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The global politico-economic power is gradually shifting towards Asia, 

resulting in a strange metamorphosis. This Asian metamorphosism is 

characterised by changing power equations, transition, and a strategic 

flux. The economic dynamism within the continent along with the rise 

and re-rise of power centres such as India, China and Japan make the 

current times more exciting. As the international and regional arena 

transforms, various countries are trying to adjust to the changes and re -

exploring their roles in the new landscape. Although the ripples of this 

Asian transition are affecting most of the Asian and non-Asian nation-

states, India makes for an interesting case.  

 

India‘s engagement with East and Southeast Asia forms a crucial part of 

its foreign policy and is manifested in its Look East Policy (LEP) or as 

now labeled, the Act East Policy (AEP). The relevance of China for India‘s 

Eastern policy is undeniable. India is witnessing the rise of its Northern 

neighbour, with which it shares a complex mix of rivalry, competition 

and cooperation. Beijing‘s expanding military tentacles and growing 

strategic relations with India‘s neighbours and beyond have been a cause 

of anxiety for New Delhi.  

 

India, it appears, is working towards a regional balance of power in Asia 

by accelerating military and economic cooperation with the East and 
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South East Asian littorals. However, at times, India‘s actions belie such a 

belief. Given this context, this article sheds light on India‘s orientation 

towards the East and what can explain India‘s conflicting behaviour.  

 

This article is divided in three parts - the first briefly deals with the 

different phases of the Look East Policy and the contradictions in Indian 

actions towards the region. In the second part, the article dwells on the 

conceptual framework of the Role theory, which will be subsequently 

utilised to shed light on India‘s self-role towards the East and Southeast 

Asian region. Although India has numerous self-role defined for the 

region, the article looks at India‘s role towards the region with specific 

focus on its equation with China. In the final part, the inter- and intra-

role conflict regarding India‘s orientation towards the  East is discussed, 

which postulates that India‘s mixed actions towards the region can be 

attributed to role conflict. 

 

India‟s Eastward Orientation  

 

India‘s contemporary re -engagement of the East Asian Region can be 

traced back to the initiation of the Look East Policy (LEP) in 1991. The 

policy to re-energise its link with Southeast Asia (SEA) coincided with the 

collapse of New Delhi‘s strongest partner, the Soviet Union and, 

economic reforms within India. The LEP was the culmination of India‘s 

awakening to the immense potential of the Eastern region.  

 

Although the first decade of the LEP di d not prove to be extremely fruitful 

for India, it did lay the grounds for a stronger future engagement.The 

LEP further evolved with the announcement of its ‗second phase‘ in the 

year 2003. The second phase enlarged the scope of the policy, which was 

originally limited to the Southeast Asian countries. In conjunction with a 

continued focus on SEA, India ‗looked‘ towards the extended eastern 

region and incorporated Australia, Japan, South Korea and New Zealand 

into its foreign policy purview. Some meaningful successes,such as the 

signing of India-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement, India‘s membership of the 

East Asia Summit, more structured and robust defence cooperation with 

various countries, were achieved in the second phase. 

 

Marking yet another transition, the LEP received a boost in 2014 when 

Indian Prime Minister, Narendra Modi unveiled the‗Act East Policy‘ (AEP). 

According to Rajendram (2014)1, the Act East Policy is ―more  than just a 

rebranding‖ as the message asserts that India is ―willing to play a more 

active and prominent strategic role, exemplified by enhanced defence 
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di plomacy in East and Southeast Asia.‖ 

 

Some scholars2 see India‘s eastern orientation as a strategy to counter-

balance China‘s expansion, which can be substantiated by New Delhi‘s 

closer relations with countries like Thailand, Vietnam, Japan and 

Australia. While certain Indian actions towards the eastern region 

conform to the tenets of balance of power, some developments also 

indicate a degree of reluctance, possi bly due to the fear of antagonising 

China beyond a limit. This contradiction in India‘s actions poses more 

questions than answers.  

 

To illustrate, India has become much more vocal in articulating its stand 

on the South China Sea (SCS) dispute.  Most recently, in August 2015, 

India‘s Minister of External Affairs  General V.K. Singh (retd) called for 

―freedom of navigation in international waters, including the South China 

Sea and adde d, ―territorial disputes must be settled through peaceful 

means, as was done by India and Bangladesh recently using the 

mechanisms provided under UNCLOS.‖3In May 2015,Indian Ambassador 

to the Philippines, Shri  Lalduhthlana Ralte also made a similar 

statement that,―the claimant countries should observe international law 

and norms that disputes are to be settled peacefully.‖4 These 

developments, according to Ankit Panda, editor at The Diplomat, point 

out that India supports international arbitration in case of the SCS 

issue.5 

 

Despite these periodic statements indicating a growing Indian interest on 

the SCS dispute, New Delhi did not join the regional chorus against 

Beijing (in May 2015) when an American surveillance aircraft flew over 

China‘s man-made islands in the South China Sea, as an act of protest 

against Chinese claims and activities in the region.6 Furthermore, even 

when most expected, the energy of India‘s Act East policy to add to the 

momentum and reassert India‘s political will to engage the region, New 

Delhi decided to not send its Defence Minister to the 2015 Shangri -La 

Dialogue. A high-level Indian participation at the forum would have 

symbolised the government‘s seriousness towards understanding and 

contributing to the regional security challenges. However, commentators7 

saw it as a ―poor strategic decision‖ and a sign of the Indian 

government‘s confusion about defence diplomacy and its foreign policy 

towards the East.   

More recently in July this year, one saw a resolute Indian avatar, when 

New Delhi invited Japan for the 2015 Indo-US Malabar military exercise.8 

Interestingly, Japan along with US and Australia had previously 
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participated in the Malabar exercise hosted by India in 2007. However, 

the exercise was eventually kept bilateral after China‘s strong reaction 

against the inclusion of Japan and Australia, and the Chinese media 

referring to the arrangement as ―an Asian NATO‖.9 Evi dently, India‘s 

decision to include Japan did signal India‘s boldness.  

 

However, on the other hand, New Delhi chose to keep Canberra at one 

arm‘s distance for the same military exercise. This is rather perplexing 

because India is set to hold its first joint naval exercise with Australia 

later this year.10 It is believed that by excluding Australia from a 

multilateral exercise while maintaining a bilateral arrangement, ―India is 

doing little to scale down Beijing‘s reaction‖.11 They note the trend that 

India has ―an aversion to certain types of multilateral exercises near its 

coast or on its territory. More recently, however, the tendency has been 

to avoid being drawn into alliances or networks that might threaten 

China.‖ 

 

Given this background, many questions crop up: in some cases, why 

does India seem to be playing the role of a balancer, in International 

Relations‘ (IR) term? In other cases, why does it seem that India lacks the 

confidence and is overly cautious against ruffling China‘s feathers? The 

contradiction in India‘s foreign policy behaviour towards Southeast and 

East Asia highlights the need to understand the issue. These ‗why‘ can 

best be answered when the LEP- or AEP-related developments are placed 

in a suitable conceptual framework, in this case, Role Theory.  

 

Understanding Role Theory 

 

To effectively study a country‘s interaction/orientation with/towards a 

region, it is worthwhile to understand the self-role conceptions and role 

prescriptions of a country. This article employs the framework of role 

theory to understand India‘s contradictory behaviour in the context of its 

equation with the eastern region. Simply put, Role Theory addresses a 

nation-state‘s foreign policy behaviour through the various roles it plays 

in the international system. Role Theory takes into account the 

perspectives of the national political elites about the international system 

and the self-perceived role of their country within the larger 

arrangement.12 

The most prominent concept of the role theory, which was introduced by 

KJ Holsti to understand the nuances of foreign policy, is National Role 

Conception(s) (NRC/NRCs). According to Holsti, NCR is ―the 

policymakers' own definitions of the general kinds of decisions, 
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commitments, rules and actions suitable to their state, and of the 

functions, if any, their state should perform on a continuing basis in the 

international system or in subordinate regional systems. It is their 

―image‖ of the appropriate orientations or functions of their state toward, 

or in, the external environment.‖13 It is very natural for a country to have 

multiple role conceptions at a particular time and different role 

conceptions for different issues, countries or regions.  

 

Apart from NRC, the concept of Role Prescriptions and Role Conflict are 

additional building blocks of Role Theory. Although NRC relates to the 

‗self-conception‘, role prescriptions capture the influence and 

expectations of the external environment on the actor. Role 

prescriptions are ―inter-subjectively shared norms and expectations that 

form the (social) structure of the international system‖.14It can be 

described as the foreign policy behaviour that other nation-states or 

international organisations expect from a particular country. As evident, 

while NRCs denote the ego-part conception, role prescriptions represent 

the alter-part conception.  

 

Although NRCs assume a high degree of stability, it does not mean that 

they are not subject to changes or modifications. Though NRCs cannot 

be considered as extremely malleable and flexible, lest they should make 

the international environment seem ―extremely random and beyond 

control‖.15 It is natural to assume that foreign policy behaviour goes 

beyond the ―static self-interested choices‖ of a country and ―mirrors the 

process of adaptation of actors to evolving international and domestic 

dynamics‖.16 In the multifaceted mix of domestic, regional, and 

international influences; it is predictable to experience newer NRCs and 

role changes. NRCs and role prescriptions are likely to witness some 

changes with time or changing internal/external environment. The 

changes may be gradual or swift, depending on multiple factors relating 

to domestic or/and international situations. 

 

In light of multiple sources of role conceptions and changing NRCs, 

countries do face the issue of role conflict from time to time.17 The 

conflict can be a NRC-role prescription one, wherein the external 

environment‘s expectations from a country are competing/conflicting 

with the self-conception of that country. This struggle between the ‗ego‘ 

and ‗alter‘ conceptions can be described as  intra-role conflict.18 

Additionally, role theorists argue that a country can also experience role 

conflict domestically, which is best described as inter-role conflict.  

Inter-role conflict occurs when a country is faced with ―concurrently two 
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or more positions requiring contradictory role enactments‖.19 It is also 

argued that when a country is facing role conflict between competing 

behavioral expectations, there is a possibility of role change.20 

 

India‟s Self-Role towards East Asia: A Case of Role Conflict 

 

The analysis of India‘s self-identity as evident through the NRCs will help 

understand India‘s orientation towards East Asia. These self-conceptions 

act as domestic guide for India‘s foreign policy decisions towards various 

regions, in this context, the East Asian region.  

 

Generally, India‘s NRCs have experienced many changes since it‘s 

Independence. The changing national, regional and international order 

has continually influenced how India views itself in the regional/global 

landscape. India‘s self-image underwent a sudden and major 

transformation in the post-Cold War period and naturally so, owing to 

the collapse of the bipolar world and liberalisation of the Indian 

economy.21 Future Indian governments officially renounced the idealism-

driven Nehruvian approach to global politics. In the 1990s, India saw its 

role of a ‗serious economic power‘ driven by the tenet of neo-liberalism. 

With this change, India was also willing to be seen as an Asian power 

(not just a South Asian country) and started engaging the Southeast 

Asian countries. India‘s nuclear tests in 1998 gave this image a greater 

boost and hence India considered itself as a significant ‗nuclear power‘.  

 

Specific to Southeast and East Asia, India‘s NRCs have undergone 

evolution in conjunction with the changing Asian and World order. What 

underlined the changes for India was the ―fundamental reordering of the 

international economy‖ which ensued after the 2008 economic crisis,22 

and the military-economic rise of China.  

 

In light of these changes, India‘s current actions towards East Asia 

showcase certain confusion about its self-roles in that region.To put into 

perspective, the Indian government seems to be battling between two 

different roles for itself in East and Southeast Asia (in light of Chi na‘s 

influence): as a balancer vs. an accommodator. Currently, the self-roles 

related to East Asia can be seen in a state of intra-role and inter-role 

conflict. This state of conflict can be attributed as the reason for India‘s 

seemingly contradictory actions towards the region. It is highly likely to 

see this trend continue until the role conflict is resolved and India wholly 

embraces a specific role between the two available choices or perhaps a 

third one.  
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Intra-role Conflict: As stated above, intra-role conflict is the friction 

between the external environment‘s expectation (role prescriptions) from 

an actor and the actor‘s NRCs. A similar conflict exists between India‘s 

NRC towards Southeast/East Asia and the expectations of some external 

powers (such as the USA) and some Southeast and East Asian countries 

(Vietnam, Japan, Singapore etc.). The American rebalance of Asia hopes 

to rope in India as a crucial balancer of the Chinese power in Asia. 

Similarly, countries in Southeast and East Asia who wish to diversify 

their strategic ties also want India to adopt a more active and reliable 

role in the region. With the introduction of a potential challenger in the 

region, many regional capitals hope to keep China‘s assertiveness in 

check.   

 

It is needless to emphasise that India does hold concerns regarding 

China‘s rise and its continually increasing assertiveness in the Asian 

region. Apart from the hazards of a dominant China in South Asia, India 

is also distrustful of the Chinese aggressiveness in Southeast Asia, 

primarily due to India‘s dependence of the Sea Lines of Communications 

(SLOCs) for its energy supplies and international trade. Approximately 55 

per cent of India‘s trade flow with Asia-Pacific passes through the SCS.23 

Apart from India‘s dependence on this route for its energy supplies, this 

region is important also due to New Delhi‘s desire to gain and sustain 

access to oil fields in Vietnamese-controlled maritime region in the SCS.  

 

Despite the stated role prescription and significance of this regi on for 

India, New Delhi remains relatively reluctant to adopt the role of a 

challenger to the Chinese power in the continent. Amitav Acharya sheds 

light on India‘s reluctance and states, ―India avoids any outright 

containment of China or offer unconditional support to the US strategic 

framework vis-à-vis China.‖24 He also adds that although India ―has 

returned to the fold of Asian regionalism‖, its current role is of more of a 

―follower, rather than a leader‖, which explains why New Delhi is ―unable 

to handle issues with the level of confidence expected from a balancer.‖25 

Evidently, India‘s self-conception does not strongly align with the role of 

a balancer (as understood in traditional IR terms) in East Asia, even 

though New Delhi believes that it is a player of great consequence in that 

region.  

 

As argued by Hugh White , if India does play a greater ―role in the power 

politics of East Asia‖, it will not be the same at the US, Japan or 

Australia.26India is more likely to be solely driven by the desire to pursue 
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its own interests.27 Although India is indeed engaging other smaller 

powers in the region, one cannot expect New Delhi to become too 

adventurous for the sake of the smaller powers or even extra-regional 

power in the region.If needed, India may not be averse to the idea of 

‗accommodating‘ China to a degree in order to cater to Indian interests in 

the regional domain. 

 

Inter-role Conflict: India‘s role conflict regarding East Asia is not just 

limited to intra-role conflict. Even domestically, India is fighting the same 

battle of si ding with a particular role for itself. This is evident in the 

voices coming from various quarters, some which espouse the need for 

India to overtly balance China in Southeast and East Asia, while others 

who remain skeptical. Similar to intra-role conflict, the choices are 

between the role of being an assertive balancer or an accommodator or 

remain neutral.  

 

Many see India‘s Look East strategy as a response to China‘s growing 

engagement with South Asian countries and waxing influence in the 

Indian Ocean Region and beyond.28 Scholars argue that New Delhi 

should more openly embrace the role of an offshore balancer i n Asia by 

assuming a stronger military and economic role in Southeast and East 

Asia.29 Arguing in the same vein, Darshana M. Baruah believes that 

―being too cautious may harm the ‗credible security actor‘ image that 

New Delhi desires‖.30 

 

On the other hand, some analysts and former diplomats do mention their 

concerns about India‘s growing involvement in the region. They urge 

others to consider ―what [would] happen if China decides to take the 

conflict to the next level by triggering a confrontation in its own 

backyard, in terms of physical harassment.‖31 These apprehensions do 

have a background in the issue of India‘s military capabilities. India‘s 

current naval capabilities align with its ambitions and role in/for the 

Indian Ocean region but may not suffice  to sustain any active/decisive 

role in the SCS. It would not be wrong to state that SCS marks the limits 

of India‘s military capability where Beijing clearly has an advantage. This 

is also substantiated by the fact the New Delhi does not have any 

standing military assets in that region.32 

 

Zorawar Daulet Singh deftly argues that, ―India‘s role in the Asia-Pacific 

is in flux, evolving from a detached engagement of the region toward a 

growing interest in the balance of power.‖33 It is this transition of role 

change, which characterises India‘s Look East policy. Evi dently, India‘s 
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current role of a balancer does not align the traditional definition of a 

balancer in global politics. Instead, India‘s role is idiosyncratic, wherein 

India views its role as a stakeholder in the collective balancing of China. 

Currently, India does not see itself as a leader in the balancing game, 

although the Act East policy is likely to instill more vigour into India‘s 

East Asian foreign policy. Additionally, India is and will continue to be 

cautious about not getting embroiled in an anti -Chinese security bloc 

and ensure the independence of its foreign policy decisions, undaunted 

by pressure from external or regional powers.34 

 

In conclusion, India‘s contradictory actions towards the region are a 

result of the intra- and inter-role conflicts, which New Delhi has been 

battling for a while. Although New Delhi in the current context does not 

see its role as a balancer, it is worth highlighting that India is on the 

cusp of a role change and battling intra- and inter-role conflicts. As 

India‘s military, economic and political capabilities grow, its view towards 

the region and its self-conception is likely totransform. Thereby, until 

New Delhi gains the resources and willingness to become a balancer, one 

would witness several instances of both India‘s assertiveness alongside 

cases of strategic restraint and caution against antagonising China. 
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