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Abstract

India’s relations with the Gulf states from 1947 to the 1990s evolved significantly, shaped by a
combination of political, economic, and cultural factors. This paper explores the trajectory of India's
engagement with the Gulf region, starting with the idealistic non-alignment approach post-
independence, and transitioning to pragmatic realpolitik by the 1990s. Initially, India shared a
strong anti-colonial sentiment with many Arab nations, supported the Palestinian cause, and sought
to avoid Cold War polarization through the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM). However, the
geopolitical complexities of the Arab-Israeli conflicts, oil crises, and sectarian divisions in the
Middle East presented challenges that required a more nuanced approach. Economic
considerations, particularly India's dependence on oil imports and remittances from the Gulf
diaspora, became pivotal drivers of its foreign policy. By the 1990s, India’s foreign policy shifted
towards strategic partnerships with key Gulf states, such as Iran and Saudi Arabia, while also
opening diplomatic relations with Israel. The Gulf War (1990-1991) underscored the region's
strategic importance for India, particularly concerning energy security and the welfare of its
diaspora. This paper concludes that by the end of the 20th century, India had moved from ideological
alignment to a multifaceted and pragmatic relationship with the Gulf, balancing economic, cultural,
and strategic imperatives. The evolving ties laid the groundwork for deeper economic integration
and strategic cooperation in the 21st century, addressing shared challenges like terrorism and
regional instability.
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Introduction:

India’s connection with the Middle East is ancient, forged through centuries of trade, cultural
exchange, and pilgrimage. However, the establishment of independent India in 1947 marked a new
era in formally defining and shaping this relationship. The period between 1947 and 2000 witnessed
significant global and regional transformations that deeply influenced India's foreign policy towards
the Middle East. From initial solidarity and ideological alignment to pragmatic realpolitik and
strategic realignment, India's engagement with the region evolved in response to changing
geopolitical realities. This paper seeks to analyze the complexities of this evolving relationship,
exploring its drivers, challenges, and implications for both India and the Middle East.

Early Years: Idealism and Non-Alignment (1947-1960s):

In the immediate aftermath of independence, India, under the leadership of Jawaharlal Nehru,
adopted a policy of non-alignment, seeking to avoid entanglement in the Cold War rivalry between
the US and the Soviet Union. This aligned well with the prevailing sentiments of many newly
independent nations in the Middle East, particularly those that embraced Pan-Arabism and anti-
colonialism.

o Shared ldeals: India shared a strong anti-colonial sentiment with many Arab nations and
supported their struggle for independence from European powers.

o Support for Palestine: India consistently supported the Palestinian cause and opposed the
creation of the State of Israel in 1948. This stance was largely influenced by domestic
political considerations, particularly the large Muslim population in India, and a broader
commitment to principles of self-determination.

¢ Non-Alignment Movement (NAM): India played a crucial role in the formation of the
NAM, which provided a platform for India and several Middle Eastern countries to
advocate for a more just and equitable global order. Leaders like Gamal Abdel Nasser of
Egypt and Sukarno of Indonesia were key figures in the NAM alongside Nehru.

Challenges and Shifting Priorities (1960s-1980s):
The 1960s and 70s witnessed a number of events that presented challenges to India's idealized

image of the Middle East and necessitated a more pragmatic approach.
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e The Arab-Israeli Conflicts: The successive Arab-Israeli wars (1967 and 1973)
complicated India’s relationship with the region. While India maintained its support for the
Palestinian cause, the oil crises that followed the 1973 war made India increasingly
dependent on oil imports from Arab countries.

e Growing Disconnect: The rise of Islamic fundamentalism and the Iran-Irag War (1980-
1988) presented new challenges. While India maintained a neutral position in the conflict,
the war disrupted oil supplies and highlighted the growing sectarian divisions within the
region.

o Economic Considerations: India's growing dependence on oil imports from the Middle
East became a significant factor in shaping its foreign policy. Maintaining stable relations
with major oil-producing countries like Saudi Arabia, Irag, and Iran became a priority. The
flow of remittances from Indian workers in the Gulf also became a crucial source of foreign
exchange.

e The Islamic Conference: The Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC), previously
considered a symbolic entity, began projecting a more assertive stance on the Kashmir
issue, prompting India to adopt a more cautious approach in its dealings with member
states.

Pragmatism and Strategic Realignment (1990s):
The end of the Cold War brought significant changes to the global geopolitical landscape,
prompting India to reassess its foreign policy priorities.

o Economic Liberalization: India's economic liberalization in 1991 opened up new avenues
for economic cooperation with the Middle East. Trade and investment flows between India
and the region increased significantly.

« Engagement with Israel: India established full diplomatic relations with Israel in 1992.
This decision, a significant departure from its earlier stance, was driven by a combination
of factors, including the collapse of the Soviet Union, the changing international
environment, and the potential for cooperation in areas such as agriculture, defence, and

technology.
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o Strategic Partnerships: India sought to develop strategic partnerships with key countries
in the Middle East, including Iran and Saudi Arabia. This was driven by a desire to ensure
energy security, counter terrorism, and promote regional stability.

e The Gulf War (1990-1991): India's response to the First Gulf War was cautious, reflecting
its dependence on oil supplies from the region and the presence of a large Indian diaspora
in Kuwait and Irag. After the war, India focused on strengthening its ties with the Gulf
states and ensuring the safety and welfare of its citizens working there.

Case Studies: Key Relationships:

e India and Iran: Historically, India and Iran have shared strong cultural and economic ties.
During the period under review, India sought to maintain a balanced relationship with Iran,
despite US pressure. The development of the Chabahar Port project, initiated during this
period, aimed to provide India with an alternative route to Afghanistan and Central Asia,
bypassing Pakistan.

e India and Saudi Arabia: The relationship between India and Saudi Arabia was primarily
driven by economic considerations. Saudi Arabia is a major source of oil for India, and the
large Indian diaspora in Saudi Arabia contributes significantly to India's economy through
remittances.

o India and Israel: The establishment of full diplomatic relations in 1992 marked a
significant turning point in India’s foreign policy. India and Israel have developed close
cooperation in areas such as defense, agriculture, and technology.

« India and Egypt: Both countries were founding members of the Non-Aligned Movement,
sharing a commitment to anti-colonialism and a multipolar world order. India and Egypt
maintained cordial ties, focusing on economic and cultural cooperation.

Conclusion:
The period between 1947 and 2000 witnessed a complex and evolving relationship between India
and the Middle East. From an initial focus on solidarity and ideological alignment, India's

approach became increasingly pragmatic and driven by economic and strategic considerations. The
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Cold War, the Arab-Israeli conflict, the rise of Islamic fundamentalism, and the evolving energy

landscape all played a role in shaping India's engagement with the region.

By the end of the 20th century, India had established a more diverse and nuanced relationship with

the Middle East, characterized by economic interdependence, strategic partnerships, and a greater

willingness to engage with all countries in the region, regardless of their political orientation. This
period laid the foundation for the contemporary Indo-Middle East relationship, which is
characterized by even greater economic integration, security cooperation, and strategic
convergence in addressing shared challenges such as terrorism and regional instability.

Further Research:

o A deeper analysis of the role of energy security in shaping India's foreign policy towards
the Middle East.

o A comparative study of India's relations with different countries in the Middle East,
focusing on the specific drivers and challenges in each relationship.

e An examination of the impact of the Indian diaspora in the Middle East on India's foreign
policy.

e The influence of domestic political factors, including religious and ethnic considerations,
on India's Middle East policy.

This paper provides a broad overview of the evolution of Indo-Middle East relations between 1947

and 2000. Further research is needed to explore the various dimensions of this important

relationship in greater detail.
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