Revisiting Nehru’s Non-alignment Policy during the Russia-Ukraine
war

Introduction
“The power of nations assembled here is not military power or economic
power, nevertheless it is power. Call it moral force”.
-Jawaharlal Nehru At the first NAM Conference in 1961
Since independence India had adopted the policy of ‘Non-Alignment’. The term nonalignment denotes different meanings to different people. Western Scholars like Hans J.
Morgenthau, George Liska, Lawrence W.Marton and others have preferred the term
‘neutralism’ or ‘neutrality’ to ‘non-alignment’ but initially non-alignment started as a
movement by the third world countries to have a separate identity from the bi-polar politics
of United States and the USSR in particular or the socialistic and capitalistic bloc in
general. Non-Alignment is defined as a policy of keeping out alliances in general and
military pacts in particular. The term is very close to neutralism since the basic object of the
two is ‘non-involvement in Gold War’ in particular, and in the actual war in general
(Devender,1986). The Indian policy of Non-alignment has more or less succeeded in
maintaining good relations with powers that quarrel among themselves (Fabian,2019).

NAM: A Conceptual Framework
Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru, the first Prime Minister of the Independent Republic of India is
considered to be the father of Indian Non-Alignment. Even before the Indian Independence
Nehru in the Viceroy’s Executive Council as vice chairman and member in-charge of
External Affairs had made powerful remarks on India’s stand in world politics:
[1]

“We propose as far as possible, to keep away from the power politics of groups,
aligned against one another, which have led in the past to world wars and which
may again lead to disasters to even vaster scale”.
– Nehru, 1946
The above statement of Nehru is similar to the Indian Foreign policy even today. And
further in Asian Relations Conference was held in New Delhi from March 23 to April 2,
1947, Nehru made a powerful remark on the west:
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“We Asia have been petitioners in Western courts and chancelleries. That story
must now belong to the past. We propose to stand on our own feet and to
cooperate with all others who are prepared to cooperate with us. We do not
intend to be playthings of others.”
– Nehru, 1946
After Indian independence, Nehru being a socialist was clear that India would have an
independent foreign policy. And wanted India to play a leadership role without aligning with
any blocs of the world. Safeguarding the National Interest and ensuring World peace were
the main objectives of Nehru’s foreign policy. And he was very clear that this principle of
neutrality was not an easy task. In his own words
“Ultimately foreign policy is the outcome of economic policy, and till that time,
when India has properly evolved her economic policy, her foreign policy will be
rather vague, rather inchoate, and will grope about”
– At the Constituent Assembly in December 1947
To achieve this Nehru put forward the idea of the Non-Alignment Movement (NAM) through
which India got all kinds of assistance from both the blocs since the time of her
independence. On 22 December 1954 meeting in New Delhi Indian Prime Minister
Jawaharlal Nehru and President of Yugoslavia Josip Broz Tito signed a joint statement that
stated :
“The President and the Prime Minister desire to proclaim that the policy of nonalignment adopted and pursued by their respective countries is not “neutrality”
or neutralism and therefore passivity as sometimes alleged, but is a positive,
active, and constructive policy seeking to lead to a collective peace.”
– Text of joint statement by Marshal Josip Tito and Prime Minister Jawaharlal
Nehru, December 23, 1954 (Lorenz,2016).

Bandung Conference
The Bandung Conference which was held from April 18-24, 1955 had an extremely
important legacy of bringing the visionary leaders of Asia and Africa for the first time on a
common platform. Which is still a vital factor in international relations. More importantly,
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the 1955 Bandung Conference led to the establishment of the Non-Aligned Movement
(NAM).

“So far as I am concerned, it does not matter what war takes place; we will not
take part in it unless we have to defend ourselves. If I join any of these big
groups I lose my identity. If all the world were to be divided up between these
two big blocs what would be the result? The inevitable result would be war”
– Prime Minister Nehru: Speech to Bandung Conference Political Committee,
1955

The 1961 Summit Conference of Heads of State or Government of the Non-Aligned
Movement held at Belgrade was the first official conference of the Non-Aligned Movement
which is regarded as the “Third World’s Yalta [2]”. This conference recognized the mutual
interests of the third world.
Rubinstein[3] sums up the elements of this conference as: “nonmembership in any military or
ideological bloc dominated by one of the Great Powers; a commitment to equality in
relations between nations, large and small, powerful and weak; the right of every country to
self-determination; and avoidance of force as a method of settling international disputes”
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(Rubinstein 1970, 80).
The Founders of NAM have preferred to declare it as a movement but not an organization in
order to avoid bureaucratic implications of the latter. Nehru, a Gandhian, and a true
socialist during his term tried to portray India as a peace-loving neutral state and adopted
this policy which helped India to be equidistant from power games played by superpower
nations yet take benefit for both sides for her own needs in agriculture, education, military,
and food grains (Kumar, 2022).

Russia-Ukrainian war and Nehru’s Non-alignment Policy
The goals enshrined by first Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru in the foreign policy of the
country remain relevant even today and have assumed greater salience in the era of
economic liberalization. The Russia-Ukrainian war has led to a rediscovery of Nehru’s Nonalignment in India’s foreign policy. In 1957, a year after the intervention in Hungary, Prime
Minister Jawaharlal Nehru explained in Parliament why India took a non-condemnatory
approach. “There are many things happening in the world from year to year and day to day,
which we have disliked intensely. We have not condemned them because when one is trying
to solve a problem, it doesn’t help calling names and condemning”(Jhon, 2022).

|4

Revisiting Nehru’s Non-alignment Policy during the Russia-Ukraine
war

India is a peace-loving Nation and promoter of Democracy. Thus during the crisis, India
urged “respect for the sovereignty and territorial integrity of states,” called “for the
immediate cessation of violence and hostilities,” regretted “that the path of diplomacy was
given up” and urged the concerned states to “return to it,” and reiterated that “dialogue is
the only answer to settling differences and disputes, however daunting that may appear at
this moment.” But at the same time :
1. India abstained from a US-sponsored United Nations Security Council (UNSC)
resolution that deplores in the strongest terms Russia’s aggression against Ukraine.
2. India abstained from a United Nations General Assembly resolution that censured
Russia for its military actions in Ukraine.
3. India also abstained from the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) resolution
that was related to safety at four nuclear power stations and a number of nuclear
waste sites including Chornobyl, as the Russians seized control of them.
And India has also not imposed any sanctions on Russia, because of the Bilateral relations
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between both countries. Though the USA has been sceptical of India from the beginning, the
Soviet Union has proven to be a staunch supporter of India. Nehru and later Indira Gandhi
cultivated a special relationship with the Soviet Union which helped India strategically. And
also the tactical collaboration with the Soviet Union during the 1971 India-Pakistan war
cannot be forgotten. Russia has been one of the largest suppliers of Arms to India and we
also largely depend on Russian Oil. Based on trust and understanding, Indo-Russian
relations are characterized by stability and continuity.
The West has critically condemned India’s stand on Ukraine. The European and The US
media houses have been critical of India’s neutral stance and called it has Pro-Russian
Stand. Joe Biden, the President of the United States has also described India’s stand as
“somewhat shaky”.
The US government has also warned India of the Consequences by asking India to “stand on
the right side of history”[4]. However, this condemnation cannot really turn into sanctions as
India is one of the most important partners and the US would not want to isolate India.
Australia has already made clear that QUAD has accepted the Indian position in Russia and
understands the same. Therefore, any attempt of sanctioning India, if made by the US would
turn futile (Aavish,2022). And facing dual-threat of China and Pakistan it is important to
note even China and Pakistan have also abstained from voting against Russia. India has
improved its strategic partnership with the U.S., and the West in general, over the last 30
years, while at the same time retaining warm ties with Russia and it is important to continue
these relations.
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During his visit yesterday at U.N. Headquarters, the Prime Minister of India, Jawaharlal
Nehru, met with representatives of the Afro-Asian nations at the Trusteeship Council. Prime
Minister Nehru is photographed during the meeting. Directly behind him is V.K. Krishna
Menon, India’s Representative to the U.N/ Credit UN Photo/Albert Fox

Conclusion
The core principles of Nehru’s Non-Aligned Movement beckons India again to remain
independent, non-aligned to any established or emerging superpower but be friends with all
countries who reciprocate friendship. One-sided alignment can only cause more damage to
India than good. In the words of External Minister S Jaishankar “The most urgent issue is to
prevent hostilities from escalating to a level where it only does harm, Like Lord Krishna,
India has done everything to prevent war and advocate a return to dialogue and diplomacy
India has to manage its historical and strategic interests at stake, as well as larger issues
flowing out of the Ukraine crisis, such as fuel, food and fertilizer shortages”
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While some experts in the field argued that India has moved from “Non-Alignment” to
“Multi-Alignment” or “All-Alignment” based on its conduct of realist notions of foreign
policy. It is important to note that right from the time of Nehru India’s policy was of the
same Kind. To describe India’s policy the proverb “Jack of all, Master of None” can be
altered to “Friend of all, Enemy of none’. This is because India being a developing country
needs all friendly superpowers to collaborate in science, information technology, military,
agriculture, nuclear technology, etc to make us ‘Vishwaguru’ as our present Prime Minister
calls it.

Footnotes
[1] Viceroy’s Executive Council became the executive branch of the interim government.
[2] The Yalta Conference (codenamed Argonaut), also known as the Crimea Conference,
held 4–11 February 1945, was the World War II meeting that brought together Churchill,
Roosevelt and Stalin
[3] Dr. Alvin Z. Rubinstein, professor of political science
[4] US Commerce Secretary Gina Raimondo
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