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ABSTRACT

In the contemporary era of globalization, the concept of power in international relations has
expanded beyond traditional military and economic capabilities to include the ability to
influence through attraction and legitimacy. This form of influence, conceptualized as soft
power by Joseph S. Nye Jr., has become a crucial component of foreign policy for many
nations. India, with its rich civilizational heritage, cultural diversity and democratic values,
possesses significant soft power resources. This study critically examines the sources,
dimensions and application of India’s soft power in its foreign policy. It argues that while
India has substantial cultural and societal assets that enhance its global image, the lack of
institutional coordination and strategic coherence limits its effectiveness. The paper further
highlights the role of cultural diplomacy, diaspora engagement and digital communication in
shaping India’s global presence, while also addressing the challenges posed by global
competition and domestic inconsistencies. The study concludes that a more integrated and
strategic approach is essential for India to fully harness its soft power potential in the
evolving global order.
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he nature of power in international relations has undergone a profound transformation

in the 21% century. While earlier frameworks emphasized military strength and

economic dominance, the contemporary global order increasingly values the ability of
states to influence others through attraction, legitimacy and shared values. Joseph S. Nye Jr.
(2004) introduced the concept of soft power to describe this form of influence, highlighting
its importance in shaping global preferences without coercion. In a world characterized by
interdependence and complex diplomacy, soft power has emerged as a critical instrument of
statecraft.

India presents a unique case in the study of soft power due to its deep civilizational roots and
diverse cultural traditions. Historically, India’s influence extended beyond its geographical
boundaries through the spread of Buddhism, philosophical ideas and trade networks. This
tradition of non-coercive engagement continues to inform India’s contemporary global
identity, often articulated through the principle of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam, which
emphasizes global unity and coexistence. In recent decades, India has increasingly
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recognized the strategic value of soft power, integrating cultural diplomacy, diaspora
engagement and global initiatives into its foreign policy framework.

However, despite its significant potential, India’s soft power remains uneven in its
application. While the country possesses vast cultural and societal resources, the absence of a
coordinated strategy and institutional alignment limits its overall effectiveness. This study
seeks to analyse India’s soft power by examining its key sources, its role in foreign policy
and the challenges it faces in an increasingly competitive global environment.

Research Objectives

This study aims to analyse the nature and significance of India’s soft power in international
relations. It examines the key sources of India’s soft power, including culture, democracy and
diaspora and evaluates their role in shaping global influence. The research also assesses how
soft power is integrated into India’s foreign policy and identifies the major challenges that
limit its effectiveness.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The study is based on a qualitative and analytical approach using secondary data from books,
journal articles and policy reports. It adopts a descriptive and thematic analysis to examine
different dimensions of India’s soft power, such as cultural diplomacy and global
engagement. The research also critically evaluates the strengths and limitations of India’s soft
power, relying on credible academic sources for analysis.

Sources and Dimensions of India’s Soft Power

India’s soft power is derived from a complex interplay of cultural, political and social factors
that have evolved over centuries. One of the most prominent sources is its cultural and
civilizational heritage, which has historically facilitated connections with other regions. The
spread of Buddhism and Indian philosophy across Asia established enduring cultural linkages
that continue to influence contemporary international relations. In the modern era, this
cultural legacy is reflected in global interest in Indian festivals, arts and traditions. However,
as Thussu (2013) argues, cultural resources alone are insufficient unless they are effectively
communicated and integrated into global networks of influence.

Another significant dimension of India’s soft power lies in its spiritual traditions and wellness
practices. Yoga and Ayurveda have gained widespread global recognition as systems
promoting holistic well-being, contributing to India’s image as a source of spiritual and
philosophical knowledge. The international institutionalization of yoga demonstrates India’s
capacity to shape global cultural practices. Nevertheless, the broader strategic utilization of
these assets remains limited, indicating a gap between symbolic influence and policy
integration.

India’s democratic values further enhance its global appeal. As the world’s largest
democracy, India’s commitment to political pluralism, constitutional governance and rule of
law contributes to its international legitimacy. This democratic identity distinguishes India
from many other emerging powers and strengthens its credibility in global affairs. However,
the effectiveness of this dimension depends on the consistency between domestic practices
and international projections, as highlighted by Hall (2010).

The Indian diaspora also plays a crucial role in extending the country’s soft power. Spread
across various parts of the world, diaspora communities act as cultural intermediaries,
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fostering economic, political and social linkages. Kapur (2010) emphasizes that diaspora
networks enhance a nation’s global influence by creating transnational connections. Despite
this, diaspora-driven soft power remains only partially aligned with state policies, limiting its
strategic potential.

Media and popular culture constitute another important dimension of India’s soft power. The
global reach of Indian cinema and entertainment industries has contributed to shaping
perceptions of Indian society. However, increasing competition from global media platforms
necessitates continuous adaptation and innovation to sustain this influence. Similarly, India’s
education system and knowledge traditions contribute to intellectual soft power, although
their global impact remains comparatively limited.

In recent years, digital diplomacy has emerged as a key tool in enhancing India’s global
outreach. The use of digital platforms allows for direct engagement with international
audiences, enabling India to shape narratives and promote its cultural and political values.
Manor (2019) highlights that digital communication has become an essential component of
modern diplomacy, offering new opportunities for influence in a rapidly changing
information environment.

Global Significance of Soft Power

Many countries now understand that they cannot gain global influence only through force or
money. Instead, the ability to attract others through culture, values and ideas has become
more important. Soft power helps countries build strong relationships by promoting shared
values, peaceful cooperation and cultural understanding. In a globalized world where
information spreads quickly and public opinion can influence foreign policy, soft power plays
a key role in shaping a country’s image (Paul, 2014). It allows nations to connect with global
audiences and gain respect without using pressure or force.

This is especially important in today’s multipolar world, where countries like China, the
United States and India are competing for influence. Soft power gives countries an advantage
by helping them stand out through cultural and diplomatic strengths. It also encourages trust,
cooperation and long-term partnerships between nations.

For developing countries like India, soft power provides an opportunity to play a larger role
in global affairs. India can build strong international relationships and increase its global
influence without relying heavily on military or economic power.

Geopolitics and Soft Power

In today’s global politics, there is a clear shift from relying only on military and economic
power to giving more importance to soft power. As the world becomes more connected and
complex, countries now focus on influencing others through culture, diplomacy and shared
values. While military strength and economic resources are still important, they are not
enough to ensure long-term leadership and influence.

Soft power has become a strategic tool for countries to build alliances, improve cooperation
and increase their global influence without using force (Mazumdar, 2020). Nations are now
aware that a positive global image, cultural appeal and effective diplomacy can shape
international outcomes in a more sustainable way.
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For example, the United States has strengthened its soft power through cultural industries
such as films, music and higher education institutions, which attract people from all over the
world. Similarly, China has promoted its soft power through initiatives like the Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI), Confucius Institutes and the global promotion of its culture, aiming to build
strong political and economic relationships.

The rise of digital technology has further increased the importance of soft power. Through
social media, online platforms and global communication networks, countries can directly
engage with international audiences and influence public opinion. In this changing
environment, both developed and developing countries are focusing more on soft power as a
cost-effective and peaceful way to achieve their global goals.

Soft Power in India’s Foreign Policy: Importance and Practice

Soft power plays a vital role in India’s foreign policy by complementing traditional forms of
power and enhancing its global engagement. One of its primary functions is to strengthen
India’s international image and legitimacy. By promoting values such as pluralism, non-
violence and cooperation, India enhances its credibility and fosters trust among nations. This
positive perception facilitates its participation in multilateral institutions and global
governance frameworks.

In addition, soft power enables India to build long-term diplomatic relationships based on
shared values and mutual respect. Historical and cultural ties with regions such as Southeast
Asia and Africa provide a foundation for sustained engagement, reinforcing India’s
diplomatic outreach. Soft power also contributes to economic objectives by promoting
tourism, trade and investment.

India’s role in development and humanitarian assistance further strengthens its soft power.
By providing aid, disaster relief and medical support, India enhances its image as a
responsible and cooperative global actor. These efforts generate goodwill and contribute to
stronger bilateral relationships. However, the effectiveness of these initiatives depends on
their consistency and visibility within a broader strategic framework.

Challenges to India’s Soft Power

Despite its strengths, India’s soft power faces several challenges that limit its global impact.
One of the primary issues is the lack of institutional coordination, as multiple agencies
operate without a unified strategy. This fragmentation reduces the efficiency of soft power
initiatives and hinders their long-term effectiveness.

Another challenge is the inconsistency between domestic realities and international
narratives. Disparities in governance, social issues and policy implementation can undermine
India’s credibility and weaken its soft power appeal. Furthermore, the increasing investment
by other countries in cultural diplomacy creates a competitive environment, requiring India to
adopt more proactive and structured approaches.

Additionally, India’s soft power remains largely organic rather than strategically managed.
While it’s cultural and societal resources are substantial, their full potential is not realized due
to limited policy integration. Addressing these challenges is essential for enhancing India’s
global influence.
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CONCLUSION

The study demonstrates that soft power has become an essential dimension of contemporary
international relations, complementing traditional forms of hard power such as military and
economic strength. India occupies a distinctive position in the global soft power landscape
due to its rich civilizational heritage, cultural diversity, democratic governance and extensive
diaspora networks. These elements collectively contribute to shaping India’s global identity
as a pluralistic, peaceful and culturally vibrant nation. The country’s historical legacy,
reflected in the spread of philosophical traditions and spiritual practices, continues to resonate
across regions, reinforcing long-standing cultural linkages.

In the contemporary era, India has increasingly incorporated soft power into its foreign policy
through instruments such as cultural diplomacy, diaspora engagement, development
cooperation and digital outreach. These efforts have enhanced India’s international image and
facilitated stronger diplomatic and economic relationships. Moreover, India’s role in
humanitarian assistance and global cooperation further strengthens its credibility as a
responsible global actor.

However, the study also finds that India’s soft power potential remains underutilized due to
several structural and strategic limitations. The absence of a cohesive national strategy, lack
of institutional coordination and inconsistencies between domestic realities and international
projections reduce the effectiveness of its soft power initiatives. Additionally, growing global
competition, particularly from major powers investing heavily in cultural diplomacy and
global influence, presents further challenges.

In conclusion, while India possesses significant soft power resources, their impact is
constrained by gaps in strategic planning and implementation. To effectively leverage its soft
power in the evolving multipolar world, India must adopt a more integrated, coherent and
proactive approach that aligns its cultural, political and diplomatic assets with clearly defined
foreign policy objectives.

REFERENCES

Hall, 1. (2010). India’s new public diplomacy: Soft power and the limits of government
action. Asian Survey, 50(6), 1089—-1110.

Kapur, D. (2010). Diaspora, development and democracy: The domestic impact of
international migration from India. Princeton University Press.

Manor, 1. (2019). The digitalization of public diplomacy. Palgrave Macmillan.

Melissen, J. (2005). The new public diplomacy: Soft power in international relations.
Palgrave Macmillan.

Mukherjee, B. (2019, October 18). India’s cultural diplomacy and soft power (Lecture).
Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, Pondicherry University.

Nye, J. S. (2004). Soft power: The means to success in world politics. PublicAffairs.

Sociology Journal. (2025). India’s soft power diplomacy (Vol. 7, Issue 1). Retrieved from
https://www.sociologyjournal.in/assets/archives/2025/vol 7issue1/7004.pdf

Thussu, D. K. (2013). Communicating India’s soft power.: Buddha to Bollywood. Palgrave
Macmillan.

Verma, D. (2023). India’s soft power diplomacy: Leveraging culture, diaspora and yoga for
global influence. Department of Political Science, Satyawati College (University of
Delhi).

© International Journal of Social Impact | ISSN: 2455-670X | 100



India’s Soft Power: An Analytical Study

Acknowledgment

The author(s) appreciates all those who participated in the study and helped to facilitate the
research process.

Conflict of Interest
The author(s) declared no conflict of interest.

How to cite this article: Patani, P. (2026). India’s Soft Power: An Analytical Study.

International Journal of Social Impact, 11(2), 096-101. DIP: 18.02.010/20261102, DOI:
10.25215/2455/1102010

© International Journal of Social Impact | ISSN: 2455-670X | 101



