. ing Ulraine i the anly right
choice for trise Vishwaynuru® The hint here is that
the "Vishwa Gune' image that the government
seeks for the country will remadin imperfect if
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Indinn refuses to take 2 strong moral position an
Russia's vinhtion of Ukraine's scversgnty.

MNationalist ikleas have abways influenced the
Inclian state, contributing to their further
profiferation in sockety and polity. The choice of
the “Viskwagury' phrase by Ms. Dehapana is not
accidental as it is at the core of the Modi
povermment’s mtionalist foreign policy discourse.
The contemparary silience of Vishwa Gura
immage, which builds on historical trends in India's
poditical thought seeking to emphasise the
distinctiveness of the country’s cultural ethos and
civilisational walues, also highlights the unigue
nature of ‘soft power” in foreign policy debates.
Saft power & simultaneoushy whigquitouws and
amhiguous, sccepted a5 significant yet narmow in
its policy impact. It should be understood as amy
other form of *nonmaterial® power which
imteracts with material resources or hard power,
either enlarging their impact or maling up for
thesir absence.

Lack of hard

That Indlia lacks hard power has been
acknowledged by Moban Bhagwat, chief of the
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, the Sdenlogical
foumtainhead’ of Indin's ruling political
digpensation. In a recent gpeech, he hod said tha
if India had been adequately powerful, it would
have stopped the: Ukraine war, He angued that
*Bumsia attacked Ulraine. It is being opposed. But
nubody is ready ...to stop Russia becanse Russia
has power and it threatens.” Drawing a contrast
with supposedly selfsh global powers, Mr.
Bhagwat aseried that “If India had such
[material] power in its hands, then such an
imcident [Ukraine war] would not have come
biefiore the warld.” This narrtive asumes that a
prwerful Indian civilistional state will stand for
global peace and stability.

While New Delhi has u:pcruud s disipproval
of the Ukraine war, it has avoided taking a clear
possition in many UN resohetions on the ssue.
This may be understandable as India has ofien
taken an evasive position on conflicts that irvobve
s eraditional alles. However, critics are not
unreasonable in arguing that this ambiguity does
nod behowe a nation aspiring to become a
permanent member of the UNSC, whidh implies a
commitment o speak 3= a global voice against
territorial aggressiom and rights viclaBons similar
o what Bussia hos unleashed om Uloadne.
Boreover, the normative pillars of the

mkwujkmqumpoﬁﬁm
in the Ukrai Inclia's
ﬁmlhdmmnszuﬁmil:mm
binary terms as well as Russia's miligary and
peopulitical importance for India's military
preparedness, yet Russia's justifications for its
military actions in Ukraine do not resonate
amuong meast of India's political elite. These
Justifications are sometimes parroted by Chim,
including the btest unabashedly pro-Bussian
statement by the Chinese Ambassador in Frano:
regarding the legal status of the post-Soviet
republics, with a view bo reserving the rght to
e fornce against Taiwam. India has no swch
revisinist motives. Inda’s views on sovereignty
coeverges with a unruu':llj'anrpl'.i:h
‘Westphalian notion and thus clash fundamentalby
with the communist China's political philasopiy
of 'might is right".

Democracies enjoy legitimacy globally and this
legitimacy can transpose an authoritarian ruler's
e of force indo violenoe against the population.
UMkratinee i seen as a victim which & resisting
aggression from an authoritarian neighbour. The
Modi- Zelenskyy interactions highlight the fact
that sich narratives engender Indian sympathies
far the victimized target. Nevertheless, the
Ukrasines war alone is not sufficient to undermine
India's historical ties with Russia, which iz based
as much an New Delhi's military dependence on
Mascow as it is on the anticolonial strand of
India's strategic autanamy doctrine.

A pursuit of ‘mubialgnment” may have given
Bew Delhi some dipliomatic space in the ongoing
war in Ukraine. However, it may not be sufficient
fior Inclia o try to play the role of 2 medistor
between Bussiaand Uknine. [ndia correnthy
lacks the material resources 1o match the extent
of China's economic and militiry i

Through his charm offensive of 2 phoney
peace diplomacy, Mr. Xi's primary aim is b
discourage Mr. Zelenskyy o bunch the
much-discised coumeroffensive, so that Russia's

o Chima rises further. Driven by the
‘munk cost fallacy’, Mr. Putin has unleashed forces:
that have already done immense damage to
Furesia's global standing and offended most of the
demaocratic workl. Thus the Modi government
must ensure that India’s refiesal to condemn
Bamsian belligerence and confinned increase in
the import of Russin fuel is not interpreted as a
pro-Mosoow approach. While India®s ties with
lhn.u.l are]lkzlyh:bem a downward spiral, the

demucratic, selfcomBdent and morally sug

dl i g From Russia will take a bit

Vishwa Guru klentity cannaot be xl:nbﬂltu-l:h:se

h:m#ruNﬂ'l’J!l.ln sh.'ugghs e el some

lld.:dymgﬂmq'mﬂﬂ itz

ing space in the emerging nexas

power at all costs, bereft uf any morality.

between RBussia and China,
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Marriage for all, even if for a few

n a reality show, “Fabulous Lives of

Baollywood Wives", Sima Taparia of the

series, “Indian Matchmaking”, was asked
about the possibility of matching for queer
couples. Her careful reply was: she is not “doing
that” right now because it is not allowed in India
and she will not commit to taking on queer
clients when it is. Even as season three of her
show dropped, the Supreme Court began hearing
the case for marriage equality within the ambit of
the Special Marriage Act. If the court rules in
favour of expanding the definition of marriage
beyond that of a union between biological men
and women, Ms. Taparia's response leaves
enough room for ambiguity - for legal rights do
not automatically translate to social sanction, and
this is exactly what the arguments in the
ocourtroom and beyond illustrate.

A Bar Council of India resolution recently
quoted a dubious survey on 99% of Indians being
against marriage equality while more sober
commentators argue that the society is not ready
for what the petitioners seek. Should laws be a
reflection of societal morality? Or should they
push the envelope by making certain unions
possible frrespective of social approval? This was
one of the questions extensively debated in
Parliament as part of the Special Marriage Bill
itself.

Commaon threads

In parliamentary debate mimites, former
Member of Parliament, Yijaya Lakshmi Pandit,
features as one of the Bill's proponents. She
predicted that the law would not have many
immediate takers but that an emancipated next
generation would demand the right to choose
their partners. She conceived the civil union law
a5 a caloulated, rational decision where a
freedom wilfully granted is better than a freedom
that is “taken’ (LS Dehates 1954, September 1,
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212-816). Like other women representatives, she
alsn believed that the proposed law could
improve the lives of women.

Despite some powerful backers, there was a
perception among at least sections of the two
Houses that allowing citizens to marry anyone of
their choice could potentially lead to a collapse of
society and dvilisation. The Eill's divorce
provisions, in particular, had raised fears of a
proliferation of sexual desires; the question of
queer unions was also briefly touched upon, with
homophobic remarks. The other common thread
that often resurfaces even today is that securing
meore rights and visibility for a plurality of
identities and desires is, in some way, imposing
the ‘lifestyle’ of a few on to a presumed majority
that i= not represented in these struggles. Former
President, Dr. Rajendra Prasad, had bitterly
opposed the Hindu Code Bill in his private
correspondence with Jawaharlal Nehm because
he believed that the measure was forcing
something on a vast majority, because some
people — according to him, a small, likely
microscopic minority — considered it a right.

Unlike that far-reaching reform Bill, expanding
legal rights to the LGETQl+ community is not
directly relevant to those who do not identify as
queer and can, in principle, disengage from the
debate. And yet, as the reactions to the Court
proceedings have shown, Indian polity and
society still strupple with the idea of marriage
reform and individual choice. Local and national
politics have routinely witnessed campaigns
apainst inter-caste and inter-community couples
and the need for social sanction often triumphs
the rights afforded under the Act through a
bureaucracy that has become a reflection of
social morality. However, as with the issue of the
so-called love jihad campaipns, conversations
emerging from the marriage equality case have
spread awareness of the law and its unfortunate

provisions, induding the publication of a notice
period that violates citizens’ right to privacy.

Where the bureaucracy fails, vigilante groups
have been empowered to prevent unions using
exra-judicial methods and queer couples may,
unfortunately, also face a similar predicament in
future. The potential for an infringement of rights
puaranteed by constitutional principles, the letter
of the law and court judgments gets to the heart
of how Indians define marriage and, perhaps, Ms.
Taparia’s show with its inherent casteism and
sexism may indeed be representative; marriage is
wery much a social institution, invested in
upholding hierarchies based on gender, caste and
commumnity. Apart from violence and
imtimidation, the control of non-state entities is.
exercised simply by withholding recognition for
heterosenual and queer couples alike and legal
sanction, however inadequate, may offer at least
some relief.

Such a step will reaffirm rights as a whole
After almust 70 years, the Special Marriage Act
still has fewer takers due to political campaigns,
bureaucratic overreach and the general
misconception that it only caters to inter-religious
couples. And a study of this law's implementation
discredits the doomsday predictions of those who
continue to oppose marriage reform. Social
transformations are not easy and laws, in a
wacuum, are unlikely to disrupt the lives of “vast
majorities’. Some citizens may not be prepared
for marriage equality, just as some are not open
o inter-caste and mter-community marriages
bust, as Pandit had argued in 1954, the law should
hold out more potential than the public
imagination allows for and should be aimed at
Affording rights to a sexual minority — even if it is
a minority — reaffirms the rights of the citizenry
as a while.
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