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This paper is divided in two parts: 

First, it tries to answer the questions, to be discussed at the two-day 

seminar on India as an Emerging Major Power: Foreign Policy Thrust 

Areas. 

‘Assuming that India is destined to be a major power’, the questions 

are: 

1. To assess as to why you think India deserves to emerge as a 

major power  

2. What are strengths and weaknesses of Indian Foreign Policy  

3. Specific recommendations to remedy present weaknesses and 

further strengthen Indo-French relations. 

The second part is related to Indo-French relations. It shows that after 

the visit of Jacques Chirac to India in February 1998, it was assumed 

for the first time by France that India had become a major power. A 

few months later, India tested a nuclear device in Pokhran, an action 

which further enhanced the stamp of ‘major power’. 

 

Definition of ‘Major Power’ 

At the outset, it is important to define what a ‘major power’ is. It could 

be: 

• A moral power (like Nehru wanted India to be in the 1950’s) 



• A scientific power/innovator (like Finland and the Noika 

experience) 

• A soft cultural power (like Buddhist India during Ashoka’s 

times) 

• A military power (like today the US, and to a lesser extent, 

the People’s Republic of China) 

• An economic power (like China and several emerging nations 

which have now been included in the G-20 group of nations). 

We will not go into the details of these different aspects of powers. It 

is enough to say that the moral power of India vanished the day she 

refused to help Tibet, a peaceful nation crudely invaded by Communist 

China. 

On November 3, 1950, Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel, India's Deputy Prime 

Minister wrote to Sir Girja Shankar Bajpai, the Secretary General of 

the Ministry of External Affairs: 

We have also to take note of a thoroughly unscrupulous, 

unreliable and determined power practically at our doors. In your 

very illuminating survey of what has passed between us and the 

Chinese Government through our ambassador, you have made 

out an unanswerable case for treating the Chinese with the 

greatest suspicion. What I have said above, in my judgment, 

entitles us to treat them with a certain amount of hostility, let 

alone a great deal of circumspection. In these circumstances, 

one thing, to my mind, is quite clear; and, that is, that we 

cannot be friendly with China and must think in terms of defense 

against a determined, calculating, unscrupulous, ruthless, 

unprincipled and prejudiced combination of powers, of which the 

Chinese will be the spearhead. 



Nonetheless, the Indian Prime Minister decided not to support the 

Buddhist nation to buy peace with China. It was the end of ‘moral’ 

India. This fact has been stressed by many officials that this writer 

interviewed during his research for his book, The Fate of Tibet. 

Twelve years after Patel’s letter to Bajpai, India would pay the heavy 

price of trying to be a moral power without morals. 

What about a soft-power? It is true that in the past India exported her 

philosophy and culture far away upto to Central Asia, South-East Asia, 

East Asia and elsewhere.  

But this Indian input seems to have been forgotten by most of the 

Asian nations today.  

It is however only when India became an economic power in the 

1990’s that India started to become ‘respected’ as a major power on 

the planet.  

We are living today in the age of globalization and ‘economy’ is 

unfortunately the major factor taken in consideration to determine if a 

nation is a ‘big’ or an insignificant power.  

 

When did India become a ‘big’ power? 

One could say it is in the period between 1991 and 1998 that India 

emerged as a power to reckon with. 

It was mainly due to the economic ‘liberalization’ introduced by Prime 

Minister Narasimha Rao; suddenly out of the straitjacket of Soviet-type 

planned economy, India started blooming.  

For several reasons that we will try to analyze, 1998 is certainly a 

milestone for India as well as for Indo-French relations. 

One may be for or against the use of nuclear energy for military 

purposes, but it is a fact the main turning point was Pokharan II. 



On May 11, 1998, Operation Shakti was carried out. Shakti was the 

codename of a thermonuclear device which was exploded in the 

Pokhran test range in Rajasthan. These tests are also known as 

Pokhran II. 

Though it resulted in several sanctions against India by a number of 

major states (France was not one of them), on that day, India entered 

the club of those who ‘have it’. 

The day of the test, Prime Minister Vajpayee sent a letter to U.S. 

President, Bill Clinton about ‘the rationale for the tests’:  

I have been deeply concerned at the deteriorating security 

environment, especially the nuclear environment, faced by India 

for some years past. We have an overt nuclear weapons state on 

our borders, a state which committed armed aggression against 

India in 1962. Although our relations with that country have 

improved in the last decade or so, an atmosphere of distrust 

persists mainly due to the unresolved border problem. To add to 

that distrust that country has materially helped another 

neighbour of ours to become a covert nuclear weapons state. At 

the hands of this bitter neighbour we have suffered three 

aggressions in the last 50 years. 

To dare calling a spade a spade was an assertion which showed that 

India was ready to assume a new status of being a power to reckon 

with. 

This can be corroborated by the fact that thereafter major Western 

nations stopped equating India and Pakistan. 

One of the most damaging aspects of India’s relations with the West, 

was the equating of New Delhi and Islamabad. In the early days after 

independence, the western nations always associated India and 



Pakistan; for example would a head of State visit Delhi, he would 

without fail visit Pakistan too. 

The equation was purposefully kept as such as it served the ‘powerful’ 

nations, particularly the United States, to create a ‘balance’ in the 

subcontinent. 

This aspect remained prevalent in India’s relations with France, with 

Paris keeping the ambivalence vis-a-vis Pakistan. The equidistance 

between India and Pakistan remained a serious bone of contention 

between Delhi and Paris till the end of the 1990’s. 

The visits of President Jacques Chirac of France to India in February 

1998 and the one of Prime Minister Vajpayee to France later during the 

same year brought a refreshing change and cemented a new Strategic 

Partnership. We shall come be to it. 

 

Definition of National Interests 

An even more serious issue: does India have a clear definition of its 

National Interests?  

A few years back, we came across a textbook1, explaining thus the 

concept of ‘national interests’ and the relation between national 

interests and foreign policy. I quote: 

Foreign Policy as Director of National Interest 

The other set of scholars, does not accept such a logic [that 

national interest is the basis for foreign policy] and is of the view 

that it is not always possible to base the foreign policy only on 

the national interest of a state. National interests of the state are 

general and vague. These lack clarity. For example security is 

regarded as the primary interest of a state and yet no member 

of the government can precisely define the nature of security 

                                                 
1 Ghai, U.R., Foreign Policy of India, (Jalandhar, New Academic Publishing Co. 1996). 



that is actually required by the state. National interests cannot 

be precisely identified and concretized. They have to be related 

to values of the people as well as the interests of the other 

nations. Hence national interest alone cannot be accepted as the 

basis of foreign policy. In actual practice we find that very often 

the leaders of the state try to give priority to the selfish in 

domestic policies over the national interests of the state. 

 

In these circumstances of ‘vagueness’, one can understand that India 

has not always taken a determined stand defending its own interests. 

One notorious example is when India was offered a permanent seat in 

the Security Council, and Nehru declined it.  

On June 29, 1955, the Soviet leader Bulganin had informed the Indian 

Prime Minster: "...We propose suggesting at a later stage India's 

inclusion as the sixth member of the Security Council.'' 

A month later, after a visit to the Soviet Union, Nehru made clear his 

stand: ''Informally, suggestions have been made by the US that China 



should be taken into the UN but not in the Security Council and that 

India should take her place in the Council. We cannot, of course, 

accept this as it means falling out with China and it would be very 

unfair for a great country like China not to be in the Council.''  

He admitted that ''at this stage, even though as a great country she 

[India] ought to be there…the first step to be taken is for China to take 

her rightful place and then the question might be considered 

separately.''  

China, of course, did not return the favour. 

It was a very peculiar way to look at ‘national interests’! Fifty five 

years later India is still desperately running after the seat which was 

then offered on a platter by both the superpowers of the time. Nehru’s 

principle that India should not be in the Security Council if Communist 

China was not, resulted in Beijing getting it, while Delhi is still in 

waiting room (with Beijing making sure that India remains there). 

This may be an extreme case, but ‘national interest’ is however 

important and should be linked with ‘foreign policy’. 

 

Strengths and weaknesses  

Another factor which defines a great power is the capacity of its 

diplomacy to influence world events.  

Though Nehru believed that he had this capacity, it was more than 

often wishful thinking. The events of 1962 was the last nail in the 

coffin of India’s Foreign Policy and Delhi’s influence in the world. 

In the following years, Delhi would remain ‘non-aligned’, though in fact 

often leaning on the Soviet Union for support (as in the Kashmir issue 

for example). 

The responsibility lies partly with the US and the UK. When in 

November 1962, India was down and bleeding, Averell Harriman, the 



US Assistant Secretary of State and Duncan Sandys, the British 

Secretary for Commonwealth Relations, visited India. They arrived two 

days after Beijing had unilaterally declared a ceasefire. They “made 

clear their governments' willingness to provide military assistance to 

India but pointed out the related need for negotiations to resolve the 

Kashmir dispute.”  

Nehru had sent two desperate letters to the US President on 

November 19, 1962. There is a brief mention about their existence in 

the Foreign Relations of the United States which states: "The letter 

conveyed in telegram 1891 was the first of two letters sent by Nehru 

to Kennedy on November 19. The second was delivered to the White 

House by the Indian Ambassador on the evening of November 19. 

These letters have not been declassified by the Indian Government.” 

The Office of the Historian of the US government quotes their 

summary published by S. Gopal, Nehru’s biographer:  

Nehru, apparently without consulting any of his Cabinet 

colleagues or officials, apart from the Foreign Secretary, M.J. 

Desai, wrote two letters to Kennedy describing the situation as 

'really desperate' and requesting the immediate despatch of a 

minimum of twelve squadrons of supersonic all-weather fighters 

and the setting up of radar communications. American personnel 

would have to man these fighters and installations and protect 

Indian cities from air attacks by the Chinese till India personnel 

had been trained. If possible, the United States should also send 

planes flown by American personnel to assist the Indian Air 

Force in any battles with the Chinese in Indian air space; but 

aerial action by Indians elsewhere would be the responsibility of 

the Indian Air Force. Nehru also asked for two B-47 bomber 

squadrons to enable India to strike at Chinese bases and air 



fields, but to learn to fly these planes Indian pilots and 

technicians would be sent immediately for training in the United 

States. 

But the ‘great’ powers wanted to extract their pound of flesh from the 

‘non-aligned’ Nehru. 

Six rounds of talks on Kashmir between Pakistan and India followed 

the US and UK Envoys’ visit. The Western governments discovered 

that not only had the exercise failed, but Ayub Khan had already 

begun a dangerous flirtation with China.  

Around that time, Nehru was informed that India was France’s friend 

but not ally (having no formal treaty with India). 

On October 27, Nehru called French Ambassador Jean-Paul Garnier to 

tell him of China’s ‘invasion pure and simple’.  

On November 30, Indian Ambassador Ali Javar Jung met de Gaulle in 

Paris to thank him for his support. The French President had written to 

Nehru a few days earlier: “We cannot approve that border claims are 

settled by military actions which is in any case disproportionate with 

the proclaimed objectives [of the Chinese]”.  

During this encounter with the Indian Ambassador, the General 

conveyed to him what would be the core of the French position for 

several decades. He told Jung: “France is the friend of India, not its 

ally and therefore will not provide any [military] support which in any 

case, has not been requested by India.” Paris was prepared to provide 

some military supplies to Delhi (and this in consultation with the US), 

but was not ready to intervene. For India, the war marked (at least 

temporarily) a U-turn in its foreign policy. The Indian Ambassador 

admitted to de Gaulle: “it throws the entire non-aligned policy of India 

back into question”.  



A year later, de Gaulle started looking eastward; he sent one of his 

ministers, Edgar Faure to visit the Middle Kingdom; India was no more 

in his foreign policy vision. 

 

What does a big power’s diplomacy require? 

Has India the necessary diplomacy to support the foreign policy of a 

major nation? 

An interesting research was published a couple of years ago by Daniel 

Markey, a Senior Fellow of the Council on Foreign Relations in 

Washington DC. Markey pointed out some of the issues which prevent 

India’s diplomacy to grow: 

• expand, reform, pay, and train the Indian Foreign Service to 

attract and retain high-caliber officers 

• encourage the growth of world-class social science research 

and teaching schools in India through partnerships with private 

organisations  

• invest in Indian think-tanks and exchange programs that build 

capacity for foreign policy research 

• bring non-career officers into the Indian Ministry of External 

Affairs and other parts of the foreign policy establishment as 

term-limited fellows to improve outside understanding of the 

policy process 

• support the efforts of Indian researchers to maximize public 

access to material related to the history of India’s foreign policy. 

A friend who was then associated with MEA told me: “more than 60% 

of the Foreign Service Officers had not read the report. I think the 

problem starts from here. The Foreign Service Officers are generally 

full of themselves and have the attitude that what they don't know is 

not worth knowing”.  



This might be the real problem.  

How to make the Foreign Service of the Indian government more 

responsive?  

This is a serious issue which has to be looked into and tackled if India 

is too grow. 

 

Some suggestions 

Several suggestions can be added to the points made by Markey.  

 

Vision Plans 

• The lack of ‘vision’ or ‘plan’ for the next 20 or 30 years has been 

a serious difficulty which has hindered the advent of a powerful 

diplomacy. South Block today does not have a 5-year or 10-year 

plan, like for example the one recently released by President 

Obama on “Priorities for 21st Century Defence2”.  

 

Far too small 

• The Indian diplomatic corps is far too small in number for a 

‘major’ nation.  

Sometimes ago, South Block had no High Commissioner in London 

could not find an Ambassador for EU in Brussels, had a vacancy for the 

post of High Commissioner in Bangladesh; more than 40 other 

ambassadorial posts were vacant. 

 

Short time opportunism: no plan  

• An example, does South Block have a clear policy for issues like 

Iran or Syria, or is the Indian diplomacy only reacting in an ad 

hoc manner?  

                                                 
2 See http://www.defense.gov/news/Defense_Strategic_Guidance.pdf  



India should have a consistent and clear foreign policy, with 

India’s national interests clearly defined. India should not 

emulate the model, followed by some Western nations, of short 

term opportunism which neither gets respect nor lasting friends.  

 

Advisors 

• There can be structural and operational improvements in the 

Foreign Service. Academics of proven scholarship with research 

capacity should be posted as advisers to ’Ambassadors’ in all 

major Indian Embassies, where they would be free to pursue 

their studies as well as give inputs on policy to the IFS 

establishment. This would improve the situation in the 

Universities also through the greater demand for courses related 

to foreign policy and social sciences. 

This, of course, may not be acceptable to the Foreign Service, who 

often keeps a ‘know-everything’ attitude. 

 

Language 

• Language remains a handicap at different levels of the Foreign 

Service. Take the example of France, most of the time, the 

Indian Ambassador to France and his entire supporting staff do 

not speak French. The Ambassador would certainly make a 

greater impact if he would speak French. One may say that it is 

the problem of the French, who cannot speak English fluently, 

but it does not solve the problem. 

More time and money have to be invested in teaching the lower 

echelons of the Foreign Service different foreign languages. They 

should also a ban on recruitment of persons of Indian origin who 

do not know the local language as ‘local staff’. 



 

Training 

• Not many officers look forward to mid career training 

opportunities given to the Foreign Service. There should be a 

balance of compulsion and incentives to make sure that 

diplomats periodically undergo training programs. The question 

of incentives should be clearly studied.  

At the end of the day, there is no miracle, India will not get a top 

level Foreign Service, if India does not invest in it. 

 

US Posting 

• Postings abroad are classified and everyone hankers for a 

posting in US — it helps educating and later settling the children 

— or in Europe, where allowances are higher. India could afford 

a compensation system which makes it difficult for a diplomat to 

choose a posting in Washington DC over a posting in Harare or 

South Sudan. 

 

All these are suggestions, but first and foremost a Vision is required 

and then the will to take all necessary measures to go in that direction 

is required. 

  



Relations with France 

 

Historical Background 

To grasp the intricacies of Indo-French relations in the fields of 

defence, economy and security, it is necessary to first have a look at 

some issues which may seem unrelated but which may help us to 

understand the historical background and get a clearer perspective on 

the future of the bilateral relations . 

 

The Partition 

Let us go back for a moment to 1946-47, when the British decided to 

leave the Jewel in their Crown. They were ready to depart from the 

subcontinent, but not to lose their influence in Asia. During the 

previous two centuries, the defence of their empire had been centered 

on the Indian subcontinent and the Indian Ocean was known as the 

‘British lake’. The British Empire, born from a trading company, was 

basically a sea-empire. This has been illustrated by the historian K.M. 

Panikkar, in his book, Asia and the Western Dominance.  

At the beginning of the 20th century however, two new factors 

appeared on the strategic scene: one was aviation (as masterfully 

demonstrated by the Japanese at Pearl Harbour in 1941); the second, 

petrol and the resulting importance given to the Middle East.  

In 1946, when the British Chiefs of Staff were ordered to submit a 

report on the strategic consequences of Britain’s departure from the 

subcontinent3, the generals agreed that Pakistan was the more 

important of the two future dominions; first because of the possibility 

of installing air bases in the north of the country (to control Soviet 

advances in Central Asia and Afghanistan) and second, naval bases 

                                                 
3 See Dasgupta, C., War and Diplomacy (New Delhi, Sage Publications, 2002). 



could be opened on the Arabian Sea in the South. As an added bonus, 

a strong support to Pakistan could have a positive influence on the 

Muslim states in the Middle East.  

On August 15, 1947, the subcontinent was partitioned. The 

consequences are still today looming over the region. One of the 

results of the British assessment was that during the first decades 

after independence, the West most often took Pakistan’s side over 

India, particularly in the Kashmir imbroglio. This aggravated the 

tensions and resulted in Delhi seeing Pakistan as the major (and often 

only) threat to its security and thus choosing to lean towards the 

Soviets. 

Though the French foreign policy did not tilt so blatantly towards 

Karachi, Paris remained an ally of the Western nations during the Cold 

War. French interests were in keeping a more balanced approach 

between the two former dominions. 4  

 

Non-Violence: the ideological factor 

Another aspect to take into consideration is the ideological slant of 

some of the first leaders of Independent India.  

                                                 
4 In January 1948 before an UN debate on Kashmir, French Foreign Minister George 

Bidault in a letter to his Representative in the UN, made the French position clear: 

“Concerning Hindustan [India], you are aware that we have particularly difficult 

negotiations on the status of our Establishments in India with the authorities in 

Delhi. We are trying our best to go slow on the Hindus’ susceptibilities; we have 

done this during the last sessions of the UN General Assembly. I will add that the 

necessity to maintain essential contacts between France and our expeditionary army 

in Indochina puts us in the obligation to ask for permission for our planes to fly over 

India. These are the reasons which should not be forgotten during our intervention in 

the [Kashmir] debate.”  



The new Indian government, which had championed the principle of 

non-violence against the British, was keen to show the world that 

conflicts could be solved without recourse to force. According to many, 

the Pakistani invasion of Kashmir opened Nehru’s eyes; India had to 

defend itself. Nonetheless, India was still not ready when the Chinese 

descended the slopes of Thakla ridge on October 20, 1962. 

 

The Colonial Factor 

Another factor which weighed heavily in Indo-French relations is the 

hangover of the colonial era. The British left the subcontinent in 

August 19475, while the French remained present in five tiny 

Establishments  known in French as comptoirs. For several reasons6, 

Paris could not follow the British example at that time but over the 

years it became increasingly difficult to shed the entrenched positions 

to find an honourable way-out for France to return to India the 

suzerainty over the French Establishments in India. Only the wisdom 

and the determination of the French Premier Pierre Mendès-France in 

1954 saved both nations from a longer and even more unpleasant 

conflict7.  

                                                 
5 However both dominions of India and Pakistan kept British Commanders-in-Chief 

for some time; both newly-born nations remained in the Commonwealth; India kept 

a British Governor-General for nearly one year. The British left behind the best (or 

the worst) of their political, administrative and judicial systems as well as their 

language. All this had a tremendous influence on the defence relations with the 

United Kingdom (and France). 
6 Mendes-France decided to return the French Establishments to India the day after 

the successful conclusion of the Geneva Conference on Indochina (July 20, 1954). 

See: Arpi Claude, La politique française de Nehru – 1947-1954 (Collection des 

Pavillons, Auroville, 2001)  
7 Though de Gaulle said later that India used an “unacceptable brutality” to get the 

French out! 



It is also important to note the parallel between the fate of the French 

Establishments in India and the situation in other French colonies, 

particularly in Indochina and North Africa. The de facto transfer of the 

French Establishments was linked to the fate of the Geneva 

Conference on Indochina and the de jure transfer was ratified by the 

Parliament soon after the Evian Agreement on Algeria. These 

elements, though external to the bilateral relations between India and 

France, played an important historical role. 

 

First phase: 1947-1962: the Colonial Hangover 

Historians usually consider the period between 1947 and 1962 as the 

first phase of the Indo-French relations. Year 1962 was for France the 

year it constitutionally departed from the subcontinent (cession de 

jure) and for India, it marked the end of the dream of a Hindi-Chini 

bhai-bhai relationship. 

On September 22, 1962, General de Gaulle received Nehru in Paris. 

Nehru first congratulated him for the settlement of the Algerian crisis 

as well as the ratification of the cession of the French Establishments 

in India. De Gaulle replied that he was happy to see that India had 

dealt successfully with some of the issues on which the West had had 

doubts at the time of independence.  

During a later encounter with the Indian Ambassador, the General 

conveyed to him what would be the core of the French position for 

several decades. He told Jung: “France is the friend of India, not its 

ally and therefore will not provide any [military] support which in any 

case, has not been requested by India.”  

Unfortunately for India, a year later, General de Gaulle started looking 

more eastward. On January 31, 1964, he declared: “China, a great 

people, the most populous of the planet, a race patient, industrious, 



hard-working …a State more ancient than history, steadfast and proud 

of its ageless continuity; that is China of the age.” He had decided to 

recognize the People’s Republic of China. France had found a new 

friend.  

The Americans were deeply unhappy. Chester Bowles, the new US 

Ambassador in Delhi told the Secretary of State: “Recognition is 

primarily [an] act demonstrating French independence of American 

control in foreign affairs.” And he added: “No concession or bribe of 

any kind will affect de Gaulle's attitude or policies. He would regard 

any such gesture on our part as confirmation of the correctness of his 

views.” 

This ‘independent’ attitude of the French government was in many 

ways similar to the one advocated by Nehru, minus of course, the 

Force de frappe8. Unfortunately for the two nations, this did not 

translate into a significant improvement in the Indo-French relations.  

After the October-November 1962 debacle, India turned its energies 

towards self-reliance. Nehru had to build up the nation’s defence 

against an enemy that the Prime Minister had thought to be a brother. 

During the four-week long India-China war, Delhi had looked westward 

for support. Paradoxically, though Moscow’s stance had been 

ambiguous during the conflict, during the following decades Delhi 

increasingly relied on the Soviet Union for its arms supply.  

France remained a friend, not an ally. Arms supplies from France 

reached nevertheless $ 323 million between 1963 and 1971, while the 

tally of the Soviet Union touched $ 7,100 million (with $ 76 million for 

the US).  

                                                 
8 ‘Strike Force’ in French, for dissuasion or deterrence. 



Paris’s approach was businesslike and restricted to arms sales.9 

During the period between 1962 and 1971, the French sales mainly 

pertained to Alizé aircrafts, AS-30 air-to-surface missiles, Entac and 

SS-11/AS-11 anti-tank missiles. 

 

Phase 2: 1963-1971 

In the following years, the increase in American armament deliveries 

to Pakistan worsened the situation in South Asia (Pakistan was 

supplied $ 285 million between 1963 and 1965, while India received $ 

75 million only). This probably emboldened Pakistan to start Operation 

Gibraltar10 which triggered a new conflict between India and Pakistan 

in September 1965. During the short war, France followed the US’s 

leadership and imposed an arm embargo against the belligerents. Paris 

however continued to send spare parts for French aircrafts. The 

embargo was lifted in March 1966.  

The ‘commercial’ attitude of the French government was not always 

appreciated by its Western allies, but it enhanced France’s image in 

Delhi who probably considered France as the most reliable Western 

‘friend’. 

 

Phase 3: 1971-1990 

The Office of the Historian of the US State Department which has 

recently released the declassified documents of the Nixon 

                                                 
9 Some French technicians are said to have visited India soon after the conflict to 

improve the efficiency of the engines of the AMX 13 tanks in high altitude. The war 

was an excellent occasion for French engineers to test the limits of their material in 

such tough terrain. 
10 Code name of the plan launched in August 1965 by Pakistan to infiltrate the State 

of Jammu and Kashmir to foment an insurgency in the Valley.  



Administration terms the policy of the US President as ‘The Tilt’11. 

While Washington tilted heavily towards Karachi during the Bangladesh 

Liberation War, Paris’ position was more balanced. 

During the debate in the UN Security Council, the French 

Representative declared: “We appreciate the fact that India cannot feel 

satisfied with a superficial solution when it has millions of refugees 

under its care”. The Indian Official Report of the 1971 war stated that 

although the UK and France were both allies of the United States, 

“they did not toe the American line”. 

During this period, France remained India’s ‘friend’. This translated 

into moderate arms sales during the next twenty years. From 1971 till 

its collapse in 1989, the Soviet Union supplied $ 33,622 million dollars 

of armament to India, while France was only the third exporter with $ 

2,113 million (after the United Kingdom $ 7,001 millions).12 One 

thousand short range air-to-air missiles R-550 Magic-1 and 40 PA-6 

diesel engines for offshore patrol vessels were ordered in 1979 as well 

as thousands of Milan anti-tank missiles in 1981.  

Although the purchase of 150 Mirages 2000 was announced in 

December 1981 to counter the American F 16 ordered by Pakistan, the 

final agreement was for 40 planes only. A preferential credit rate of 

9,25 % was offered to India.13 Since India needed the fighter aircraft 

                                                 
11 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969–1976 Volume XI South Asia Crisis, 

1971, Department of State Publication, Office of the Historian, Bureau of Public 

Affairs, Washington, 2005. 
12 The Franco-British Jaguar aircrafts purchased in 1979 is part of the British tally. 
13 ISNARD Jacques, (La France s'est engagée à livrer quarante Mirage-2000 à l'Inde), 

Le Monde 17 avril 1982. 



quickly, the first part of an initial batch of 26 single-seaters and 4 two-

seaters was shipped in 1985.14  

The second part of this initial batch consisted of 10 more single-

seaters with the M53-P2 engine, with these aircraft designated Mirage 

2000H. A second batch of six Mirage 2000H single-seaters and three 

Mirage 2000TH two-seaters was shipped in 1987-1988. En 1986, 9 

more planes were ordered.15 

By the end of 198216, India received its first Milans, the reputed 

Franco-German anti-tank guided missile. The Bharat Dynamics Limited 

started manufacturing them in January 1985 under a French license.17 

Before President Mitterrand’s visit in February 1989, France concluded 

a contract for the feasibility study of the construction of an aircraft-

carrier in the dockyards of Cochin for the Indian Navy; this project 

never fructified. 

It is necessary to mention some events which (directly or indirectly) 

played a role in the Indo-French relations during these two decades. 

The contacts between India and France could be said cloudless (except 

                                                 
14 As a bonus, Indian engineers received a six-month training in France with Dassault 

and Dassault-Systems. In 1984, they were the core group who started the 

Aeronautical Development Agency (ADA) in Bangalore. The ADA was to oversee the 

development of India's Light Combat Aircraft (LCA) program.  
15 On 17th March 1998 an agreement was concluded between HAL and Dassault 

Aviation authorizing HAL to offer over-hauling facilities for Mirage and global 

customers.  

In 2000, Delhi gave its green light to purchase 10 more Mirage 2000H for the IAF. 

The contract represented an amount of 378 millions Euros. It was considered as an 

extension of the 1986 delivery (the IAF having lost 3 planes during training flights). 
16 Le Monde, 22 décembre 1982  
17  Indian Milan under way, Jane's Defence Weekly, Londres, 22 mars 1986, page 

503. 



for Paris’ propensity to equate Delhi and Islamabad), but lacking 

dynamism (some watchers called them ‘lethargic’). 

1. In May 1974, India tested a plutonium bomb in Pokhran in the 

desert of Rajasthan. During the following 8 years, French 

collaboration for civilian use of the atom was discontinued.  

2. In the mid-seventies, Indian and French intelligence had a very 

friendly rapport. It is said that the R&AW Chief, RN Kao traveled 

to Paris to meet his counterpart, Alexandre de Marenches to set 

up a tripartite collaboration between the R&AW, the SDECE and 

the Iranian SAVAC.  

3. The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan reinforced the position of 

Pakistan as the favorite partner of the United States in the 

region, creating simultaneously an arms race in the region. It 

was difficult to convince Delhi that the US supplies were against 

the Russian presence in Afghanistan only. In these 

circumstances, Paris could have been an alternative to the Soviet 

Union for defence collaboration with India. It did not fructify. 

4. In 1982, an India-France Defence Memorandum of 

Understanding was signed18. Later the creation of an armament 

committee and an Indo-French Defence Cooperation Working 

Group helped to start institutionalizing the relations in the field 

of defence, in fact mainly in armament transfer. 

5. With India spending more than 3% of its GDP on defence 

expenditure, Delhi became the world’s largest importer of 

armament. For the period between 1972 and 1991, France’s 

share remained below 5% of the total import bill while the Soviet 

Union cornered 72%. 

                                                 
18 Roger Constance, Indo-French Defence Cooperation — Friends in Need or Friends 

Indeed, IPCS Research Papers (New Delhi, March 2007). 



6. A few months after Indira Gandhi was assassinated in October 

1984, a ‘spy scandal19, the most serious ever’, as per Rajiv 

Gandhi, made the front page of the Indian media. French 

intelligence officers used to visit the PMO, select thousands of 

documents and take photocopies of whatever files interested 

them. The French Ambassador was eventually declared persona 

non grata and given 48 hours to leave the country. The 

Hindustan Times wrote that the extent of the scam "staggered 

the imagination of investigating officials …The security system 

and our vital papers have been stripped clean." This did not 

hamper India’s collaboration with France (particularly for the 

Mirage deal). Le Monde in an article before the State visit of 

President Mitterrand in 1989 stated that Rajiv Gandhi ‘had 

forgiven’ France. 

7. In 1984, the Siachen became the highest battlefield in the world. 

Though the high altitude forbids the use of heavy weapons, 

small equipment became in demand. One should point out the 

extraordinary service of the Cheetah and the Chetak (ex-

Allouette) helicopters.  

8. Another scam which had indirect ramifications for France is the 

Bofors arms deal which has remained in the news for the past 

twenty years. After his retirement the former Army Chief 

General K. Sundarji affirmed: “In 1982, talks were going on with 

the French government for 300-odd pieces of Sofma self-

propelled guns. I then suggested the French gun because the 

army decided that the performance and trials held in India could 

be the basis of selection. And the Sofma fitted into the 

category. » The rest of the story is known.  

                                                 
19 Known as the Coomar Narain Case in India. 



9. What India considered as one of the most damaging aspect for 

the bilateral relations was Paris’ ambivalent relation with 

Pakistan. France’s equating India and Pakistan remained a 

serious bone of contention between Delhi and Paris during the 

two decades20. 

These are some of the events which influenced, in one way or another, 

the bilateral relations in the field of defence between the 2 nations 

during this period. 

 

Phase 1991-1998: India becomes a power to reckon 

As already mentioned, the most interesting aspect of the 90’s was the 

tremendous boost in bilateral relations given by the visits of President 

Chirac in January 1998 and Prime Minister Vajpayee’s trip to Paris later 

in the year. By then, India had become a major power for France. 

The most striking feature was the setting up of a framework for a 

strategic partnership. Before reaching Delhi, the French President had 

declared that he was keen on an ‘ambitious partnership’. Using a de 

Gaulle-like language, Jacques Chirac saluted India, “a nation which has 

affirmed its personality on the world stage”. He said that he had come 

to show that “France wanted to accompany India in its potent march 

[towards the future].” 

These events set in motion a closer collaboration. From the friendship 

mentioned by de Gaulle, the relation had become a partnership.  

                                                 
20 On February 20, 1989 Le Monde’s correspondent wrote: “Paris is trying to keep a 

certain balance in its relations between Islamabad and New Delhi, though India, in 

view of its size and influence, has long been privileged by the French diplomacy. Still 

today, our regional policy is a sensitive issue due to the exacerbated susceptibilities 

between India and Pakistan. The visit [to Pakistan] of Mr. Mitterrand will be 

examined in Delhi with a magnifier…” 



• A Strategic Dialogue at the level of National Security Advisors 

provides both sides an opportunity to review the evolution of the 

overall global security situation and emerging challenges in 

various parts of the world (17 rounds have been held so far).  

• A High Level Committee for Defence at the level of Defence 

Secretaries, works through its three specialized sub-committees, 

dealing with issues related to defence cooperation.  

• A Joint Working Group on Terrorism has been established to 

cooperate in the fight against terrorism  

• Annual consultations between the two foreign ministries are held 

at the level of Foreign Secretaries.  

• A Joint Committee for Economic and Technical Cooperation at 

the level of Ministers of Commerce 

This partnership is still today the basis for the bilateral relations 

between France and India.  

In the following years, through a series of official visits at the highest 

level, both governments managed to build on this solid foundation.  

 

The visit of Dr. Manmohan Singh to Paris in September 2005  

On the occasion of the Prime Minister’s visit to France on September 

15, 2005, the French Ministry of External Affairs stated: 

Indian Prime Minister Manmohan Singh made an official visit to 

France on Monday, the first at this level since1998. After being 

welcomed by the defense minister on his arrival, he met 

successively with the President and Prime Minister. He also met 

the CEOs of 40 big French groups at a meeting with the minister 

delegate for foreign trade for a detailed exchange on how best to 

approach the Indian market. For his part, Foreign Minister 



Philippe Douste-Blazy had a meeting with his counterpart, 

Natwar Singh. 

According to the communiqué the visit injected a new energy into the 

strategic partnership between France and India established in January 

1998. 

The French President emphasized the importance for Paris of civilian 

nuclear energy. While quoting the Indian government’s confirmation of 

the acquisition of six Scorpène submarines, the French President 

confirmed France’s willingness to prepare for the conclusion of a 

framework agreement in the area of defense. 

A target of doubling trade in five years was set, “focusing in particular 

on industrial partnerships between French and Indian groups. India’s 

confirmation that it would purchase 43 Airbuses for Indian Airlines is a 

very encouraging first step”. 

Dr Manmohan Singh who was on his way for the UN summit in New 

York received the assurance that Paris would maintain its active 

support for India’s bid for a permanent seat on the Security Council. 

The India Prime Minister expressed his interest in French proposals on 

financing for development and international governance of the 

environment. President Chirac was invited to visit India in February, 

which he accepted. 

 

President Chirac’s visit in 2006. 

The visit cemented further the close relations between the two nations, 

though Chirac’s trip was marred by the Clémenceau controversy. On 

the eve of the visit, France’s ambassador Dominique Girard had 

summed up the relations: “Our two nations now more than ever before 

have a major responsibility in relation to the rest of the international 

community and the promotion of peace and development. The 



strategic partnership that they have forged with one another must be 

based on sound and coordinated defence systems”. 

This was followed by: 

• President Sarkozy’s short visit in January 2008 on the occasion 

of the Republic Day celebrations21 

• Dr Manmohan’s visit in September 2008 to sign the first civil 

nuclear deal22 

• Dr Manmohan Singh in Paris in July 2009 on the occasion of the 

French National Day23 

• President Sarkozy’s visit in December 2010 to sign several 

important bilateral agreements24. 

 

Relations between India and France after the change of guard 

in France 

Many in India ask the question: will the election of Francois Hollande 

as President of the French Republic change Indo-French relations? 

                                                 
21 See my assessment on the visit:  

http://www.rediff.com///news/2008/jan/24claude.htm and 

http://www.rediff.com///news/2008/jan/30claude.htm  and my interview with the 

French Ambassador in India http://specials.rediff.com/news/2008/jul/25sld1.htm 
22 See my assessment on the visit 

http://specials.rediff.com/news/2008/oct/03slid1.htm and interview with the Indian 

Ambassador to France, Mr Ranjan Mathai: 

http://www.rediff.com/news/2008/sep/29inter.htm and 

http://in.rediff.com/news/2008/sep/30inter.htm 
23 See my assessment on the visit : http://www.sify.com/news/the-pm-s-peculiar-

trip-news-columns-jhxlWEgbjff.html  
24  Interview of the Indian Ambassador in France: http://www.rediff.com/news/slide-

show/slide-show-1-indias-ambassador-to-france-on-nicolas-sarkozys-

visit/20101203.htm also 

http://www.claudearpi.net/maintenance/uploaded_pics/Geoploitics.pdf 



The answer is, probably not.  

First, it is true that the word ‘India’ did not appear a single time during 

the entire campaign. But to understand Hollande’s probable position, it 

is worth mentioning an article published in Le Monde on May 22, 1981 

titled: “India chooses the Mirage 2000 to modernize its Air Force”. 

A day earlier, Francois Mitterrand had become the first elected 

Socialist President of the 5th Republic. At that time, Pakistan was 

trying hard to acquire F-16 fighter planes from the US; India’s 

purchase of 150 Mirage 2000 from France on this historic day had a 

symbolic implication.  

In April 1982, a few months before President Mitterrand’s first State 

visit to India, the final agreement was signed. Though eventually all 

the Mirages were not delivered, the collaboration between Dassault 

Aviation and India has continued till date and during his last visit to 

India in December 2010, President Sarkozy signed an agreement for 

the ‘refitting’ of some 52 Mirages for about 2 billion dollars. 

Before President Mitterrand’s second visit to India in February 1989, 

France concluded a contract for the feasibility study of the construction 

of an aircraft-carrier in the dockyards of Cochin for the Indian Navy; 

this project never fructified, but the intention was good. 

One can expect President Hollande to follow in the footsteps of his 

political guru (Mitterrand) and ensure that the contract for the 126 

medium multirole combat aircraft (MMRCA) will be concluded at the 

earliest. It is in the interest of both France and India. 

The selection of the Rafales (meaning a 'gust of wind') and their 

induction in the IAF could mark a new beginning in the long and 

trusted partnership, started in the 1950's, between France and India.  

 

Defence 



A telling happening is the visit of the Indian Air Chief to France soon 

after the French Presidential Election and Francois Hollande’s take-over 

as President of the Republic. 

A communiqué of the French Ministry of Defence says:  

Air Chief Marshal Jean-Paul Paloméros, Chief of the French Air 

Force Staff, received his Indian counterpart, Air Chief Marshal 

Norman Anil Kumar Browne at Paris Air Force Station 117 and 

Headquarters on Tuesday 22 May 2012 morning.  

Military honours were extended to Air Chief Marshal Browne by a 

unit of this Paris airbase as the national anthems of both 

countries were played by the Air Force band. Thereafter, Air 

Chief Marshal Paloméros held discussions with Air Chief Marshal 

Browne, followed by a presentation on the organisation of the 

[French] Air Force.  

In the afternoon, the Indian Air Chief also met Mr Jean-Yves Le 

Drian, Hon’ble French Minister of Defence, and the Chairman of 

the French Joint Chiefs of Staff Committee, Admiral Édouard 

Guillaud  

During his official visit till Friday 25 May, Air Chief Marshal 

Browne will also visit the operational facilities of the Saint-Dizier 

113, Cognac 709 and Istres 125 air force stations.  

This visit marks the continuity of a rich bilateral cooperation 

strengthened by ties of friendship between the respective Air 

Forces of the two countries.  

This visit is probably symbolic of the reinforced partnership between 

India and France. Will it be concretized by the sales of 126 Rafales. We 

will probably have to wait a few more months to know. 

 



Civil Nuclear Cooperation 

In September 2008, France was the first country to sign a civilian 

nuclear deal with India.  

In December 2010, President Sarkozy visited India for a second time. 

The main feature of his visit was the decision of Delhi and Paris to 

build two European Pressurized Reactors (also known as Evolutionary 

Power Reactor or EPR) of 1650 MW each for an estimated cost of 

about 9.5 billion dollars. A ‘framework agreement’ was signed. Due to 

the complexity of the project between Areva and the Nuclear Power 

Corporation of India Limited (NPCIL), it will take some more time for 

the project to reach its final conclusion. 

The Jaitapur site in Maharashtra will ultimately have six reactors and 

produce 10,000 MW of power, a boon for ‘developing’ India. The Joint 

Declaration rightly says that “the signing of the General Framework 

Agreement between NPCIL and Areva represents a significant 

milestone.”  

Will President Hollande honour these agreements? 

Let us have a look at Candidate Hollande’s electoral promises in the 

nuclear field? There are 3: 

• To reduce the share of the nuclear in electricity production from 

75% to 50% by year 2025. 

• To close down the Fessenheim, the first French nuclear plant 

dating from the 1950’s 

• To pursue the construction of the EPR in Flamanville 

No doubt that President Hollande will vigorously pursue the Indo-

French collaboration in Jaitapur by giving all necessary assurances to 

the Indian authorities and public about the safety of the ‘evolutionary’ 

plants. 

 



Education  

One domain where a lot needs to be done is the field of educational 

exchange.  

Mrs. Valerie Pécresse, a former French Minister for Higher Education 

had announced in 2007 a target of 4000 Indian students going to 

France for higher studies. Two years later, when President Sarkozy 

visited India, the objective had not been reached.  

At that time, collaboration between IIT Jodhpur and France was 

started with much fanfare. The scheme is today progressing at a slow 

pace. According to The Indian Express: “France has termed the IIT 

Jodhpur academic environment and faculty rather unimpressive and 

the IIT in turn has said what the French are offering them is far too 

little for an institute of its stature.” 

There is a lot to be done in this field, which could be a crucial element 

to lay a more sustainable foundation for the partnership. 

Let us not forget that during the past 5 years, a large number of 

French companies such Michelin, Renault, Alstom, etc. have put up 

factories in India and they need to employ French-speaking Indian 

graduates. President Hollande or his Education Minister will have to 

work hard on the issue. 

As for cultural relations, they will go on regardless of who is at the 

helm of India or France.   

There is however no doubt that a solid political relation with France 

could balance India’s foreign relations which have often tilted towards 

the United States or Russia. In conclusion, the relations between 

France and India are relations between equals. It has not always been 

the case, but the 1998 Strategic Partnership has brought a higher level 

of bilateral dialogue, which has been deepened with the subsequent 



official visits of French dignitaries in India and the reciprocal visits of 

Indian leaders in France. 

Though the cultural relations have not been mentioned in this paper, it 

is a domain which has remained booming. After l’Année de la France 

en Inde (the Year of France in India -1985,) the Year of India in France 

in 1989 and more recently festivals like Namaste France or Bonjour 

India have helped maintained a high level of cultural relations between 

the people of the two countries. 

 

What could be done to make the partnership more meaningful? 

The points made in the first part of this paper are of course applicable 

to Indo-French relations. We can also add a few specific issues related 

to both countries. 

 

1- From India’s side. 

Whatever issues have previously hindered the full-development of the 

bilateral relations do not exist today. There is no more past colonial 

hangover, no more pretext of India’s so-called non-alignment or 

France’s adherence to the Western position on the Kashmir issue. 

However the language remains a barrier. The difficulty to find Indian 

students willing to complete their higher studies in France is 

symptomatic of this problem. India has been unable to send 4,000 

Indian students to France as envisaged by Ms Precresse, and this 

figure is far from sight. 

More effort should be made on both sides in this domain. 

Not only is the language a problem but most Indian students prefer to 

go the US/UK where many already have family and friends. 

Regarding the economy, though progress has been made, one often 

hears: “It is impossible to do business with India”. 



Problems like lack of proper infrastructure and corruption slow down 

the full blooming of the relations. It will have to be remedied, but it 

may take time. 

Another problem is the ‘hate-love’ relationship with the United States. 

One still remembers the recepton of President Bill Clinton in the Indian 

Parliament. Every MP wanted to have his darshan, to touch him, even 

hard-core communists. This will not happen soon to a French 

President.  

The Indo-French relations will have to remain on a more sustainable, 

less emotional basis. 

 

2- From France’s side 

External factors of the past have also disappeared: French colonial 

past in Indochina and Africa (and Nehru’s aversion for colonialism), 

General de Gaulle’s ‘discovery’ of China, Paris’ alliance with other 

Western powers, etc.  

Since 1998, Paris has turned a page. The policy of equidistance 

between Delhi and Islamabad which hampered the ‘friendship’ 

between Paris and Delhi, is no more, a new page was turned.  

After September 11, 2001, it became even more obvious that India 

and Pakistan could not be equated.  

It is however a fact that in France, India does not fascinate like China 

does; very little can be done about this. China today gets far more 

coverage than India in the French media. It is pity. A vibrant 

democracy like India should attract more economic and cultural 

attention than a nation based on one-party system.  

There is certainly a question of time, but one can hope that in the 

future, the French media and political class will realize the potential of 

India and the many shared values between the two countries. 



It has to be noted that are very few serious think tanks in France 

looking at India. It should certainly be remedied. 

French political leadership should make an effort to try to know India 

better, to understand India. More institutional and private visits could 

help a great deal. 

But generally speaking, the Indo-French relations are on a good track. 


