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The Converging Visions and Contrasting Strategies
of India and China: Reflections on the Persian Gulf
Region
Abstract
India and China, the two emerging global powers, have been recognised as the instrumental actors
in shaping or reshaping the structure of the international system in multidimensional aspects.
Ironically, both have attempted to actualise their potential for converging visions of establishing
a multipolar, peaceful and secure international system while adopting contrasting strategies.
Conveniently, the strategies of India and China travel from confrontation to competition while
encountering a complex political and security scenario in the region. The Persian Gulf region’s
complexity on various counts is the ground on which this search for converging visions and
experimental contrasting strategies of both is observable. This paper attempts to analyse the
converging visions and contrasting strategies of India and China while putting forward the
argument that by reconciling these two aspects (visions and strategies) with collaborative efforts,
New Delhi and Beijing can be instrumental for peace, prosperity and development in the region.
Keywords: India, China, Converging Visions, Security, Persian Gulf.

Introduction
India and China, the two emerging global powers, have been recognised as
the instrumental actors in shaping or reshaping the structure of the international
system in multidimensional aspects. Ironically, both have attempted to
actualise their potential for converging visions of establishing a multipolar,
peaceful and secure international system while adopting contrasting strategies.
Conveniently, the strategies of India and China travel from confrontation to
competition while encountering a complex political and security scenario in the
region. The Persian Gulf region’s complexity on various counts is the ground
on which this search for converging visions and experimental contrasting
strategies of both is observable.
In fact, the Persian Gulf (here after the Gulf) region has been an area of
significance for cultural, economic, strategic and civilisational linkages with
1
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India from centuries. China on the other hand, has developed its relationship
with the region particularly because of its growing energy demands, security
concerns and aspiration to become a major power in the power politics of
regional security. India and China, with converging visions actually share
views on establishing peace and security, contributing to post-conflict state
building, combating extremism and aspiring for a mediating role in resolving
various regional conflicts on different levels such as inter-state, intra-regional,
intra-Islamic, sectarian conflict and so on. The main purpose of this paper
is to explain the converging visions and contrasting strategies of both India
and China in the Gulf region in the wake of various ongoing crises and the
prevailing security scenario.

1. India-China: Converging Visions
Politically, particularly after decolonisation of several countries and the
emergence of numerous new sovereign entities in international politics with
the establishment of the United Nations, India and China both envisaged the
world via similar if not identical visions. India and China also saw the world via
similar experiences and expectations during the early age of their emergence as
sovereign territorial states. In fact, at the Asian Relations Conference held in
New Delhi in March-April 1947, India’s first prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru,
in his address stated that, “it seems obvious to me that in the future India and
China will necessarily come nearer to each other.”2 Further, while recognising
the converging norms between India-China he stated that “all aggression, all
imperialist domination, all forced interference in other countries’ affairs [must]
end completely.”3 Additionally, Nehru restated his vision in a Pan-Asian
speech in 1947, stating that “strong winds are blowing all over Asia. Let us
not be afraid of them, but rather welcome them for only with their help can
we build the new Asia of our dreams.”4 Similarly, the historical agreement
signed on 29 April 1954 between India and China set another milestone in the
relationship between the two countries. Further, Indian statecraft, Panchsheel,
and the Chinese model of the “Five Principles of Peaceful Co-existence,”
became fundamental principles of the relationship between the two. The
Panchsheel espoused five fundamental principles as: i) the mutual respect for
each other’s territorial integrity and sovereignty; ii) mutual non-aggression;
2
3
4

Jawaharlal Nehru, ‘India and China,’ in In the Footsteps of Xuanzang, Tan Chung (eds), New
Delhi: Indira Gandhi National Centre for the Arts, 1945, pp. 203–204, http://ignca.nic.in/
ks_40037.htm (accessed 2 April 2014).
Nehru, ‘India and…,’ pp. 203–204.
Jawaharlal Nehru, ‘Asia Finds Herself Again,’ 23 April, in Jawaharlal Nehru, India’s Foreign
Policy: Selected Speeches, September 1946 – April 1961, New Delhi: Government of India,
1961, p. 253.
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iii) mutual non-interference in each other’s internal affairs; iv) equality and
mutual benefit; and v) peaceful co-existence.5 Nehru proclaimed that “these
principles not only indicate the policy that we pursue in regard to these matters
not only with China but with any neighbouring country, or, for that matter, any
other country, but it is also a statement of wholescale principles.”6 Positively,
the scholar of China, Yonghui Qiu argued that “Panchsheel is still in effect
and China still considers the Five Principles of Peace and Friendship when it
[determines] policy, not only towards India, but also towards other countries
in the world.”7
Normatively, these principles have become the foundation for the
establishment of bilateral and multilateral relationships among the sovereign
countries in international politics, which has, in fact, facilitated a peaceful
environment for the world. As Nehru rightly stated, “if these principles were
recognised in the mutual relations of all countries, then indeed there would
hardly be any conflict and certainly no war.”8 However, efforts to achieve the
collective visions of both India and China became almost non-existent with the
war of 1962. Subsequently, gradually, via a long normalisation process India
and China established friendly relations in various fields only in the late 1980s.
Further, in a later development of the relationship, the Singh-Hu Joint
Declaration-A shared Vision for the 21st Century in 2008, resolve to promote
the building of a harmonious world of durable peace and common prosperity
through developing the Strategic and Cooperative Partnership for peace and
prosperity between the two countries. The document also pointed out that the
two sides appeal to the international community to move forward towards the
processes of multilateral arms control, disarmament and non-proliferation.
Both reiterated that outer space is the common heritage of humankind. It is
the responsibility of all space-faring nations to commit to the peaceful uses of
outer space. The two sides expressed concerns about weaponisation and arms
race in outer space.
5

6
7

8

Signed by India’s Ambassador to China, N.R. Raghavan and China’s Vice-Minister for
Foreign Affairs, Chang Han-Fu (also named as Zhang Han-Fu). For details see Jivanta
Schottli, Vision and Strategy in Indian Politics: Jawaharlal Nehru’s Policy Choices and
the Designing of Political Institutions, New York: Routledge, 2012, p. 138, http://www.
commonlii.org/in/other/treaties/INTSer/1954/5.html (accessed 12 March 2019).
Schottli, Vision and Strategy…, p. 139.
Randol Shaun, ‘How to Approach the Elephant: Chinese Perceptions of India in the TwentyFirst Century,’ Asian Affairs: An American Review, Vol. 34, No. 4, 2008, pp. 211–226, https://
www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/30172674.pdf?ab_segments=0%2Fbasic_search%2Fcontrol&refre
qid=fastly- default%3Ae9413128d9f18d17c8b4e9aed6e7e715 (accessed 15 April 2019).
Jawaharlal Nehru, ‘The Colombo Power’s Peace Efforts,’ in Jawaharlal Nehru’s Speeches
1953–1957, 2 May, New Delhi: Government of India, Ministry of Information and
Broadcasting, 1958, p. 253.
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India and China strongly condemn the scourge of terrorism in all its
forms and manifestations, in every corner of the world. The two sides pledge
to work together with the international community to strengthen the global
framework against terrorism in a long-term, sustained and comprehensive
manner. They both believe that cultural and religious tolerance and dialogue
between civilisations and peoples will be instrumental in creating a conducive
environment to peace and stability in international relations. Significantly,
inter-civilisational and inter-faith dialogues have been recognised by both
India and China as the precondition for international peace and security.
In fact, India and China believe that in the new century, Panchsheel, the
Five Principles of Peaceful Co-existence, should continue to constitute the
basic guiding principles for harmonious relationships among all countries
and for realising progress and prosperity for humankind. They assert that an
international system founded on these principles will be fair, rational, equal
and mutually beneficial, which in turn, promotes durable peace and common
prosperity while creating equal opportunities for all and eliminate poverty and
discrimination from the globe.
Additionally, the two sides hold that every country has their right to
choose their own path of social, economic and political development in which
fundamental human rights and the rule of law are given their due place and
should be respected. An international system founded on tolerance and respect
for diversity will promote the cause of peace and reduce the use or threat of
use of force. The two sides favour an open and inclusive international system
and believe that drawing lines on the ground of ideologies and values or on
geographical criteria, is not conducive to peaceful and harmonious coexistence.
The two sides believe that the continuous democratisation of international
relations and multilateralism are the important objectives in the new century.
The central role of the United Nations in promoting international peace,
security and development should be recognised and promoted. The two sides
support comprehensive reform of the United Nations including giving priority
to increasing the representation of developing countries on the Security
Council. The Indian side reiterates its aspirations for permanent membership
of the Security Council. The Chinese side attaches great importance to India’s
position as a major developing country in international affairs. The Chinese
side understands and supports India’s aspirations to play a greater role in the
United Nations, including on the Security Council.
Moreover, both support and encourage the processes of regional integration
that provide mutually beneficial opportunities for growth, as an important
feature of the emerging international economic system. The two sides,
positively view each other’s participation in regional processes and agree to
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strengthen their coordination and consultation within regional cooperation
mechanisms, including the East Asia Summit to explore together and with
other countries a new architecture for closer regional cooperation in Asia, and
to make joint efforts for further the regional integration of Asia.9
Subsequently, in 2013, the Chinese Prime Minister Li Keqiang evoked such
a picture of colonial solidarity when visiting India, stating that “our peoples
sympathised with, supported and helped each other in their quest for national
independence and liberation, leaving behind a trail of touching stories.”10
Subsequently, in 2014 India and China both acknowledged “joint efforts to
democratise international relations, the promotion of a multi-polar world, and
strengthen the central role of the United Nations in promoting global peace,
security and development.”11 Both countries have reservations over Western
advocacy of interventionist norms, the responsibility to protect (R2P) norms, and
have sought to limit this to only United Nations-mandated operations.12Secondly,
at the broader diplomatic level, the bilateral consultations on Afghanistan, the
Middle East, Africa, Central Asia and counter-terrorism are acknowledged and
it appeared that – in the light of the gradual withdrawal of the US-led forces
from Afghanistan both New Delhi and Beijing are poised to enhance counterterror missions in the region.13 Similarly, China’s President Xi Jinping stated
that, “China and India should become global partners for strategic coordination
and work for a more just and equitable international order.”14
In fact, China has also sought to link its own normative concepts with those
in India whereby the Chinese concepts of “universal peace” and “universal
love,” and the Indian concept of vasudhaivakutumbakum, (the world being
one family) and ahimsa (causing no injury) are very much alike, and that
9
10
11
12

13

14

‘A Shared Vision for the 21st Century,’ Ministry of External Affairs, Government of India, 14
January 2008, https://mea.gov.in.
‘A Handshake Across the Himalayas,’ The Hindu, 20 May 2013, https://www.thehindu.com/
opinion/lead/A-handshake-across-the-Himalayas/article12141201.ece (accessed 20 May
2019).
‘Joint Statement between the Republic of India and the People’s Republic of China on
Building a Closer Developmental Partnership,’ Government of India, 19 September 2014,
http://www.mea.gov.in.
Tiewa Liu and Haibin Zhang, ‘Debates in China about the Responsibility to Protect as
a Developing International Norm,’ Conflict, Security & Development, Vol. 14, No. 4, 2014,
pp. 403–27; Madhan Mohan Jaganathan and Gerrit Kurtz, ‘Singing the Tune of Sovereignty?
India and the Responsibility to Protect,’ Conflict, Security & Development, Vol. 14, No. 4,
2014, pp. 461–87.
Srikanth Kondapalli, ‘Narendra Modi and Xi Jinping: Building a Closer Developmental
Partnership,’ Institute of Peace and Conflict Studies, 22 September 2014, http://www.ipcs.
org/article/india-the-world/narendra-modi-and-xi-jinping-building-a-closer-developmentalpartnership-4669.html (accessed 10 November 2019).
Xi Jinping, ‘In Joint Pursuit of a Dream of National Renewal,’ Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
People’s Republic of China, 18 September 2014.
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both India and China consider harmony as the way towards a better world.15
However, some scholars are not convinced by such Chinese diplomatic
evocation of norms and argue that “India tends to be more ‘norm-based’ in its
multilateralism, while China’s multilateralism remains more ‘power-based’.”16
A closer look at the above-mentioned commitment of both the countries,
suggests that both India and China carry converging visions for the world in
terms of establishing peace, security, prosperity and stability in the present
crisis-driven political scenario. The commitments are not confined to one
region but are envisioned for both regional and international scenarios. The
Persian Gulf has been a vital source of attraction for natural resources and
perennial conflicts since the end of Ottoman empire. Ironically, both India
and China attempt to advance their vital interests in the region via conflicting
and sometime competitive strategies.
Politically, the diversified nature of political culture, the existence of
several perennial conflicts and continuous interference by the extra-regional
powers have broken up the fabric of the unique features of the Gulf region.
These developments have, in fact, made it a challenging task for foreign policy
decision makers to have consistent policy towards the region. Thereby, in
practice, both India and China have followed fragmented bilateral relations in
the region.
Evidently, both India and China have so far successfully managed to cope
up with the divergent interests of actors, such as interstate boundary conflicts
and intra-Gulf political tensions, Iran’s and Saudi Arabia’s regional hegemonic
aspirations and Arab vs. non-Arab rivalries along with confrontations with
Israel and the United States. Moreover, evidently, the relationship of both India
and China with the region is primarily based on the principles of mutual respect
for sovereignty and non-intervention in internal affairs and on the mutual
economic interests as espoused in the principles of peaceful coexistence.
Additionally, China has remained committed to the belief that “the problems
of the region must be resolved by the people of the region and not by foreign
interference.”17 However, outside deals often lead to crises in the Gulf region
in three main ways: adopting a hands-off posture, supporting one side over
another, or reaping benefits from stirring up troubles.18 Economically, both
15
16
17
18

Jinping, ‘In Joint Pursuit of a…’
Swaran Singh, ‘China-India Relations: Friends or Foe,’ Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace, 27 October 2010, http://wwwindia-seminar.com/2014/658/658_zorawar_daulet_
singh.htm (accessed 3 April 2019).
‘China’s Arab Policy Paper,’ Xinhua, 14 January 2016, http://www.china.org.cn/
world/2016-01/14/content_37573547.htm (accessed 24 December 2019).
Xue Li and Zheng Yuwen, ‘The Future of China’s Diplomacy in the Middle East,’ 26 July
2016, https://thediplomat.com/2016/07/the-future-of-chinas-diplomacy-in-the-middle-east/
(accessed 25 November 2019).
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India and China’s core area of interest is to have continuous flow of energy
from the region. Both are increasingly dependent on the supply from countries
– Iran, Saudi Arabia and Gulf States – that have been their major suppliers.
Some 52% of China’s oil imports come from the Gulf Region.
Clearly, India and the Gulf have been linked via civilisational interactions
from a long time. Today, the Gulf is an integral part of India’s ‘extended
neighbourhood,’ both as a geographical proximity and as an area of expanded
interests and growing Indian influence.19 India’s commercial and cultural
interactions with the region have nurtured and flourished with a spirit of non-interference and respect to the cultural practices of the region. India has never
followed a policy purely based on economic calculations. India is dependent
on the six Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states for 42% of its overall oil
imports. Three of the top five oil suppliers to India are Gulf states, with Saudi
Arabia, the largest, providing 20% of India’s total oil imports. Qatar is also
India’s dominant supplier of Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG).20 There is a large
number of Indian nationals, with a 7.6 million-strong labour force, in the Gulf
region in various fields. These people send huge remittances back to India that in
turn becomes instrumental in the peace and prosperity of India. Economically,
India and the Gulf are more connected today than ever before. The United Arab
Emirates (UAE) and Saudi Arabia are India’s third and fourth-largest trading
partners respectively and the total bilateral trade of the GCC countries with
India for 2018–19 stood at $121.34 billion. The UAE also features in the top
10 sources of FDI inflows into India.
India and China, in the context of the emergence of radical non-state forces,
both face the common enemy of terrorism. The combating of extremism and
resolution of regional conflict in Iraq and among Gulf countries is essential for
establishing peace and security in the region. The ongoing proxy war in Syria
and the involvement of great powers such as Russia, Iran, the United States
and other non-state players have complicated regional peace and stability. The
influence of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) has been seen within
the boundaries of India and China, which in fact threatens internal peace and
development in these fast-emerging economies. China’s involvement in the
Gulf and Syrian episode is evident due to Beijing’s growing aspiration of
playing a decisive role in the Gulf crises, something that John Mearsheimer
calls the tragedy of great power politics.21
19
20
21

Rahul Roy-Chaudhury, ‘India and the Gulf Region: Building Strategic Partnerships,’
International Institute for Strategic Studies, 29 August 2018, https://www.iiss.org/blogs/
analysis/2018/08/india-gulf-strategic- partnerships (accessed 16 September 2019).
Roy-Chaudhury, ‘India and the Gulf...’
John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, New York: W.W. Norton
& Company, 2001.
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Thus, the combating extremism and establishing peace and security are
converging vision for both India and China that can be achieved through their
collaborative efforts. The free flow of oil from the region and investment in
the developmental projects in the region can be secured only when regional
security is assured. Thereby, curtailing the power of ISIS and establishing stable
political regimes in the region are instrumental in the growth and development
of both India and China.

2. India and China: Contrasting Strategies
India’s strategy towards the Gulf has been developed based on sociocultural relations bounded by civilisational linkages. Significantly, India’s
reorientation towards the region in the form of “Look West” is a strategy
with a pragmatic approach to accommodate present geopolitical realities.22
In fact, India’s increasingly close relations with six petro-monarchies of the
Gulf and balancing act while enhancing its relationship with both Israel and
Iran, have in fact compartmentalised23 relations where disputes on regional
and intra-regional issues have been separated from the bilateral relationship.
This strategy has been developed while keeping z firm commitment towards the
Palestinian cause. In another words, the “Look West” policy focuses primarily
on enhancing relations with main three axes: the Arab Gulf countries, Israel
and Iran24 without compromising New Delhi’s stand on the Palestinian issue.25
Additionally, the “Look West” policy of Indian Prime Minister Shri Narendra
Modi will have potential to be successful because the Middle East is “looking
East,” worried about emerging strategic instability in its own neighbourhood
and the structural shift in the global energy market.26
Moreover, significantly, India’s strategy is in practise, based on non-alignment, multiculturalism and religious pluralism in the context of the
region’s intra-Islamic (Saudi Arabia vs. Iran), Arab vs. non-Arab and sectarian
(Shia–Sunni) conflicts and in the struggle for dominance in the Islamic World.27
22
23
24
25
26
27

Rachel Brandenburg and Bharath Gopalaswamy, ‘India’s Growing Role in the Middle East,’
The Diplomat, 3 April 2018, https://thediplomat.com/2018/04/indias-growing-role-in-themiddle-east/ (accessed 20 January 2020).
Brandenburg and Gopalaswamy, ‘India’s Growing Role…’
Guy Burton, ‘India’s ‘Look West’ Policy in the Middle East under Modi,’ Middle East
Institute, 6 August 2019, https://www.mei.edu/publications/indias-look-west-policy-middleeast-under-modi (accessed 25 December 2019).
Brandenburd and Gopalaswamy, ‘India’s Growing Role…’
Sanjay Baru, ‘The Sprouting of the “Look West” Policy,’ The Hindu, 19 August 2015, https://
www.thehindu.com/opinion/lead/sanjaya-baru-writes-the-sprouting-of-the-look-west policy/
article7554403.ece (accessed 30 December 2019).
Dilip Hiro, Cold War in the Islamic World: Saudi Arabia, Iran and the Struggle for Supremacy,
New York: Harper Collins, 2018.
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Strategically, India’s policy is based on a “shared endeavour to address these
challenges and on common ideals and convergent interests”28 towards Gulf
countries founded on commerce, culture and kinship tracing back to the unique
history of Arab and Persian interaction with Indian communities of the west
coast, from Gujarat to Kerala.
China’s Gulf policy still follows its “traditional” patterns, reflecting the
delicate factional balance of power in Chinese politics between radicals
and moderates. The outcome of traditional patterns of behaviour, trying to
avoid involvement in issues and regions that are far away from immediate
Chinese interests and concerns. Consequently, Beijing has adopted a policy
of abstention and absenteeism, trying to keep clear of offending friends and
associating with former or current adversaries.29 China’s aggressive economic
policy towards the Gulf is primarily intended to enhance the conditions of its
own resource-intense economy. China’s policy-making is careful, conservative
and consensus-driven. Its overriding concern is its own economy.30 Like
geopolitics, economics also mitigates in China’s favour. The era of economic
focus on oil-rich Gulf States on the United States and Europe ended last year
when China replaced the European Union as the region’s foremost trading
partner, pushing the U.S. into second place and India moving Japan out of third
place. According to Tim Niblock, “it is a shift from the old industrialised powers
to the newly industrialised powers.” China’s attempts to cultivate relations
with the Gulf region, without getting involving into the sectarian instability,
is also a hallmark of its foreign policy in the 21st Century: the One Belt One
Road Initiative (OBOR), also known as Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). This
is an effort to connect the landmass and surrounding waterways stretching
from China to the heart of Europe in a network of trade and transportation
corridors and is crucial to China’s efforts to stimulate Asian economic growth
and create new markets for Chinese goods and services.31 Moreover, China’s
pursuit of procuring oil and gas reserves from as many diverse sources as
28

29
30
31

Talmiz Ahmad, ‘Modi’s West Asian Odyssey,’ The Hindu, 8 June 2016, https://thehindu.com/
opinion/op-ed/Modi’s-West-Asian-odyssey/article14391768.ece (accessed 10 March 2020)
and also ‘Joint Statement between the United Arab Emirates and the Republic of India,’
The Hindu, 17 August, 2015, https://www.thehindu.com/news/resources/joint-statementbetween-the-united-arab-emirates-and-the-republic-of-india/article7550706.ece (accessed 10
March 2020).
Yitzhak Shichor, ‘China and the Role of the United Nations in the Middle East: Revised
Policy,’ Asian Survey, Vol. 31, No. 3, 1991, pp. 255–269.
David P. Goldman, ‘China’s Growing Middle East Footprint: Israel’s Opportunity,’ BESA
Centre Perspectives, 1 February 2015, http:/www.meforum.org/5005/china-middle-eastisraeli-opportunity (accessed 29 August 2019).
Gal Luff, ‘China’s New Grand Strategy for the Middle East,’ Foreign Policy, 5 February
2016, http://www.meforum.org/5838.china-grand-middle-east-strategy (accessed 10 August
2019).
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possible has brought Beijing close to the Gulf sheikdoms, which are China’s
top suppliers.32 Thus, the BRI is designed to integrate the Gulf region to secure
energy resources and investment in the infrastructural sector. Robert D. Kaplan
states in this context that “what drives China beyond its official borders has to
do with a core national interest-economic survival and growth-China can be
defined as an “Über-Realist Power.”33
Politically, despite its deepening involvement in the region, China has so
far sought to avoid taking sides in the regional conflicts. It has pulled off the
improbable feat of cultivating close ties with Israel, the Arab countries, and Iran
all at the same time. For these states, good relations with Beijing bring not only
trade and investment but also military technology without political strings.34
However, many countries like the United States, Japan and India are concerned
about the strategic implications of BRI and visualise it as Beijing’s attempt to
spread Chinese geopolitical influence and in India’s case, sovereignty issues.35
Moreover, positively, in the absence of diplomatic relations between
Riyadh and Tehran, China’s open communication with both capitals may
become a vital asset. China can use the BRI as a tension-reduction mechanism,
promoting projects that create shared Sunni-Shiite economic interests like the
Iran-Pakistan gas pipeline, the port of Gwadar on the coast of the Arabian
Sea, and a Silk Road high speed railway connecting Xinjiang and Tehran
via the Sunni Muslims countries of Central Asia-Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan,
and Turkmenistan. In another words, China is seeking ways to enhance its
regional security presence without attempting to play a superpower role in
the same.36 In brief, the core of Chinese policy is to maintain a stable and
peaceful international environment that facilitates continued domestic reform
and development. Consequently, China’s policy towards the Gulf seeks to
promote economic and energy relations,37 with having an indifferent approach
towards the existing nature of regimes in established political order. In words of
32
33
34

35
36
37

Giorgio Cafiero and Daniel Wagner, ‘What the Gulf States Think of “One Belt, One Road”,’
The Diplomat, 24 May 2017, https://thediplomat.com/2017/05/what-the-gulf-states-think-ofone-belt-one-road/(accessed 2 August 2019).
Robert D. Kaplan, The Revenge of Geography: What the Map Tells Us about Coming
Conflicts and the Battle Against Fate, New York: Random House Trade, 2013, p.199.
When Washington hesitated to sell armed drones to the United Arab Emirates, China offered
its lower-priced predator knockoff, the wing long. Michael Singh, ‘China’s Middle East
Tour Beijing’s Post-Sanctions Ambitions,’ 24 January 2016, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/
articles/china/2016-01-24/chinas-middle-east-tour (accessed 19 July 2019).
Cafiero, Wagner, ‘What the Gulf States…’
Goldman, ‘China’s Growing Middle East…’
Chaziza Mordechai, ‘China’s Middle East Policy: The ISIS Factor,’ Middle East Policy,
Vol. 23, No. 1, 24 March 2016, http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/mepo.12171/pdf
(accessed 19 June 2019).
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Kaplan “Beijing cares little about the type of regime with which it is engaged;
it requires stability, not virtue as the West Conceives of it.”38

3. India, China and Persian Gulf: The Way Ahead
Evidently, the converging visions and contrasting strategies have not collided
with each other so far, in particular visions seen as directive principles for which
continuous actions are required in the long run. Strategies are formulated and
reformulated on the basis of existing practical realities. Ironically, both the
visions and strategies are often materialised together or both are bound to have
conflicting components. As Hans J. Morgenthau rightly pointed out in one of his
six principles, there exists an “ineluctable tension between the moral command
and the requirements of successful political action.”39 Further, he states that
“universal moral principles cannot be applied to the actions of states in their
abstract universal formulation, but that they must be filtered through the concrete
circumstances of time and place.”40 As argued, a rational state formulates
strategies with the conformity of national interests. The protection and promotion
of national interest is the primary consideration of a state’s formulation of
strategies. Thus, visions are expression of ideals for long term objectives
whereas strategies are formulated to encounter the existing multidimensional
realities faced by states, which keep changing in accordance with the changing
dynamics of politico-socio-economic and security environments.
In fact, India and China perceive their national interests from unique
historical, cultural and political developmental processes where the orientation
of both are not alike. However, the long-term ideals of both for having
a multipolar just world order, based on multilateralism, democratisation of
international institutions and so on, have converged particularly due to a similar
nature of having old civilisational historical backgrounds, large populations,
economic growth and vast economic markets. Significantly, the aspiration of
becoming responsible powers of the “Asian Century”41 has also brought India
and China together. Cooperatively, together India and China have the abilities
and capabilities to reshape international politics and the regional security
environment favourable particularly because both have occupied decisive
positions on international platform and maintain good relations with every
major actor through multilateral and bilateral engagement.
38
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Particularly in Gulf region, both India and China enjoy cooperative, friendly
and mutually advantageous relationships with all countries. Evidently, India
and China are both able to maintain cooperative and friendly relationship with
all stake holders in the Gulf region such as Saudi Arabia, the Gulf Monarchies
and Iran. Not to mention that the region has become battleground for two
aspiring powers – Saudi Arabia and Iran – to acquire leadership in the region
in particular and the Islamic world in general by establishing “supremacy.”42
This favourable position of India and China can be used in a constructive
manner to bridge the existing rift in this conflict-prone region either in the
form of mediator, negotiator or facilitator for conflict resolutions at various
stages while reconciling both visions and strategies. Additionally, India and
China both collaboratively can provide the regional security mechanism such
as comprehensive security43 based on “multi-sum security principles”44 to
ensure security in the Gulf in the wake of weakening and declining trust in the
U.S.-led security umbrella.45
Moreover, India, which is a maritime neighbour, with a $2.6 trillion-dollar
economy, a leading consumer of energy resources and with a robust defence
apparatus, fits into the Gulf countries’ notions of a strategic partner. In fact,
the ‘Delhi Declaration’ of 2006 followed by the ‘Riyad Declaration’46 of 2010
between India and Saudi Arabia crossed the rubicon of traditional partnership
and upgraded it to a ‘strategic partnership.’47 Significantly, the signing of
12 Agreements/Memorandum of Understandings (MoUs) including Strategic
Partnership Council Agreement, Agreement on Security Cooperation and
42
43
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a (MoU) between the Saudi General Authority of Military Industries (GAMI)
and Department of Defence Production, Ministry of Defence, India, concerning
collaboration in military acquisition, industries, research, development
and technology have strengthened the foundation of strategic partnership
between India and Saudi Arabia.48 Additionally, India has also a strategic or
comprehensive strategic partnership with the United Arab Emirates (UAE)
and Oman.49 Sustained engagement of Prime Minister Modi through his ‘Link
West Policy’ has brought the Gulf closer to New Delhi.50
Similarly, China has also upgraded the nature of its relationship with Gulf
Countries from strategic partnership to comprehensive strategic partnership.
China has signed a ‘Strategic Partnership’ with almost every Gulf country,
namely Iraq, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar and United Arab Emirates. Significantly,
China signed a higher level of partnership with both Saudi Arabia and Iran,
namely a ‘Comprehensive Strategic Partnership.’51 At the same time, Qatari
liquified-natural-gas (LNG) exports to China account for 28% of China’s
domestically consumed LNG, making continued good relations with Qatar
important for China’s energy security.52 Moreover, the China-Gulf economic
partnership under BRI has also improved many folds.53 Thereby, while
observing the nature of relationship of both India and China towards Gulf
Countries one can argue that together with collaborative efforts Delhi and
Beijing can manifest their overlapping visions at least to this particular region
while making modifications in the orientation of the contrasting strategies
adopted by both.
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Conclusion
In summary, one can argue that safeguarding national interests and
advancing the same are the primary objective of the nation-state. Imperatively,
“states use economic means for military and political ends; and military
and political means for the achievement of economic interests.”54 However,
these purposes are better served when the interests of the larger community
of nations are also taken into account. Purely hard power politics, the statecentric approach, would not serve the objective of states in this complex
interdependent55 and interconnected globalised world. Peace and stability
are necessity for the growth and development of both India and China. Their
converging visions can be achieved only through working for long term visions
and not with the action-oriented calculation based on a zero-sum-game, but it
has to be based on a positive-sum-game where the visions and strategies are
reconciled to work for international peace, prosperity and development.
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Shift in India’s MENA Policy during the Modi
Government: Challenges and Opportunities
There is some self-interest behind every friendship.
There is no friendship without self-interests. This
is a bitter Truth.
Kautilya, the Great Indian Political Thinker
Abstract
Since the Modi government came into power in 2014, India’s Middle East and North Africa
(MENA) policy has shifted from past governments run by the Congress Party, focusing on geopolitics and geo-economics in the region. India’s MENA Policy has become more interest-based
and realistic in nature. PM Modi has stuck with Israel and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
states because India’s national interests are clearly aligned with these countries. The GCC states are
rich in energy resources and significant for India’s increasing future demands and Israel is a natural
partner. Moreover, New Delhi sees Israel as a significant player in the development of India’s
economic growth. But India should also maintain relations with Iran as geo-political equations
are changing in the Middle East region and India’s geo-political interests are also associated with
the Islamic Republic of Iran, particularly the development of Chabahar Port. The present study
is an attempt to analyse the shift in India’s MENA policy with attention to its relations with Iran
and Israel.
Keywords: India, Foreign Policy, Middle East, Modi, Challenge.

Introduction
The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region has abundant human
and natural resources, which accounts for a large share of world petroleum
production and exports. It covers a surface of over 15 million km2 and contains
some 6% of the world’s population. The three smallest countries, Bahrain,
Djibouti, and Qatar, each have a population of about half a million inhabitants.
By contrast, the two largest countries, Egypt and Iran, comprise about 60
million inhabitants each. Together with Algeria, Morocco, and Sudan, these
five most populated countries account for about 70% of the region’s population.
Moreover, 45% of the world’s natural gas and two thirds of the world’s crude-oil
1
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reserves lie under the MENA region, with one quarter located in Saudi Arabia.
Iran has the world’s largest proven reserves of natural gas about 15% of the
world’s total.2 In addition, Saudi Arabia is the largest economy, accounting for
one fifth of the region’s total GDP, and following Riyadh, Iran and Israel are the
next largest economies in the region. The eight smallest economies – Bahrain,
Djibouti, Jordan, Lebanon, Mauritania, Qatar, Somalia, and Sudan – together
account for about 6% of the region’s GDP. At the same time, the MENA region
has received inflows of migrant workers from outside the region, especially
South Asia and East Asia. Asian nationals account for a growing share of the
non-national labour force in the GCC countries.3 The term MENA includes
the area from Morocco in northwest Africa to Iran in southwest Asia and down
to Sudan in Africa. The following countries are included in MENA: Algeria,
Bahrain, Djibouti, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya,
Malta, Morocco, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, United Arab
Emirates, Palestine, and Yemen. Ethiopia and Sudan are sometimes included.4
Geopolitically, the MENA occupies an important position in international
politics due to its geographical location and proximity to countries in South
Asia, China, Central Asia, Europe and Africa. The region is strategically
significant due to its enormous energy resources and trade route links to
different parts of the world. It is also a place of origin for Abrahamic religions
such as Judaism, Christianity and Islam. All the global powers seek a stake in
the affairs of the region due to the abundance of natural resources. It is also
a region plagued with instability largely due to the involvement of external
forces in the internal conflicts of the regional states.5
India is an emerging power under the leadership of Prime Minister Modi,
and Indian foreign policy has also changed its orientation accordingly, from
traditional to pragmatic, now based more on national interest. The world
is moving towards multi-polarity in the 21st century and India has to take its
place in the changing global order. The Middle East and North Africa has
become very significant for India’s economic growth. India has to secure its
geo-political interests as well as energy supply from the region. The aim of
this paper is to highlight the main reasons behind the change of India’s MENA
2
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policy during the Modi government. This paper also focuses on the challenges
and opportunities facing India’s MENA policy.

1. India and the MENA: An Overview
According to Talmeez Ahmad, the links began in the era of the Harappan
civilisation with Bahrain and Oman receiving Indian cereals, textiles and luxury
items, which dominated India’s export basket to this region. Later, India had
close maritime ties with Assyria, Persia and Egypt, and, through Arab merchants
with the Roman Empire. Indian and Arab peoples lived for long periods in
each other’s lands and were familiar with each other’s religion, culture, social
norms and values and way of life.6 Moreover, the Indian Ocean maritime route
and the spice trade flourishing via the Silk Road, which helped in knitting close
relations between India and the Middle East and North Africa. This trade and
economic setup continued for centuries. With the establishment of the Delhi
Sultanate in 1206, there was a significant increase in trade relations with the
region. With five dynasties ruling under the Delhi Sultanate, and eventually the
Mughals taking over, economic ties with the Middle East increased manifold.
The Mughals started importing horses, velvet, gunpowder, dry fruits, and etc.,
from the Middle East. The Mughals not only utilised the maritime routes but
also carried out huge volumes of trade through the overland caravan routes
passing through the present day Kutch region, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iran and
then continuing into the Arab region. The emergence of European traders also
helped to increase trade, not just between India and the Arab Peninsula but
Asia as a whole.7 By the end of the nineteenth century, European companies
and merchants were dominating international trade in the Middle East. The
merchants, who were predominantly British, French and Russian, exported the
raw materials of the region to Europe. Cotton was exported from Egypt, wool
from Syria, with different types of foodstuffs such as oranges, olive oils and
wines from Algeria and Tunisia. India was under the control of the British
Empire and for Britain, the Middle East became as a gateway to India via
land or sea and thus a very important region of the world. As the nineteenth
century came to a close, it became clear to people of the Middle East and
North Africa that European powers were slowly colonising their countries both
economically and militarily.8
6
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In addition, the First World War ended with British control over the
territory that was to become Iraq, Palestine, Trans-Jordan, Syria and Lebanon.
French influence also increased via their minor military role in the Middle
East, however, Britain’s military success made her the dominant power in the
region.9 In the aftermath of the Second World War, the grip of colonial powers
became week and the growing nationalist movements in the colonies paved
the way for the emergence of numerous independent states. Beginning with
Jordan in 1946, the majority of Middle Eastern nations gained independence
in the 1950s and 1960s. And these changes also transitioned India’s relations
with the Middle East. India became an independent state in 1947; it established
diplomatic relations with different Middle Eastern countries. India’s reliance on
the Middle East for oil and natural gas played a significant role in determining
its relations with the region.10
During the Cold War, India concentrated on developing a close relation
with Egypt on the strength of Nehru’s ties with Egyptian President Gamel
Abdul Nasser. But the New Delhi-Cairo friendship was insufficient to counter
Arab sympathy for Pakistan in its dispute with India. Further, Indian-Egyptian
ties came at the expense of cultivating relations with such countries as Saudi
Arabia and Jordan and thus limited India’s influence in the region. In the
late 1960s and in the 1970s, India successfully improved bilateral relations
by developing mutually beneficial economic exchanges with a number of
Islamic countries, particularly Iran, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and the other Persian
Gulf states. The strength of India’s economic ties enabled it to build strong
relationships with Iran and Iraq.11 The close relations with Middle Eastern
countries were dictated by India’s dependency on petroleum imports. India
purchased oil from Iran, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and
Kuwait and, in return, provided engineering services, manufactured goods,
and labour. The 1980–88 Iran-Iraq War forced India to shift its oil purchases
from Iran and Iraq to Saudi Arabia and the Persian Gulf states. Saudi Arabia
and the Gulf states also received large numbers of Indian workers and
manufactures and have become the regional base for Indian business
operations.12
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By 1991, the Cold War formally ended with the dissolution of the USSR.
Moreover, on 2 August 1990, Iraqi forces on the orders of President Saddam
Hussain invaded Kuwait. As the international community began to unite
against Iraqi, New Delhi failed to publicly align itself with either side. Iraq,
a Non-Aligned secular state in the Gulf region, was India’s natural ally for
ideological reasons. Iraq was also one of the few Middle Eastern countries
that supported India’s claims on Kashmir.13 However, during Iraq’s invasion of
Kuwait, India faced a serious policy dilemma whether to support its traditional
ally as a Non-Aligned state or take a stand for Western intervention in the
conflict. Finally, the VP Singh Government in India chose the Gulf States and
adhered to the policies of the US, considering new economic opportunities
and a changing world order. Therefore, India found itself pressured into
supporting the US-led coalition against the Iraqi forces. Therefore, India was
forced to face the realities of a neo-liberal world in which economic benefits
came with political costs.14
At the beginning of the 21st century, India tried to maintain cordial relations
with most of the Middle Eastern countries and attempted to maintain a certain
level of neutrality in the region. The majority of nations in the Gulf region
are India’s trading partners. However, in recent times there has been greater
interaction between India and the Middle East in terms of political and strategic
alliances.15 Moreover, under the leadership of Modi, all the heads of state from
North Africa visited New Delhi in October 2015 to participate in the 3rd India–
Africa Forum Summit. The president of Egypt Abdel Fattah el-Sisi and the
King Mohammed VI of Morocco were among the most sought after guests.
India’s relations with Egypt owe most of their warmth and proximity due to
the close friendship between India’s first Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru and
then Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser. The External Affairs Minister
also visited Egypt in August 2015.16

2. India’s Stand on Israel
The Israel-Palestine conflict is an unresolved issue of world politics dating
from the end of the First World War. Palestine was a part of the Ottoman
Empire. During the First World War, the Ottoman Empire was defeated and
then dissolved. Turkey became the Successor State of the Ottoman Empire. In
1917, British Foreign Minister Arthur Balfour issued the Balfour Declaration
13
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for the establishment of a national home in Palestine for the Jewish people.17
Later, Mahatma Gandhi also shared his opinion in the Harijan (1938) about the
establishment of a national home in Palestine:
“The cry for a national home for the Jews does not make much
appeal to me. Why should they not, like other peoples on earth, make
that country their home where they are born and where they earn
their livelihood? Palestine belongs to the Arabs in the same sense that
England belongs to the English or France to the French. It is inhuman
to impose the Jews on the Arabs. What is going on in Palestine cannot
be justified by any moral code of conduct. It would be a crime against
humanity to reduce the proud Arabs so that Palestine can be delivered
to the Jews partly or wholly as their national home. The nobler course
would be to insist on a just treatment of the Jews wherever they are born
and bred. The Jews born in France are French in precisely the same
sense that Christians born in France are French.”18
In 1947, the UN General Assembly approved a plan to partition Palestinian
land and proposed a Jewish State and an Arab State on that land. The Arab
State of Palestine included the West Bank, East Jerusalem, the Gaza Strip
and others. The Jewish State of Israel was established in May 1948.19 India
announced its recognition of the Jewish State on September 17, 1950. Soon
thereafter, the Jewish State established an immigration office in Bombay. This
was later converted into a Trade Office and subsequently a Consulate.20 Ofra
Bengio argues that India and Israel have always had an enigmatic relation.
As a young state, India had to take into account the Arab states’ numerical
support at the UN and their stance of boycotting Israel. Further, it could not
afford to antagonise its Muslim population by establishing relations with the
Jewish State. Sympathy with the Palestinian cause was a by-product of these
motives. At the international level, in 1961, India became one of the founders
of the Non-Aligned Movement with Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt as a cofounder. This made ties with Israel even more complicated. Another obstacle
was the fact that Israel was in the US camp, while India was in the Soviet one.21
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However, embassies were opened in 1992 when full diplomatic relations were
established. Since the up-grade of relations in 1992, defense and agriculture
have formed the two main pillars of bilateral engagement. In recent years,
relations have seen rapid growth across a broad spectrum of areas and the
future vision of cooperation is of a strong hi-tech partnership, as befits two
knowledge-based economies.22 The major exports from India to Israel include
pearls and precious stones, chemical and mineral products, machinery and
electrical equipment, textile and textile articles, plastics, rubber, plants and
vegetable products, mineral products, rubber and plastic products, base metals
and transport equipment. Major exports from Israel to India include pearls
and precious stones, chemical and mineral products, machinery and electrical
equipment, base metals, defense, machinery and transport equipment.23

3. India and Geo-political Change in the Region
Kadira Pethiyagoda argues that a geo-political change is taking place in the
Middle East region due to the diminishing role of the US and its interests, so
it will lead to a more multi-polar region. However, China will be the greatest
beneficiary of this change taking place in the region. India is also worried about
the implications for its energy requirements, which compel to act accordingly.
Moreover, the fluid security situation in the broader MENA provides new
opportunities for India. The Gulf States are looking to diversify their security
guarantors and may seek to maintain leverage by working with multiple
strategic partners.24 However, India maintains its role as the largest trading
partner and also seeks to enhance its security cooperation with the region,
especially with the GCC states. It will look to secure waterways, specifically
the Indian Ocean, to prevent any security threats to the energy supply that it
relies upon. China’s increasing influence in the region, notably in Saudi Arabia
and Iran, will encourage India to pursue a more active Indian MENA policy
to ensure that the region does not completely fall under Beijing’s sphere of
influence.25
According to Mohammed Ayoob, the growing relationship between Saudi
Arabia and Israel can be explained with reference to the old proverb, “my
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enemy’s enemy is my friend.” The enemy is Iran, which both countries perceive
as the primary threat to their strategic interests in the region. Saudi Arabia is
engaged in a fierce competition with Iran for influence in the Arabian Gulf and
wider Middle East region. The reasons for Israel’s overtures towards Saudi
Arabia are more calculative and deliberate. A common front against Iran is, of
course, a major factor determining Israeli policy. Iran is a potential challenger
to Israel’s nuclear monopoly in the region and uses its influence in the Lebanon
to impede Israeli dominance of the region.26 But Israel believes that improved
relations with Riyadh will serve other goals as well: first, Saudi Arabia’s
lead in establishing relations with Israel is likely to induce other Arab states,
especially the oil rich monarchies of the Gulf, to open their economies to Israeli
investment and technical expertise, thus bringing Israel substantial economic
benefits. The Saudi-Israeli rapprochement has been actively supported by the
Trump administration. The US is extremely interested in the formation of
a joint front between Saudi Arabia and Israel against Iran.27
Moreover, India has warmly welcomed the Abraham Accord, which was
signed on 13 August 2020, brokered by the US President Trump. In response,
the Ministry of External Affairs of India stated that, “India has consistently
supported peace, stability and development in the region, which is its extended
neighbourhood. In that context, we welcome the full normalisation of ties
between UAE and Israel. Both nations are key strategic partners of India.” For
India, both the UAE and Israel are strategic partners with which it has developed
strong diplomatic ties since the advent of the Modi government.28 According to
Dipanjan Roy Chaudhury, India’s MENA policy has been energised following
the historic agreement between Israel and the UAE as New Delhi enjoys close
ties with both these countries. India’s strategic partnership with Israel has risen
in the last few years; ties with Abu Dhabi have grown manifold with a strong
personal chemistry between Abu Dhabi Crown Prince and Modi. India has been
able to maintain equally strong ties with all parties, Arabs and Israelis; Israelis
and Iranians; Iranians and the Gulf states. Modi’s policy has been a balanced
approach which has seen New Delhi taking no sides in issues in the region.
Diplomatic ties between Israel and the UAE should make India’s outreach in
the region smoother as it enjoys the goodwill of all sides.29 While speaking
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at a rally in Delhi, Modi said that India’s ties with the Gulf countries have
increased in the past few years. “We have been putting efforts to strengthen ties
with Palestine, Iran, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Jordan...we have achieved highs
in our relations.” He said that countries like Afghanistan, Palestine, Saudi,
the UAE, the Maldives, Bahrain all these countries have given the highest
awards to India.30 Moreover, the UAE conferred on him the Order of Zayed, its
highest civilian award in August 2019. In the same month, he also received the
The King Hamad Order of the Renaissance, Bahrain’s highest civilian award.
Earlier, in April 2016, the Saudi King conferred on him its highest award, The
King Abdulaziz Sash.31

4. Shift in Modi’s MENA Policy
When Narendra Modi became Indian Prime Minister in May 2014, foreign
policy experts expected a major shift in India’s MENA policy and more
particularly a tilt toward Israel.32 Jyotika Teckchandani argues that India’s
MENA policy injects a new sense of vigour, commitment, pragmatism,
flexibility and action-oriented policies to achieve its twin purpose of national
security and economic development. Though MENA, particularly the Gulf,
has remained strategically important for India from the point of view of energy
security, trade, investment, remittances, etc, there are three aspects of Modi’s
“Link West Policy” which are clearly visible. Moreover, unlike the UPA
governments, the Modi government has successfully maintained diplomatic
relations alongside Saudi-Iranian political rivalry and even the Iran-Israel
political conflict.33 Bharat Singh points out that under his leadership, India’s
MENA Policy also breaks the conventional dichotomy of Arab-India relations
and Israel-India relations. Now, both Arab countries and Israel want stronger
engagement with India. Neither Arab nations nor Israel has forced New Delhi
to choose between them.34
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Anubhav Gupta argues that PM Modi has pursued closer ties with Gulf
States and Israel. Today, the relationship is durable in several areas from robust
defence sales to cooperation in areas such as agriculture, water, innovation
and technology, infrastructure, pharmaceuticals, and more. He has invested
significant political capital to make new regional friends in the MENA region.
His own visit to the region proves this shift. During his first term, he visited
Middle Eastern nations 10 times (Iran, Israel, Jordan, Oman, Palestine, Qatar,
Saudi Arabia, and Turkey once each; and the UAE twice). In contrast, his
predecessor Manmohan Singh conducted only 4 state visits (Iran, Oman,
Qatar, and Saudi Arabia) during his 10 years in office. These visits have led
to a long list of bilateral agreements ranging from energy and investment
ties, military exchanges and counter-terrorism cooperation, innovation
and technology partnerships, education and skills development, tourism and
cultural exchange.35
Moreover, in February 2018, PM Modi travelled in a Jordanian helicopter to
Palestine, with an Israeli Air Escort, an event called “history in the making” by
the spokesman of the Ministry of External Affairs. His visit to Ramallah took
place just weeks after the triumphant visit to India by Israeli Prime Minister
Netanyahu, which was part of his quest for political power by winning strong
friends. In addition, the Oman visit too was important because the special
ties preceded the new links with the UAE. The wide-ranging discussions
covered strengthening cooperation in trade and investment, energy, defence,
security, food security and regional issues.36 During his visit, India and Oman
signed eight agreements related to defence, health and tourism. The signing
of a pact between the two countries will give India a foothold in its extended
neighbourhood. The Duqm Port will act as India’s entry point to the wider
Middle East and Eastern Africa, a significant development at a time when
China has deployed strategic assets in the Indian Ocean Region. Furthermore,
Jordan is a significant player in the peace process in the region and PM Modi
did well to re-establish relations with Amman. His visit to the region was well
timed, well planned and well executed.37 In July 2018, PM Modi visited the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and met King Salman bin Abdulaziz al Saud and
it was reported that five key agreements were signed which addressed issues
ranging from anti-money laundering to drug trafficking. Both the countries
also agreed to strengthen bilateral defence cooperation primarily through the
35
36
37

Anubhav Gupta, ‘India’s Evolving Ties with the Middle East,’ Asia Policy Society, 8 August
2019, https://asiasociety.org/asias-new-pivot/india (accessed 20 October 2020).
TP Sreenivasan, ‘Hugplomacy with West Asia,’ Telangana Today, 3 March 2018, https://
telanganatoday.com/hugplomacy-with-west-asia (accessed 20 October 2020).
Sreenivasan, ‘Hugplomacy with West Asia…’

Shift in India’s MENA Policy during the Modi Government:...

29

exchange of visits by experts and military officials and suggested conducting
joint military exercises and supplying arms and ammunition.38
According to Harsh V. Pant, PM Modi has made close friendship with key
regional powers like Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates and Israel in
a bid to attract investments and forge deeper security partnerships. In doing
so, he has broken with India’s Cold War-era legacy in the region of merely
“balancing” between key actors. As New Delhi and Riyadh reassess their
foreign policy options in a world that is rapidly evolving, India’s engagement
with Middle Eastern states will enhance its footprint in the region.39
In August 2019, the Gulf States remained mostly silent when India revoked
the special status to J&K, and imposed a sweeping curfew in the region, cutting
off residents from all communication and the internet. This muted response is
supported by more than USD 100 billion in annual trade with India that makes
it one of the Arabian Peninsula’s most prized economic partners. Other Gulf
Kingdoms like Kuwait, Qatar, Bahrain and Oman do not appear to have issued
any statements.40 The UAE has gone a step further by apparently siding with
India, called the decision to downgrade Kashmir’s status an “internal matter”.
Saudi Arabia’s response was complicated by its close ties with both India and
Pakistan. Pakistani Prime Minister Imran Khan has reached out to leaders in
Saudi Arabia and Bahrain to discuss India’s actions in Kashmir. Turkey, which
has less than USD 7 billion in annual bilateral trade with India, has thrown its
weight behind Pakistan.41
Nicolas Blarel points out that breaking with past Indian governments, the
Modi government publicly acknowledged the robust commercial and defense
relationship with Israel. He promptly expressed the need to further elevate
bilateral ties to the political-strategic level. In June 2015, PM Modi announced
that he would become the first sitting Indian Prime Minister to visit Israel.
He also publicly met with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu at the
UN General Assembly in September 2014 and did so again during the Paris
Climate Change Conference in November 2015.42 He further argues that India
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abstained both in July 2015 and in March 2016 from supporting a Palestine
sponsored resolution at the UN Human Rights Council in Geneva to launch
a probe by the International Criminal Court against Israel for war crimes
during the 2014 Gaza crisis. As a result, this led to further speculation of
a major shift in India’s traditional pro-Palestinian policy in multilateral
forums.43 According to Sumit Kumar, improved ties between India and Israel
have also been a major foreign policy priority of the Netanyahu Government. In
the last couple of years, he and PM Modi made calibrated efforts to strengthen
their relations. During this period, several high profile political visits between
the two countries have taken place. While the then President Pranab Mukherjee
became the first Indian president to visit Israel in 2015, Prime Minister
Netanyahu, after meeting PM Modi at the UN, said the “sky is the limit” as
far as India-Israel relations are concerned. Finally, Modi visited Israel in July
2017, which marked the end of India’s policy of looking at ties with Israel
through the prism of the Arab-Israeli conflict. Subsequently, Netanyahu paid
a return visit to India in January 2018, with the two sides having reviewed their
bilateral ties. Of course, the strong desire of Modi and Netanyahu to elevate the
engagement has not evolved in a vacuum.44 There are a number of motivations
for the Modi government to seek close diplomatic ties with Israel. First, India
sees that Israel can play a crucial role in its endeavour to modernise its military.
Second, New Delhi strongly feels that Tel Aviv’s active participation through
the ‘Make in India’ programme will certainly help in India’s economic growth
and provide jobs to millions of people in the country. On the other, Netanyahu
has shown interest in cooperating with the Modi government in its economic
and developmental initiatives. Third, Israel looks forward to defence ties with
India in view of the fact that New Delhi is supposed to spend USD150 billion
to modernise its military by 2027. Israel also needs India’s support to resolve
the Palestinian issue.45 Moreover, economic relations progressed rapidly from
USD 200 million in 1992, comprising primarily of diamonds, merchandise
trade diversified and reached USD 5.24 billion, excluding defense, in calendar
year 2019 with the balance of trade being in India’s favor by more than USD
1.9 billion. India is Israel’s third largest trading partner in Asia and seventh
largest globally.46
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5. Opportunities for Indian Engagements
India’s oil imports from the GCC countries as a proportion of its total
hydrocarbon imports are about 50%, which represents the second highest among
all oil importers from the GCC countries after China. India’s dependency on
energy imports is expected to raise to 92% by 2030, with the GCC countries
likely to be the major exporters and beneficiaries. This share is expected to
rise in the future as well. Overall bilateral trade between the GCC and India
has grown at an annual average of 5% in the last decade to USD 118 billion. It
is expected to reach USD 190 billion by 2030.47 Now India and the GCC are
more connected during the Modi government than ever before. The United
Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia are India’s third and fourth-largest trading
partners respectively and the total bilateral trade of the GCC countries with
India for the year 2018–19 stood at USD 121.34 billion. The UAE also features
in the top 10 sources of FDI inflows into India. Saudi Arabia investments are
also increasing in India. The recent announcement of a USD 15 billion deal
between Saudi Aramco and Reliance Industries will see Aramco acquire a 20%
stake in the Jamnagar Refinery in India. Further, an Indo-Oman joint venture,
Sebacic Oman is undertaking a USD 1.2 billion project to set up the largest
sebacic acid plant in the Middle East. Investing in India will have long-term
positive benefits for Arab countries as India with a market of 1.38 billion offers
unmatched potential.48
Khushnam PN argues that the geo-politics of energy security makes the
region, particularly the Gulf States, crucial for India’s geo-economics and
pursuit of economic development. India is already 3rd largest consumer of oil
and largely dependent on the supply from the region. Thus, the stability of
the region for energy supply determines the priority of Modi’s policy towards
the region. Indian companies like ONGC have also engaged and participated
in oil extraction, refinery and technical support creating stronger economic
interdependence.49 Moreover, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has decided to
invest USD 100 billion in energy, refining, petro-chemical and also in the field
of agriculture, infrastructure and mining. In November 2019, the presence of
Modi in the ‘Davos in the Desert’ encouraged India’s influence to serve its
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geo-strategic and geo-economic interests. There is an approximately 9-million
Indian Diaspora in the region which is a valuable asset and it is central to
the economic progress of this region.50 According to Anisur Rahman, the role
played by the Gulf Diaspora is profound in India’s developmental story. The
importance of the Gulf region, therefore, it is clearly evident in the diplomatic
visits paid by PM Modi to the countries of the MENA in general and to the
Gulf States in particular. His visits to Saudi Arabia, UAE, Qatar, Iran, and
Israel have yielded results, like UAE allocating land for the construction of
a temple. Moreover, the Indian Diaspora is being tapped as an asset and has
become a major source of diplomacy helping to promote India’s interest in the
region.51
Parthasarathy says that India-UAE relations have evolved into a significant
partnership in the economic and commercial spheres. India-UAE trade is
around USD 52 billion, making India the largest trading partner of UAE, while
UAE is India’s third largest trading partner, after China and the US. The UAE
is, significantly, the second largest export destination of India with exports of
over USD 30 billion.52 In August 2015, the visit of Modi to the UAE marked
the first visit in 34 years of an Indian leader and Modi’s first official trip
anywhere in the MENA region. There has been much debate over the success
and relevance of the visit. However, Modi has understood the Gulf region’s
increasing importance for India. Several factors make the MENA, particularly
the Gulf region, more strategically significant for India.53

6. Challenges for India
India’s relations with Iran became more important after Modi’s visit to
Tehran in May 2016, when a tripartite agreement was reached among India,
Iran and Afghanistan to develop the Iranian Port of Chabahar, with New Delhi
providing USD 500 million towards development of the port. Once completed,
this would have enable India to access Afghanistan and to compete with
Gwadar Port in Pakistan, which is being developed with Chinese support as
part of the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC). But it became more
challenging for India to maintain its relations with Iran during US sanctions.
In the recent past, due to US pressure, New Delhi reduced oil imports from
Iran. It had previously it was second largest supplier after Saudi Arabia and
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voted against Iran at the International Atomic Energy Agency.54 In contrast,
Iran’s decision to drop India from a plan to build a rail link from the strategic
Chabahar Port to Zahedan on the Afghan border is a wake-up call for Delhi.
The development of the port, and the link overland through Iran to Afghanistan,
was supposed to be India’s counter to Pakistan’s blocking of the trading route
through Wagah to the Khyber Pass into Afghanistan and to Central Asia. At
that time, New Delhi made the right decision to bypass Pakistan altogether but
appears to have lost the opportunity to see the plan through. India played its
part in developing the port which is functional now. From Kandla in Gujarat,
wheat and other food grain is being sent to Afghanistan via Chabahar. Also,
it was India’s Border Roads Organisation that helped build the 218 km Route
606 in Afghanistan, known as the Delaram-Zaranj highway that cut road travel
time between Afghanistan and Iran. But India dragged its feet on building the
rail link from Chabahar to Zahedan. The Chabahar project is important for
India’s regional goals and for its relations with Iran.55
According to Harsh V. Pant and Hasan al Hasan, Iran’s Chabahar Port
represents a strategic investment for India, which hopes to use the facility
to connect with the International North-South Transit Corridor (INSTC) that
extends into Central Asia. Yet, as tensions rise in the region, Israel, Saudi Arabia
and the UAE have joined more closely against Iran under the US sponsored
Middle East Security Alliance (MESA). Now, the Modi government seems to
have taken its pick. Having practically abandoned a “balancing act,” the Modi
government has placed its bets on Israel and the Gulf States, relegating relations
with Iran to the side.56 Furthermore, Iran has decided to go ahead by itself
to construct the Chabahar-Zahedan railway project instead of doing it jointly
with India. Apparently, Iran has putting aside India’s participation on account
of delays in Indian funding and other aspects of project implementation. Iran
now claims that it will provide the USD 400 million project cost from its own
resources. Under the planned arrangement, China will spend USD 400 billion
over the next 20 years in Iran. It will not only transform Iran-China bilateral
ties, but it will change the entire geo-politics of the region.57
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According to Shyam Saran, it is not only India but other countries which have
found it difficult to undertake projects in Iran because of US sanctions. China’s
purchase of Iranian oil has decreased substantially in the past two years and
the overall bilateral trade fell to USD 23 billion in 2019 compared to a peak of
USD 35 billion. China gives importance to its relations with Iran, a significant
component of its ambitious Belt and Road Initiative, and a potentially lucrative
market for its exports and manufactures. However, like India, it has also in
parallel cultivated closer relations with Saudi Arabia and the UAE, which are
currently bigger suppliers of oil and gas to China than Iran is.58 He argues
that India should pursue its policy to maintain positive relations with Iran,
the Arab states and Israel, just as China has done and not use a Chinese prism
through which to shape its policy. India should not arrive at hasty conclusions
and damage its relations with Iran, which remains strategically important. The
pursuit of a closer security partnership with the US does not mean that India
should follow the US lead on its other important relationships.59 According
to C. Raja Mohan, the agreement between China and Iran for developing
a comprehensive partnership in the energy, economic and security spheres,
presents India with a higher level of challenge to its engagement with the Gulf
region. China is set to become a more powerful force than India in the Gulf. This
is inevitable, given China’s new status as the world’s second most important
power. India’s ability to engage in economic competition in the region with
China is overstated in the current context.60 China’s economy today is nearly
5 times larger than India; the GDP figures are USD 15 trillion and USD
3 trillion respectively. China’s ability to provide military support has begun to
increase. India, in contrast, has struggled to develop security cooperation with
the Gulf States. Unlike India, China has a sophisticated military industrial base
that has contributed to Beijing’s emergence as a major arms exporter to the
world. Some of those flows are directed at the Gulf States.61
On the other, China’s relation with the GCC revolves around energy demand
and the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), launched in 2013. In 2015, China
officially became the biggest global importer of crude oil, with almost half
of its supply coming from the region. As a strategically important crossroads
for trade routes and sea lanes linking Asia to Europe and Africa, the MENA is
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important to the BRI which is designed to place China at the centre of global
trade networks. China’s relationship with the region focuses on the Gulf States,
due to their major role in energy markets. China has concluded partnerships
agreements with 15 Middle Eastern countries.62 It participates in anti-piracy
and maritime security missions in the Arabian Sea and the Gulf of Aden, and
has conducted large-scale operations to rescue its nationals from Libya in
2011 and Yemen in 2015. Moreover, China’s establishment of its first overseas
military base, in Djibouti, as well as the probable militarisation of the Pakistani
port of Gwadar, contributes to the growth of the military presence near crucial
maritime chokepoints like the Strait of Hormuz and Bab el-Mandeb. Finally,
China has supplied arms to several Middle Eastern countries also.63
According to A. Narang, in 2014, the UAE established the UAE Space
Agency and also initiated the formation of the Arab Space Coordination
Group, an offshoot of the UAE Space Agency. The organisation includes Arab
allies like the United Arab Emirates, Jordan, Bahrain, Algeria, Saudi Arabia,
Sudan, Lebanon, Kuwait, Morocco and Egypt. The Space Race started in
September 2015 when the UAE Space showed interest in cooperation with
the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO).64 But China soon entered the
Space Race in December 2015, when the UAE and China signed an agreement
for collaboration in space exploration and study and development of Space
Science. In fact, in late 2017, a joint working group of the ISRO and the UAE
Space Agency identified key areas where the two organisations will cooperate
closely that include UAE’s Mars mission, remote sensing applications and
satellite platforms. As the region becomes more and more interested in space
technology, other countries in the region like Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Oman
and Israel are becoming battlegrounds in the Space Race between India and
China.65

Conclusion
As foreign policy experts’ predicted, under the leadership of Modi, India’s
foreign policy would undergo significant shift as far as the MENA is concerned.
Changes were taking place in the Middle East region and New Delhi needed
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to make an appropriate shift in India’s MENA Policy. So decision makers
have taken a very calculated and well-thought realistic move without being
emotional in the foreign policy arena. The first sign of the shift one can see
when Modi pursued a de-hyphenated policy in Palestine and Israel relations
and made it clear that India will have one-to-one relations with the regional
countries. It was a clear message for the other countries of the region that
India is not strongly attached with anybody and would now focus on bilateral
relations with everyone. Moreover, the GCC and the other regional countries
took New Delhi’s stand as a positive shift in India’s MENA Policy under the
leadership of Modi. Since then, India’s relations with the GCC and Israel have
been stronger than ever before. This provides ample opportunities for India to
make strong relations with states of Middle East and North Africa.
The new developments in the region between UAE, Bahrain and Israel
through the Abraham Accords under the Trump administration’s mediation
proved that the shift in India’s MENA policy was a right decision taken by
Modi at the right time. Certainly, India will get more benefits and economic
engagements from the Abraham Accords. There is a possibility that other
regional Arab states will also join Israel against the Islamic Republic of Iran.
However, Iran is also very significant country in the region as far as India’s
geo-political interests are concerned and particularly the development of
Chhabahar Port. But due to US imposed sanctions on Iran, India has limited its
relations with Tehran. From geo-political point of view, India should maintain
its relations with Iran but New Delhi has given priority to the friendship with
the United States against Iran. Therefore, India has joined the group of GCC
and Israel against the Islamic Republic of Iran. On the other, Iran and China
relations are growing rapidly and Beijing will provide financial assistance to
Iran for the development of the rail link from Chabahar to Zahedan. Definitely,
the China and Iran partnership will pose severe challenges for India in Middle
East and North Africa region. India should be very cautious and careful while
dealing with Iran. The geo-political equations are shifting in the MENA,
enemies are becoming friends and friends are aligning with the enemies. Prime
Minister Henry Palmerstone in the British Parliament in 1848 said, “We have
no eternal allies, and we have no perpetual enemies. Our interests are eternal
and perpetual, and those interests it is our duty to follow.”66
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The Role of Iranian Sufis in Promoting Islamic
Mysticism in India
Abstract
As we know from several studies, Sufis built up close contact with local people and paid great
attention to the promotion of religion in India. They travelled extensively to different parts of India
and spread the message of Islam to the people. Mostly, Sufis came from Iran (Persia), and attracted
the people of the sub-continent to Islam with their good deeds and well-mannered way of life
rather than by using force. This is how in a very short span of time they won the hearts of people
and succeeded in establishing the prominent position of Islamic mysticism in this region. Iranian
Sufis and religious scholars, besides spreading Islam, made very sincere efforts to promote the
Persian language in the sub-continent. This article is an attempt to study the role of Iranian Sufis in
promoting Islamic Mysticism and the Persian language in the sub-continent.
Keywords: Mysticism, Sub-continent, Iranian Sufis, Islamic Mysticism, Persian Language.

Introduction
On different occasions and in various circumstances, nations have interacted
with each other through their languages, literature, cultures and customs as
a natural phenomenon, having an impact on history and civilization. This may
be seen in countries like Iran and India, which have had common historical,
linguistic and cultural bonds through the ages. Similarities and linkages
between the languages and cultures of ancient Iran and India underscore this.
Islam expanded the relationships between Iran and India in different ways,
including Sufism.
Islam was brought to Iran via the Arab-Islamic conquest of 650 AD2 but
found its way to the Indian sub-continent through Arab traders. Later, Arabs
conquered part of India and Turks invaded it. On their way to India, Arabs
and the Turks, to some extent, had to cross Iran. Iran brought them under the
influence of its ancient culture and traditions. Thus, they also had no choice
but to carry the same civilization and convey the same culture to the people of
India. Thus, Iranian thoughts, philosophy, mysticism, language, literature, fine
1
2
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arts and social life put arrived via Muslims in India,3 which witnessed an ethical
and cultural blossoming. As a result, Islam in India had an Iranian colour and
admixture. Given this fact, the present research will study the influence of the
Iranian Sufis and Iranian culture in promoting Islam and particularly Islamic
Mysticism in India.

1. Islam in India: An Overview
Islam reached the Indian sub-continent in a very early period, but the
spread of Islam and Islamic culture through trade, war and Sufism was gradual.
1.1. The Arab Conquest

Islam first came to India through Muslim traders who used to travel to south
Indian’s Sea shores, because spices were grown there. Malik bin Dinar was one
of the first known Muslims to have come to India in order to propagate Islam in
the Indian sub-continent after the departure of King Cheraman Perumal. Malik
Dinar Mosque is one of the oldest mosques in India, situated in Kasaragod
district of Kerala state, south India.The grave of Malik Dinar is still there near
Kasaragod. However, the first army of Muslims which came to Sindh in the
15th Hijri was during the caliphate of Umar ibn al-Khattab. He dispatched
Abu Umayya ibn Al-Mughira as following Uthman ibn Abi al-As al-Thaqafi’s
mission to Bahrain. He was supposed to march on Deibal. When the army of
Muslims arrived in Deibal, war started with the army of Raja4 of Sindh. Al-Mughira was killed on the battle field. So the attempt to capture Sindh failed
and nothing was done until the time of third caliph.5
It was during the caliphate of Uthman that Abdullah bin Amir bin Rabiah,
the commander of army of Muslims in Makran,6 that Hakam bin Jabal to India
was dispatched under instructions from the caliph. He was sent to survey the
place and report. He reported to the caliph that the water of the place was
muddy, the fruit sour, and soil rocky and salty. If the army penetrated inside it
would perish in particular if the number was large. They would remain hungry
and die of hunger and thirst. In view of this report the caliph gave up the idea
and did not send anyone.
3
4
5

6
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Subcontinent,’ Donya, No. 28, Iran, NP, 1973, p. 165.
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The fourth Caliph, Ali ibn Abi Talib, sent Tagher-bin-Da’ar to India. He
penetrated deep inside up to the region of Keikanan and defeated their armies.
Muslims conquered the place and stayed there until death of the fourth caliph.7
Muawiya Umayyad, founder of the great Umayyad dynasty of caliphs, sent to
Sindh a person called Abdullah Savar. He was accompanied by 4,000 riders.
They had just reached the hills of Keikanan when war broke and it was rather
severe; Abdullah was killed and the defeated army returned to Makran.8
It was during the Caliphate of Al-Walid ibn Abd al-Malik ibn Marwan that
the governor of Iraq i.e. Al Hajjaj ibn Yusuf sent his cousin and son in law,
Mohammad bin Qasem, and appointed him ruler of India. When Mohammad
bin Qasem reached Makran, he took Mohammad Haroon, the ruler of the place,
also with him. They had just reached Armabil when Mohammad Haroon died.
Mohammad bin Qasem was left with no option but to proceed to Deibal and he
did so. Marching on Deibal, he surrounded the place. It is narrated that at this
point a Brahmin priest came forward and said that unless the flag hoisted on
the temple furled, nothing would happen, so they should first brought down the
frontage of the temple and destroyed the flag and the victory followed. The city
was destroyed by using catapults and was captured. A lot of booty fell into the
hands of the victors and its Khums9 was sent to the treasury of Hajjaj.10
Anyhow, Raja Dahir Sen, the last Hindu ruler of Sindh and the last united
King of Sindh, was killed in 73 A.H. and this paved way for further success
and achievements for the Muslims. Some places in the vicinity of Sindh,
including Multan, Qannauj came under Muslim control. The Muslims gave
shelter to Brahmins and many other vanquished people and this resulted in
large numbers becoming inclined to Islam.11
The conquest of Sindh by Mohammed bin Qasem, which had created
possibilities of control of Umayyads and then of Abbasids12 on Sindh, in fact
made it possible for Muslims to rule in India. The appearance of Abbasids was
accompanied by internal feuds and differences and this made the Baghdad
Caliphate weak. As a result, the political and military advance of Muslims on
Indian soil came to a standstill and remained thus until the 5th century Hijri
7
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(AD 11) and did not cross the area of Kabul and Kandahar, which was captured
by Safavids13 from Hindu rulers. After Safavids, this area because of its
distance from the center was an object of struggle between Muslims and local
Hindu rulers.
On the evidence of historical documents, one can say that Muslims arrived
in South India and its western coasts at the beginning of the 8th century AD
or a little earlier and came to the eastern coast in the 10th century AD and in
the short span of time spread all over the important towns and major parts
of the country. Very quickly they influenced the political social structure
of the society and enjoyed credibility among the people. On the one hand
some important people amongst them obtained high positions as ministers,
ambassadors and tax collectors and on the other hand they preached their faith
on a vast scale. A large number of people embraced Islam and several mosques
and other religious places were built as centres of religious activities.14
1.2. Ghaznavids Invasion of India

Sebüktigin, founder of the Ghaznavid dynasty, invaded India for the first
time in AD 977 and brought under his sway a vast part of Indian territory. Two
to three years later his son Mahmud of Ghazni attacked India and during his
kingship launched 15 to 17 attacks on India. Though Mahmud fought Hindus
for the sake of preaching and spreading Islam, the majority of historians talk
about his plunders and devastation.
Admitting this fact Jawaharlal Nehru15 believed that “…before Mahmud
invaded India, the Muslim preachers came to India and were welcomed
everywhere. They came to India peacefully and were successful in their
mission. In those days, even if there was some unfavourable feeling towards
Islam, it was weak and nominal. Mahmud though called himself Preacher of
Islam, damaged Islam’s reputation more than anything else in India.”16
Some Indian historians hold the view that though the first Muslim invasion
of India was by Mohammad bin Qasem, the most effective and lasting action
was taken by Iranian Muslims, particularly by Sultan Mahmud.17 He gave it the
name of Jihad and conquered and annexed a major part of Indian territory for
his ruling dominion.18
13
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1.3. The Migration of Scholars, Mystics, and Jurists

The invasion of Mahmud on India was along with the second great wave
of migration and settlement of Iranian Muslims in India as well as a stepping
stone to their flourishing in that country. The factors that encouraged migration
to India have usually been the very ancient close cultural relations between
the two countries, abundance of natural properties, friendly and favourable
thought in India, without any hostility to anyone, the spirit of hospitality,
possibilities of communication between the two countries and Indo-Iran
cultural commonalities. These factors have been both attractive and inviting.19
As the results, the most powerful wave of expansion of Islam on the Indian
sub-continent is indebted to the migration of scholars, mystics, and jurists to
India. Some scholars and historians believe that the earlier waves particularly
the invasion of India by Mahmud had a negative reaction from Hindus, but
mystics and scholars through their behavior of love and affection influenced
the hearts and minds of Hindus throughout the country. This was because of
the contribution of Sufis in preaching Islam in India.
As mentioned earlier, the passage for all invaders, whether Arabs, Turks,
Mughals or others, was through Iran. The Ghaznavid and Ghauri kings and
Turks and Timurid rulers and nobles were well versed in Persian and it was
their court language. They brought this culture to India. Iranian thinking,
culture and ways were more akin to the Aryan Indian nation. They belonged to
a common race and had linguistic and cultural bonds, which were very close
and strong. In view of this, Islam with Iranian flavor and not the pure Arab
Islam, suited the Hindu mind. Again, interpretation of Islam in the Tasawwuf
form, appealed to Aryan Hindus.
Therefore, although Arabs or Turks captured India, the Iranian Sufis
helped propagation of Islam in India. The popularity of Sufis in India and
their discourses and congregation in Persian and local Indian languages and
the belief in human equality made Sufis successful in their endeavours.20 The
Sufis developed close contacts with the local people socially and culturally and
preached Islam amongst them.21 They not only influenced people in general but
were respected by kings and rulers. They were popular all over the country.
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2. The Iranian Sufis in India
For about a century, from the 5th century AH (11th century AD) to the reign
of the last Ghazni rulers, Lahore was one of the most important centres of
Persian literature and Islamic culture. Many fields, such as literature, fine arts,
historiography, writings on governance, judiciary, architecture and all forms
of art, buildings and urbanization, depended on the support and patronage of
men of status and wealth. However, at the same time, it was the Sufi poetry
of Persian literature that was most popular and greatly influenced the society.
The teachings of the Sufis and Sheikhs at the khanqahs, and the Qawalis, and
the sermons delivered in Persian or the local languages attracted the Hindus of
Indian towns and villages to Islam.
But the spread of Sufism in India mainly took place in the hands of the
earliest Iranian immigrants in India.22 Among the early Sufis were Khaja Mu’in
al-Din Chishti (d. 634 AH/1237 AD),23 the founder of the Chishti Order in India,
his Khalifa, Bakhtiar Kaki (d. 635 AH/1238 AD), Farid al-Din Masʿud Ganji-Shakar (d. 664 AH/1266 AD),24 Qazi Hamiduddin Nagori (d. 695 AH/1316
AD), Sheikh Sharafudeen bu Ali Qalandar Panipati (d. 725 AH/1324 AD),
Sheikh Nizamuddin Olia Dehlavi (d. 725 AH/1324 AD), Sheikh Nasiruddin
Mahmud Chirag-Dehlavi (d. 757 AH/1356 AD), all from the renowned Chishti
School.
Bahauddin Zakariya Multani (d. 666 AH/1268 AD), founder of the
Suhrawardiyya order on the sub-continent, his son, Sadruddin and his disciples,
22
23
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Sayed Jalal Bukharai known as the sorkh-posh (d. 695 AH/1316 AD), Shaikh
Ahmad Ma’shoq and Lal Shahbaz,25 and other Sheikhs of the School like
Makhdoom-e-Jahanian Jahangasht Bukhari (d. 786 AH/1407 AD), Miran
Muhammed Shah also known as moje-darya, (sea-wave) (d. 1013 AH/1634
AD), Sheikh Nur Qutb Alam (d. 808 AH/1429 AD), Makhdoom Shah’naqi
(d. 824 AH/1445 AD) and Sheikh Mohammed Gisoo-deraz (d. 825 AH/1446
AD).26
These Persian-speaking Sufis promoted Islam, monotheism, and ethics,
and Sufism brought the Hindus and Indian masses into the fold of Islam.27
In addition, in (782 AH/1380 AD) when Timor raided Iran,28 700 Sayeds29
migrated from Hamadan to Kashmir. Timur Gurkani wanted to eradicate Alavi
Sadats of Hamadan, who at the time had great power and influence. Thus,
these Sufis took refuge in India. The leader of the group was Sufi Mir Sayed
Ali Hamadani known as “Amir Kabir” or “Ali Sani.” Before the incident he
had visited Kashmir twice and its ruler, Sultan Shahabuddin, had turned to
be his disciple. Kashmir’s Sultan honoured these immigrants, and this provided
a proper context for the pursuit of migration and for the attraction of more
immigrants from Iran to India.”30
Some Sufis were also invited by the kings to settle in India, and they began
to spread their beliefs. It has been said that Ahmad Shah Dekani31 invited
the son of Shah Nemat’ollah Vali to India in the first half of the (9th century
AH/15th century AD) and Shah Nemat’ollah Vali sent his grandson, Mir
Nur’olah, instead, to Deccan. The author of Tarikhe Fereshte writes: “Some
say Mir Nur’olah returned to Iran and some believe he could not make it and
was buried in Deccan’s soil.”32
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As a result, the spread of Sufism and the establishment of important Sufi
schools in India were further attractions for followers of Sufism to move to
India. Five Sufi dynasties enjoyed the most significance and fame on the
sub-continent. They are including Qaderieh, ascribed to Sheikh Abdul Qader
Gilani; Naqshbandieh, ascribed to Sheikh Bahauddin Naqshband; Chishti,
ascribed to Abu Ahmad Abdal Chishti;33 Hamdanieh, ascribed to Mir Sayed
Ali Hamadani; Suhrawardiy, ascribed to Shahabuddin Suhrawardiy.34

3. The Impact of Sufism in the Sub-continent
Mysticism spread in India gradually. It had some impact on the Indian
society, both Hindu and Muslim.
3.1. The Impact on Hindu Society

Sufis lived in khanqahs and public places of congregation also known as
zawiyah.35 The khanqah represented the lifestyle of a Sheikh and it was based
on customary worship practices and abstinences that were set by the Sheikh.
In addition to being a visiting place of the elites and royals, khanqahs were
also considered as centres for promoting Islam. Some of the khanqahs were
meditation places for Dervishes.36 Since there was no caste system practiced
in the khanqahs, they had an important role in embracing all the people and
promoting Islam. Some Hindus, especially those of the lower castes, were
impressed by the Sufis and left the religion of their ancestors to embrace
Islam.37
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Chishtieh resources Abu Ahmad Abdal Chishti Khaja, born in the village of Khorasan
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A very important factor in delivering the message of equality and Islam’s
justice to the core of Hindu society was the propagation activities of Sufi
Sheikhs. Even before the Sufi Schools of Suhrawardiy, Chishtie and Qaderieh
surfaced, and their khanqahs built on the sub-continent, some Sufis promoting
Sufism were already residing in different locations in India. In different Indian
towns and villages, natives who professed Hinduism were becoming attracted
to these centres, and gradually, in that mystical and spiritual environment and
Islamic Sufi brotherhood, they were influenced by Sheikhs’ teachings.38
Distinguished and prominent Sufi figures, Pirs and Sheikhs of different
schools were promoting and spreading Islam across the Indo-Pak sub-continent
in the khanaqahs, zawiyahs and mosques in a manner that was well-matched
with the indigenous people’s taste, senses and spirits. In promoting Islam, they
were more effective than any other factor.
3.2. The Spread of Persian Language

One of the most important and influential aspects of Islamic thought
and culture on the sub-continent is Sufi literature, the prose and poetry that
emerged from the khanqahs of the Indian cities. Efforts of Persian-speaking
Sufis and religious scholars who promoted Islam on the sub-continent were
very effective in promoting the Persian language as well.39 The followers of
Sufis leaders were travelling to different parts of India and sometimes, besides
exposition of books, were compiling works in Persian.40
For instance, Kashf Ul Mahjoob by Abul Hasan Syed Ali Bin Usman
Hajveri, published in the second half of the 5th century AH (11th century AD) in
Lahore is in fact the first major compilation of Sufism written in Persian, and is
considered one of the most important works in this field. Besides discussing the
nature and meaning of Sufism and describing Sufi terms, etymology, traditions
and sects, the book contains descriptions of the beliefs and sects of many Sufi
Sheikhs. From the 5th and 6th century AH (11th and 12th century AD) onwards,
the Sufism from Khurasan and Iraq came to India and united the Muslims of
India with Islamic scholars outside. The mystical poetry and prose of Indian
Muslim writers and poets also followed the style of the Sufi-poets of Khurasan
and Iraq. These are some of his works, Fawaid ul-Fuad by Ameer Hasan ‘Ala
Sajzi (8th AH/14th AD), which is the Malfozat and assemblies of Nezam’odin
38
39
40

Martha Brill Olcott, ‘Sufism in Central Asia A Force for Moderation or a Cause of
Politicization?,’ Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, No. 84, May 2007, pp. 1–35,
https://www.policyarchive.org/handle/10207/6450 (accessed 20 September 2010).
Zuhur’odin Ahmad, Pakistan Min Farsi Adab, Vol. 1, Lahore: Punjab University, 1964–1988,
p. 37.
Alireza Naghavi, Persian Biography in India & Pakistan, Tehran: Elmi Publishing, 1968,
p. 55.

46

Nargess Jaberinasab

Olia; writings of Sayed Ali Hamadani, Sharaf’odin Yahya Manyeri and Sheikh
Ahmed Sar hindi; collections of writings of other Sheikhs, such as Seir ol’ulia
Mir khord; Akhbar ol’akhyar of Abdul’hagh Mohaddes Dehlavi; and writings
of Hakīm Abul-Hasan Yamīn al-Dīn Khusrow Balkhi Dehlavi, Shahzadeh
Mohammed Dara Shukuh and Shah Wali’olah Dehlavi.
In addition, when the Persian language found its way into India through
Sufis, it carried along a precious and sublime religion, Islam, which is
knowledge, revealing the divine truth more transparently than any other
ideology and religion, and guiding men directly to where they have come from,
i.e., the kingdom of the unseen and the Almighty. The rich and sophisticated
culture that emanated from the Persian language and its literature appeared
in India and charmed and fascinated the Hindus so much that they had to
acknowledge this fact in their expressions and works. “It was because of this
love and affection that cultured Hindus from the very same Ghaznavid era
showed immense intimacy towards the Persian language and literature.”41 It
seemed that the Persian language and literature had the magic to fascinate
many due to its essence of mysticism. This infatuation was a result of the lofty
mystical content of the Persian language expressed via sweet and appealing
terms.
Spiritual, sublime and fine sayings uttered by mystics and immaculate
poetry revealing the unseen world reflected in beautiful Persian made the
listeners intoxicated. The soft and tender words in the heart-stealing poems and
heart-warming prose of Persian literature made a profound impact on the Indian
sub-continent. Not only did Indian thinkers and lovers of literature enjoy it, but
it was also liked by the masses, including the learned, the king and the poor.
As such, over the course of a thousand years, the Persian language assumed
royal status at the Indian court and seat of learning of the scholars, poets
and writers. Such was the profound impact of this language that it extended
beyond the royal palaces and even beyond the scientific and educational centres.
Eventually its words and vocabularies entered into the daily conversations of
commoners.

Conclusion
On different occasions, and under various circumstances, nations have been
in constant contact, and inevitably their languages and literatures, cultures
and customs are affected by each other. This is a natural phenomenon, and
sometimes depending on the circumstances, such an impact is greater and at
other times lesser. Such an impact in countries like Iran and India, that resulted
41
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from historical, linguistic and cultural interactions, are clearly more evident.
Similarities and linkages between the languages and cultures of ancient Iran
and India is a proven fact.
Islam’s expansion and the presence of Muslim mystics, mostly from Iran,
and their way of life fascinated people and attracted them towards Islam. In the
promotion of Islam, they never employed force and compulsion, and with their
good deeds and ethics, they succeeded in winning the hearts of the masses.
Thus, Sufism and Islamic mysticism gained a high status in this land. One of
the most important and prominent aspects of Islamic thought and culture in the
sub-continent is Sufi literature. It emerged in prose and poetry in the khanqahs
of Indian cities. Efforts by Persian-speaking Sufis and religious scholars who
promoted Islam in the sub-continent have been very effective in promoting
Persian as well. People of this land professed Islam through the Persian
language and often accepted Islam via Iranian Sufis and mystics, and due to
their immense love towards their Sheikhs, they learnt their language. Iranian
thought, philosophy, mysticism, language, literature, fine arts, and social
lifestyle gave a new shape to Muslim India. The people of India embraced
the ethical and cultural dimensions of Islamic mysticism. Thus, contact and
cultural relations between Iran and India progressed, and two elements of
Islam and Persian language formed their common cultural heritage, which day
by day strengthened during the reign of the Muslim rulers and strengthened the
solidarity between Iranians and the people of the sub-continent.
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Introduction
Islam gradually became the official religion of Iran after the Muslim
conquest of the Persian territory in 640 AD and with the decline of the
Zoroastrian religion. Currently, the majority of the Iranian are Muslims,
while Christians, Jews and Zoroastrians are minorities. From an 81.8-million
population, around 89% belong to the Shiʿite branch of Islam, the official state
religion, and about 9% belong to the Sunni branch of Islam.2
Islam is also the second-largest religion of India at 13% of the population,
thus about 175 million of a total population 1.353 billion. The total Muslim
population of India is projected to grow to 311 million by 2050. The majority
of Indian Muslims (over 85%) are Sunnis and only over 13% are Shiʿite.3
1
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India and Iran long shared a common border as neighbours with cultural
and linguistic ties between the two ancient civilizations going back thousands
of years. However, Islam itself become an important factor in shaping the
relationship between the two countries. This was mainly due to the influence
of religious leaders on Iranian governments. The political ambition of Iranian
religious leaders to establish an Islamic country and spread Islam to India
has been significant in developing relations with India. These can be seen
particularly in relations between the Safavid and Mughal empires and also
after the Islamic revolution of 1979 in Iran.

1. Islam in Iran and India: An Overview
Islam spread in Iran and the majority of Iranian became Muslim. However,
the Muslim population remained a minority in India.
1.1. Islam in Iran

Although Abu Bakker, the first caliph of Islam, decided to invade the
borders of the Persian empire especially in the Heyreh region in 632, it was
under his successor, Omar been Khattab, that the city of Tisphon, the capital
of the Persian empire, fell to the invading Arabs in 636. After the fall of
Tisphon several wars between Arabs and Persians occurred. Finally the last
Sassanid shah died in eastern Iran in 651. Persians mainly were Zoroastrian,
but converted to Islam over a period of three centuries.
Abbasid control eventually disintegrated while the rulers of the Ottoman
Empire claimed caliphal authority. In 1501, the Safavid empire was founded
by the Safavids, a Sufi order that goes back to Safi al-Din (1252–1334). Ismail
I made himself Shah and declared Shiʿism as the religion of the new Safavid
monarchy, in opposition to the orthodox Sunnism of the Ottomans. In 1517,
Ottoman rulers claimed caliphal authority.
It is believed that most Iranians were Sunnis until the seventeenth century
but the Safavid dynasty made Shiʿite Islam the official state religion in the
sixteenth century. The motivation of the new dynasty was political rather than
religious. Making Shiʿism the state religion served to distinguish Iranians from
subjects of the rival Sunni-ruled Ottoman Empire.4 Within a short time Shah
Ismail I had conquered all the territory that is now modern Iran.
Under the Safavids, the Shiʿite clergy become a powerful social and
political force in support of the monarchy. The Safavid Empire ultimately
declined when it became complacent and corrupt. Under the last Safavid
4
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Shahs, the chief cleric was very powerful, imposing rules about women’s
dress, consumption of alcohol etc. that anticipated an Islamic government. The
clergy developed a theory that only a Mujtahid – one deeply learned in Shari
(Islamic law) and one who had led a blameless life – could rule. After the
collapse of the Safavid monarchy in 1722, under the authoritarian military rule
of Nader Shah, the Shiʿite clergy lost much of their property (from religious
endowments) and the Shah tried to reorientate the country toward Sunnism.
The clergy suffered and many emigrated to Najaf in Iraq .
Under the Qajars, the clergy and the monarchy had a different relationship
– never as close as under the Safavids. The clergy regained their social and
political influence but some of the Qajar rulers formally carried the title of
‘the shadow of God,’ yet they no longer claimed to be representatives of the
Hidden Imam. The Qajar rulers tried to be independent from the clergy.5 At
times in the nineteenth century, when Shahs were deemed to be vacillating in
the face of Western imperialist intrusions into Iranian society, leading members
of the ulama actually mobilized huge Islamic “nationalist” protests against
government policies.6
The role of clergy in the Constitutional Revolution of 1906–1911 was also
significant. As mentioned before, in 1906 a coterie of intellectuals, mostly from
the embryonic middle class, forced the despots who ruled the country to sign
a new constitution, limiting the power of the king and allowing the creation of
a genuine system of representative government. They were supported by the
traditional middle class including the clergy and the Bazaar.
The desire of the ulama to further enhance their power increased gradually.
Whenever the monarchy was weak, the clergy gained power and leverage to
pressure the government to accommodate its agenda. In addition, when the
monarchy was strong, the government felt less of a need to oblige the clergy.
Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi definitively failed in dealing with the clergy
as its political center of gravity shifted toward firm political opposition and,
finally towards revolution. The Islamic Revolution in 1979 finally ended the
reign of the monarchy in the country and gave power to the clergy. Ayatollah
Khomeini, as leader of the revolution, established the Islamic republic of Iran.
He forcefully denied the key premise of the ideological era, namely that the
Shari’a should be the basis of an Islamic Constitution.7 In addition, although
the Iranian revolution was, by general scholarly consensus, the most popular
5
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revolution in modern times, with almost 11% of the population actively
participating in it (compared to the approximate figures of 7% and 9% of the
citizens who took part in the French and Russian revolutions, respectively),
Ayatollah Khomeini’s idea of Islamic Government was designed on the basis
of religious guardianship (Velayat-e faqih), that is by the Supreme Leader.8
Velayat-e faqih posits a population in need of a guardian, much in the same
way as minors need guardians. Thus, the most popular of all modern revolutions
then led to the creation of a state whose constitution places absolute power
in the hands of the vali-e faqih.9 The vali-e faqih based on the constitution
became the supreme leader and played the most important role in the security
and political and economic orientation of the country.
1.2. Islam in India

It has been said that Islam arrived on the Indian subcontinent via trade in
Kerala (south of India), during the lifetime of the Prophet Muhammad.10 By
the mid-seventh century during the Umayyad Caliphate, Muslim armies had
reached the Hindu Kush, and an Arab dynasty had established itself in the
northwest of the Indian Subcontinent, the area defined by the lower delta of the
Indus River, which was then still known by its Arab name, Sindh.11
Trade also brought Arabs to India’s southern seacoasts and to the coasts
of Sri Lanka, where small Muslim communities were established at least
by the early 8th century. These traders played key economic roles and were
patronized by non-Muslim kings like the Zamorin of Calicut (Kozhikode),
who welcomed diverse merchant communities. The Muslim populations grew
through intermarriage, conversion, and the continued influx of traders.
In the late 11th century, a new wave of Persianised Turks under the leadership
of Muhammad of Ghor (1162–1206) began a series of conquests of Ghaznavid
centres in Punjab, taking Delhi in 1192, and subsequently the Hindu-ruled
kingdoms of Ajmer and Kanauj. The effects of the new rulers on the life of
the people were establishment of networks throughout the subcontinent and
into Central Asia. They created a new urban presence and cultivated a new
religious and classical culture in the Arab and Persian traditions.12
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In the 13th century, a Turkic kingdom was established in Delhi, which
facilitated Persian and Afghan Muslim invaders to further spread across India.
In the following 100 years, the Muslim empire extended its influence east to
Bengal and south to the Deccan regions. Muslim sultanates ruling from Delhi,
beginning in the eleventh century, and the great Mughal Empire (1526–1707
CE) that followed created a substantive Islamic legacy.13
Islam spread through further conquests, and until the late 17th century Muslim
dynasties were politically dominant throughout most of the subcontinent until
the rise of the Marathas.14 The Marathas empire ended in 1818 with the defeat
of Peshwa Bajirao II at the hands of the British East India Company.
By the time of the British Raj, somewhere from a quarter to a fifth of the
subcontinent’s population was Muslim. The role of Muslim clerics was crucial
throughout the fight with the British occupation. The role of Shah Waliullah
and his family was very important. Another ruler who fought very bravely
with the British was Tipu Sultan. He was a ruler in Southern India and his
capital was Srirangapatna, now located in the province of Karnataka. He was
killed while fighting the British on the battlefield during the siege of
Srirangapatna.15 Despite the fact that these Muslims rulers were not
representatives of Islam and never called themselves Islamic rulers and were
criticized by their styling of living, which was contrary to Islamic teachings,
they were known for social justice and religious harmony. They gave a new
sense of art, culture and architecture with hundreds of monuments, forts and
other ancient building are across the country.16

2. The Influence of Islam on Iran Relations with India
Influenced by Islam, the relationships between the two countries was
improved by the Safavid rulers.
2.1. The Safavid and Mughal Empire

It is a well-known fact that Iranian (Persian) had considerable influence on
the politics, economy and society of the Mughal empire. This stems from two
important reasons. Firstly, due to the establishment of Shiʿite government in
Iran and secondly due to the rise of Iranian immigration to India.
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2.1.1. Relations between the Governments

As mentioned earlier, the Safavids (1501–1736) forged a separate identity
for Iran by vigorously promoting Shia Islam. The ties between the Safavids
and the Mughals were marked by the alliance of Shah Ismail I with Babur and
the friendship of Tahmasp and Humayun.
Zahir ad-Din Muhammad Babur, who was the eldest son of Umar Sheikh
Mirza (1456–1494, governor of Fergana), received help from the Safavid
King Shah Ismail I and established himself first in Kabul and then in Delhi
and Agra.17 The empire he founded was a sophisticated civilisation based on
religious toleration. It was a mixture of Persian, Mughal and Indian culture.
Babur brought a broad-minded, confident Islam from central Asia.
In the early 16th century, the Iranian King Shah Ismail Safavi sent an
ambassador to his court keeping in mind the growing maritime and commercial
importance of Gujarat.18 He encouraged trade with the rest of the Islamic
world, especially Persia and through Persia to Europe. Later the Safavid king
Tahmasp I supported Humayun, the son of Babur, after being defeated by
the Afghan Sher Shah Suri and fled to Iran. Several Iranian poets, artist and
scholars migrated to India following Humayun.
Iran’s relations with Mughal rule under Jahangir and Shah Jahan extended.
Several embassies were exchanged between Jahangir and Shah Abbas. Jahangir
had friendly relations with Shah Abbas and married a Persian princess whom
he renamed Nur Jehan (Light of the World), who emerged as the most powerful
individual in the court besides the emperor. Therefore, effected by the Iranian
artists, and interests of Mughal kings, the cultural relationship between the two
countries improved.19 Although the historical relations between Iran and India
and ample cultural commonalities wove Safavid kings and Mughal rulers ever
closer, like other bilateral ties, Safavid-Mughal relations had its share of tension.
As mentioned earlier, the Safavids had forged a separate identity for Iran
by vigorously promoting Shia Islam. Thus, they were supporting Shiʿite
rulers in India. Safavid support of the Shiʿite governments that came into
being simultaneously with the authority of the Safavid government not only
provoked the different rulers of the Sunni and Gurkani and Timurid from the
Shia states for some time, but also contributed to the spread of Shia in India and
the cultural, political and economic interactions between these governments
and the Safavid government.
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In addition, Indian Shiʿite governments, like Adil Shai, Sultanate and Qutb
Shahi, also officially set up Shiʿism. As a result of close relations between
these governments with the Safavid governments many works of historical,
mystical, philosophical and Persian literature were written and many social
spaces were created for religious and even Iranian national programmes in
India.20
These Shiʿite governments needed diplomatic ties with Iran to gain political
support against attacks from the Delhi Empire and other rulers. This became
a source of conflict between the Safavid and the Mughal empire. For instance,
the Shiʿite ruler in Dakan was always supported by the Safavid Empire and
Mughal rulers were opposed to the expansion of relations between Indian local
dynasties and Iran.21
Thus, it might have affected their relationship and caused the war of 1622–
23, although it was fought over the important fortress city of Kandahar, in
Afghanistan. The conflicts and at the same time the Mughal interests in Iranian
culture led to the immigration of many Iranians who were facing problems in
Iran to India.
2.1.2. Immigration of Iranian Elites to India

There were two types of immigration from Iran to India. The first type
was the result of the relationship between the two governments. Persian poets,
artists, scholars, and officers including family members-lured by the Mughal
court’s brilliance and luxury, found asylum in India.
The Taj Mahal, Fatehpur Sikri and Humayun Tomb are among the finest
examples of the synthesis of Indo-Iranian style in architecture. Beginning with
Qutab Minar, the Iranian influence is visible.22 Thus, these immigrants moved
to India of their own free will.
The second type of immigration where immigrants moved by force. Some
Iranian people fled to India as a consequence of being suspected of being rebels,
accused of being Sunnites, or merely losing royal favour. Unable to prosper in
Safavid society, they moved to India without hesitation. These people never
returned to Iran.23
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2.2. Iran-India and Islamic Revolution

According to the Iranian constitution, the main offices that are responsible
for the conduct of foreign policy are the supreme leader, the president, the
Council of the Guardian, the foreign minister, the Supreme National Security
Council (SNSC), and the parliament or Majles. Based on the constitution, the
decision-making process goes from foreign minister to president to the SNSC
and finally to Supreme Leader, who must sign all bills.
The domination of the supreme leader on foreign policy was based on
Ayatollah Khomeini’s approach. Ayatollah Khomeini did his best to renovate
Iran’s diplomacy in accordance with Islamic principles and values and
spared no opportunity to remind foreign policymakers about adapting their
performance to religious tenets and standards. As a result, the foreign policy of
Iran was shaped based on the Ayatollah Khomeini’s famous doctrine “Neither
East, Nor West.” This became the main guideline of Iranian foreign policy
after the revolution. Under this general doctrine, Iran’s priority was to maintain
a “unity” among the Muslim nations of the world, and eventually among all the
“oppressed” people, against the oppression of the existing world system. For
some time, this policy was called “exporting the revolution” abroad.24
The Muslims in South and Southeast Asia were targets of the Islamic
republic of Iran. Pakistan, Bangladesh, Malaysia, Indonesia and India with
high population of Muslims that were influenced by Middle Eastern countries
became centres of attention for the Iranian government. The Islamic revolution
had a strong emotion impact on Indian Muslims. The influence came directly
by the Iranian missions to India and also through Pakistan. The reason is that
the revolution gave Pakistani Shia a new visibility and a renewed impetus for
identity assertion. The Iranian regime helped Pakistan’s Shiʿites to organize
Shiʿite groups.25 The new situation of the Shiʿites in Pakistan affected Indian
Shiʿites as well.
Although the impact of the Islamic Revolution was on the Shiʿite groups
more than Sunnis in Pakistan, it covered both Sunni and Shiʿite in India. As
mentioned earlier, Iran and India have a historical relation. This is an important
factor in contemporary relation between Indian and Iranian Muslims and can
be seen as a reason behind the relation between Iranian Shiʿites and Indian
Sunnis as well. For instance the Islamic Revolution, as a theocratic regime
ruled by religious leaders called Mullahs, started to give a new role to clerics.
24
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As a result the Shia and Sunni clergies re-emerged as an assertive group in
India.26
The Sunni clerics in India became active in politics, social life and also
became leaders of Muslim groups. It might not be the only reason for increasing
the role of cleric leaders in India but it helped the clerics and gave them more
legitimacy to hold power. It can be seen that Muslim clerics negotiate on behalf
of the Muslim community with some senior leaders of political parties.27 In
addition, almost all organizations that claim to represent the Indian Muslims
are mullah-led.28 Meanwhile, even a majority of non-religious issues of the
Muslim community are being addressed mostly by clerics.29
Therefore, Muslim groups and organisations led by clerics has become
common in Sunni and Shia groups. For instance, Syed Jalaluddin Umri,
president of Jammat-e-Islami Hind, Sayyid Hyderali Shihab Thangal, the
Kerala State president of the Indian Union Muslim League (IUML) and current
supreme leader of the E. K. Sunni of Kerala and Maulana Syed Mahmood
Madni General Secretary Jamiat Ulama-I Hind.
It is important to note that Khana-e-Farhang (Iranian Cultural Centre)
offered scholarships to Indian Muslims interested in pursuing religious studies
in Qom and other religious centres in Iran. Moreover, the Iranian government
has supported Indian clerics financially.30 The number of Indian pilgrims to
Iran specially from India increased significantly after the Islamic revolution.
At the same time the number of Iranian students in India rose.
Moreover, as a result of relations between the Iranian government and
Indian Muslim clerics in the first decade after the Islamic Revolution, Indian
Muslims followed Iranian policies regarding many national and international
issues. As an example, religious symbolism was increasingly used to legitimize
political action, and Iranian slogans against the United States and Israel were
adopted verbatim and chanted after Friday prayers in many places. In addition,
due to the influence of Iran on the Indian Muslims clerics, it can be seen that the
government of India, which was ruled by the Congress party, made India the
26
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first country to ban the book The Satanic Verses by Salman Rushdie. This was
following the call of some clerics particularly Ayatollah Khomeini who felt
that the book offended Islam. In addition, when the Iranian leader Ayatollah
Khomeini died, India declared a three-day official period of mourning.
However, the pragmatic policy that was followed by the Iranian government
changed its situation among Indian Muslims. In fact promoting relations
with the Indian state, instead of Muslim groups of the country that had been
following since 1990 by the Iranian government, reduced Iranian influence
among Indian Muslims. For instance, Iran adopted a very moderate position
after the demolition of the Babri Masjid.
Baberi Masjid: The Masjid was destroyed in December 1992, when
a political rally developed into a riot involving 150,000 people despite
a commitment to the Indian Supreme Court by the rally organisers that the
mosque would not be harmed. More than 2,000 people were killed in ensuing
riots in many major cities in India and Pakistan including Mumbai and Delhi.
The Indian National Congress as a central government was involved while
BJP-controlled Uttar Pradesh (UP) state government.
Iran adopted a very moderate position after the demolition of the Babri
Masjid. It made a pro forma criticism of the government of India, but did not
allow large demonstrations in Iran. Also, the Supreme Leader of Iran Ayatollah
Ali Khameini condemned the demolition but in milder terms compared to
the reactions in Pakistan and Bangladesh. He called upon India to do more
to protect Muslims. In 1995, the Iranian president Rafsanjani, visited UP’s
capital city Lucknow and declared that he had full faith in India’s secularism
and the ability of its constitutional system to safeguard its Muslims.31
Kashmir: Iran’s policy of supporting Kashmiris who were struggling
for independence, took on fresh impetus with the improvement in Iran-India
relations. In 1991, during discussions between the leaders of the two countries,
Iran agreed that Kashmir was an integral part of India. In July 1993, the Indian
Foreign Secretary was told by Iran’s Foreign Minister Ali Akbar Velayati
that Iran would not give any help to separatists in Kashmir and expressed
full support for the territorial integrity of India. Iran assured Prime Minister
Narasimha Rao during his visit to Iran in 1993 that it had no intention of
interfering in India’s internal affairs, including Jammu and Kashmir.32
Meanwhile, Iran stood by the Indian government on the Kashmir issue
in 1994 when Benazir Bhutto’s government in Pakistan tried to have India
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condemned by the UN Human Rights Commission in Geneva for alleged
serious violations of the human rights of the Kashmiris. Iran refused to support
Pakistan and thereby forced it to withdraw the resolution.33
At the 9th summit of the Organisation of Islamic Conference (OIC) in
Doha in November 2000, the member-countries, including Iran, agreed not
only to include the Kashmir issue in its resolution but also to impress upon
India that the Islamic world could not ignore the fate of Kashmiri Muslims.
In its resolution, the OIC called upon its member-states “to take all necessary
measures to persuade India to put an immediate end to the violence in
Kashmir.”34 It emphasised that the international community must intervene
in the Kashmir issue. On November 15, 2000, India rejected the OIC’s demand
with regard to the violence in Kashmir, emphasising that it was India’s internal
matter. But Iranian reaction was quite moderate. They appeared to be in
favour of India and Pakistan bilaterally settling the Kashmir issue, a stand that
is closer to India’s. Iran had consistently refrained from interfering in India’s
internal affairs despite the OIC resolutions.35 These policies changed the Indian
Muslims earlier view towards the Iranian government.

3. Islam in Iran-India Relations: Perspective
Many years after the Islamic Revolution, Iran believed that it could play
the Muslims card in its relation with India. This issue could be observed when
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, appealed to the Muslim elite worldwide to support the
“struggle” in Jammu and Kashmir, equating the northern Indian state with the
“nations” of Afghanistan, Iraq and Pakistan. Ayatollah Khamenei’s speech was
a week after Barak Obama’s visit to India. But, it seems that Indian Muslims
have been steadily falling behind their fellow countrymen. The main reason is
that Indian Muslims are led by clerics. Indian Muslims clerics cooperate with
many non-Muslims political parties and tend to follow them in politics.
However, relations between political parties and Muslim clerics in India
are more sentimental than rational. Instead of a healthy relation, one sees
a relationship based on mutual exploitation, mistrust and blackmail. On one
hand, political parties just want to use the Muslims for their immediate interests
and on the other hand Muslims are content play the role of pawns in political
games.36 As an example, in 2019, Delhi decided to hike the salaries of Muslim
clerics, with Lok Sabha elections around the corner.
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Therefore, this relationship has not changed the Indian Muslims situation.
This is because, primarily, most clerics do not have adequate background
in subjects like economics, law, sociology and technology that is needed to
understand and debate today’s complex issues. In addition, because of their
background, most clerics typically look at even non-religious issues from
a religious perspective. Moreover, they mainly focus on problems affecting
the socio-cultural freedom of Muslims and strongly safeguard encroachment
by communal elements in the government on the personal laws and the freedom
of Muslims as envisaged by the time-honoured and time-tested laws of the
Islamic Shariʿah.37 In fact, the Muslim clerics have not only proved themselves
consistently ineffective in safeguarding the rights of the community, but they
have also been complicit in the erosion of these rights.38 It appears that the
Indian Muslims after trying all such versions, are now getting disillusioned
with the political process itself.
Muslim Indians see themselves as those who, at the time of partition,
stayed and threw in their lot with secular India rather than Islamic Pakistan.
They see the creation of Pakistan as a tragedy that divided and weakened them.
Indeed, given the integral role of Islam in Indian history and culture, and the
distribution of Muslims throughout India, they are unified not by language or
culture but rather by their Indian identity. Any attempt to eradicate Muslim
identity or diminish it is to tear that national fabric.39

Conclusion
Iran has tried to recover its position among Indian Muslim. It seems that
Iran does not have this ability to affect Indian Muslims as it had in its first
decade of Islamic revolution 1979. Indian Muslims are influenced by some
internal centres and are connected to Indian political parties. This has been the
main obstacle to keeping Indian Muslim clerics away from Iranian influence
politically. Therefore, while Iran has tried to improve its influence among the
Indian Muslim community, it has found the economy as the best way to grow
its relations with India to make strategic ties. While Iran and Iraq need the
huge Indian market, India wants to get the highest possible benefit from Iran
and Iraq rich energy resources. According to the Iranian perspective, economic
partnership with India, as a key regional player and emerging global economic
power, can help Iran to increase its relations with the Indian government and
Muslims.
37
38
39

Zahirinejad, ‘The Impact of Islamic…’
See: Asim Ali, ‘Not just Hindutva, India’s Useless Ulema Leadership has Silenced Muslims
Today,’ The Print, 18 November 2019, https://theprint.in(accessed 20Septmeber 2020).
Amit A. Pandya, Muslims Indian Struggle for Inclusion, US: Henry L. Stimson Center, 2010,
p. 54.

Igor Dobrzeniecki1

e-ISSN 2449-8645
HEMISPHERES
No. 35, 2020

Cultural Consociationalism in Kenya: The Institution
and its Functioning
Abstract
Kenyan society consists of many different ethnic and religious groups. Most of them live in
their specific ethnic territories, but there are also cases of cohabitation (especially in Nairobi and
Mombasa). It is obvious that every ethnic group wants to speak its language and cultivate its culture
and tradition. Without this the genocide that took place in Kenya at the turn of 2007 and 2008
could be repeated. As a consequence, the Kenyan constitution of 2010 introduces the institution
of cultural autonomy into the Kenyan political system. This article examines the educational and
political institutions of cultural consociationalism in Kenya and their contribution to establishing
political stability in the state.
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Introduction
In the 20th and 21st centuries, most multi-ethnic and multi-religious societies
have experienced tragic internal conflicts in relations between ethnic or
religious groups. The result of intersegmental conflicts is usually a regression
in the state’s development or a long-lasting political crisis, which in most cases
leads to deep political destabilisation. Subsequently, there is a need to create
a socio-political organisation, which will correspond to the character of the
multi-ethnic or multi-religious society and to the challenges which are present
in them. Such an organisation must be able to effectively mitigate conflicts in
relations between members of different multi-ethnic or multi-religious groups.
Also, this organisation must be able to generate the state’s development. The
main support in this situation comes from political institutions of power-sharing – centripetalism and consociationalism.
This paper investigates one institution, which belongs to the consociational
framework of power-sharing. In particular, it is the institution of cultural
autonomy in Kenya. The main aim of this paper is to point out elements of the
aforementioned institution in Kenya and to analyse its functioning, especially
how it contributes to mitigating inter-ethnic conflicts. In this paper, I apply the
1
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following methods, which are widely used in political science: comparative
and institutional approaches. At the end of this paper, I enunciate some
conclusions, which flow from this analysis.

1. Theory of Power-Sharing: Consociationalism
Consociationalism2 can be described as some kind of political system, which
was created particularly for introducing and maintaining stable democratic rule
in heterogeneous, especially multi-ethnic societies.3 The main author of this
idea was the Dutch political scientist, Arend Lijphart, who conceptualised it
on the basis of solutions which were implemented in his motherland – the
Netherlands. The term “consociational,” was borrowed by A. Lijphart from
Johannes Althusius, the philosopher and supporter of the social contract,
whose concept of consociation in Latin means union or unification.4
In consociationalism, all centrifugal tendencies suitable in a plural society
are neutralised by attitudes and behaviours such as cooperation,5 especially
by leaders of various ethnic or religious groups of a multi-ethnic society.
Lijphart emphasises that cooperation between opposing ethnic or religious
groups’ political elites and their common effort to stabilise the political
system distinguish consociationalism from other forms of power-sharing
frameworks.6 The aforementioned cooperation of political elites is possible
due to some kind of agreement or understanding between the elites, which
depends on negotiations or mutual concessions in the case of certain policies.7
Although the description above seems to be a utopian vision, according to
Lijphart it is truly possible. The main threat is a rise in political fragmentation
among political elites.8 This may include such dangers as: lack of social
order, instability of government and obstacles in the development of society’s
prosperity or welfare.
2
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If cooperation in the name of these aforementioned factors is possible
among political elites, it can stimulate the development of better relations at the
level of the masses (in this case: ethnic or religious groups).9 This means that
masses must have assurance that implementation of consociational institutions
will be also beneficial for them, and similarly among political elites.10 For that
matter, elite members must exert pressure through the election process on their
voters, that they should replace confrontation with cooperation in their mutual
relations.
However, this specific situation can happen only among a society in which
exists a certain level of political culture, defined as a consensual political
culture. Within its framework, political elites of each ethnic group, should be
willing or inclined towards common efforts to reconcile divergent interests
and the demands of all ethnic groups.11 Moreover, political elites at the same
time should engage in maintaining the overriding consociational system, its
cohesion and stability.
Primordialism provides a theoretical background for consociationalism.
Primordialism assumes that ethnic identity is inherited and consequently
impossible to change.12 Thus, from a primordialist perspective, the idea
of creating interethnic societies in conditions of multiethnicity seems to be
impossible in implementation.13 The idea of consociationalism is based
on the assumption that in a situation in which the society of a country is
strongly ethnically divided, each of its groups should have its own political
representation, institutions and some kind level of influence in the decision
making process.14 This conjuncture will have a stabilising effect on the political
situation, especially by reducing conflicts between ethnic groups, because at
the same time it can strengthen the existing intersegmental divisions and group
rights.15
The theory of consociationalism contains some institutions which are
usually used to mitigate possible conflicts and facilitate mutual cooperation in
multi-ethnic conditions. All of these institutions are not obligatory, but rather
are an option to limit possible conflicts in multi-ethnic societies. It should be
emphasised that all political systems can be term consociational, even if there
are only one or several institutions, but not all of them. Consociationalism
9
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itself, on the other hand, may be subject to constant transformations related
to its modernisation, or can change depending on local conditions. All
consociational institutions are interconnected, so complementing each other.
These institutions are:
a) “Grand coalition” government;
b) Cultural autonomy for all ethnic or religious groups, which can also
adopt the form of territorial autonomy;
c) Proportionality: as in the electoral system or distribution of positions in
public institutions;
d) Mutual veto.16
In this case, I would like to focus only at the institution of cultural autonomy,
which is the subject of this paper. So, the institution of cultural autonomy can
be understood in two, different ways. First, as a rule according to which, in all
decisions concerning the state’s matters, all ethnic groups must be involved,
but in matters concerning only a specific group, the decision must remain only
within the appropriate group.17 Second, it means the existence of a sphere of
autonomy for the maintenance and development of an ethnic group’s own
culture, which will be financed proportionally to the size of a specific group or
a certain percentage of public funds.18
The institution of cultural autonomy fits into a second meaning, because it
requires the existence of cultural, educational and media organisations, which
are intended exclusively for a specific ethnic or religious group.19 If an ethnic
or religious group coherently inhabits a specific area of state, then cultural
autonomy applies to that designated, specific area. In turn, the “territorial”
dimension of this institution means the introduction of federalism, within
which ethnic or religious groups live in specific regions of the state and the
boundaries of their occurrence are clearly defined.20
Examples of consociational institutions can be found in many plural
societies of Africa and Asia. In Africa these kinds of institutions have been
present in Ethiopia and Nigeria. Consociationalism in Ethiopia has assumed
a territorial dimension, which is known as ethnic federalism. Ethiopia has been
divided into nine, ethnic units, each one dominated by a specific Ethiopian
ethnic group.21 So, each ethnic group has gained their own ethnic territory,
16
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within which they have wide range of autonomy: political, financial, judicial
and in planning of local development.22 It is also possible to use the local
language in the state administration. The preservation of cultural diversity and
respect for each group’s cultures as well as their unhindered development were
also ensured.23 Also, some central government authorities reflect the pluralism
of Ethiopian society, especially the legislature. For example, the House of
Federation has 110 members, one for each ethnic group and one additional
representative for each million inhabitants, appointed by the regional councils,
which can elect them either by themselves or by universal suffrage.24
In turn, consociationalism in Nigeria is present in the form of the institution
of the “grand coalition” government. The Nigerian constitution requires that
the cabinet be made up of at least one minister from each of the 36 states.25
This minister needs to be indigenous to that state.26 This rule also applies to
all important government officials who are nominated for their office by the
president, and is extended to local bodies and even the composition of company
boards and supervisory boards in state enterprises and public university
boards.27 Nigeria also has an economic consociational institution consisting in
the federal government returning to several southern Nigerian states located
in the Niger Delta, part of the revenue earned from the extraction of oil and
natural gas in those states.28 There is also another informal consociational
institution in Nigeria. The president and the deputy president of the Federation
are always from different ethnic groups.
Whereas, in Asia it is possible to find such institutions in Indonesia. One of
them is special autonomy for the province of Aceh.29 This province has wide
range of internal rights within the Indonesian state. Aceh has its own provincial
authorities: parliament, government and governor. The Aceh parliament, for
example, has the right to consider and consult with the Indonesian central
government on drafts of international agreements that would affect provincial
matters within the jurisdiction of the Aceh government.30 The Aceh parliament
22
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has also the right to consider and consult with the lower chamber of the
Indonesian parliament on those provisions that are to affect matters lying
within the jurisdiction of the Aceh government.31 In turn, administrative
decisions of the central government concerning Aceh are to be consulted with
the governor32 of this province.33 Aceh also uses its own symbols: flags, coat of
arms, and anthem.34 Certain autochthonous institutions are also allowed for the
functioning of Aceh. Sharia law, which operates in Aceh, is a manifestation of
the special autonomy there. There is also an economic dimension to autonomy
in Aceh according to which Aceh can obtain up to 70% of the revenues that
Indonesia earns from the exploitation of oil and natural gas in Aceh.35 The
second consociational institution in Indonesia is the existence of segmental
parties. These parties can be religious or ethnic, but are referred to as regional
parties. Most of the religious parties are Islamic in character due to dominance
of this religion in Indonesian society, but there are also some Christian-democratic parties too.36 There is one regional party, which is a de facto ethnic
party and operates only in the province of Aceh.37

2. Ethnopolitical Situation in Kenya
Kenya is inhabited by about 45 ethnic groups. Officially, Kenya is
a bilingual country with its official languages, which are English and Swahili.
Nevertheless, the native languages of ethnic groups also play an important
role, especially in mutual communication inside ethnic groups and as a carrier
of ethnic culture. The main ethnic groups in Kenya are: Kikuyu, Luhya,
Kalenjin, Luo, Kamba, Kenyan Somali, Kisii and Mijikenda. Additionally,
Kenyan society consists also of other, native, smaller ethnic groups, as well
as people of Arab and Asian origin and some foreigners too.38 In addition to
ethnic diversity, Kenyan society is also strongly divided in terms of religion –
a general domination of Christians, but the Kenyan coast on the Indian Ocean
is traditionally Islamic.39
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Moreover, Kenya has experienced the occurrence of deep, bloody
ethnic conflicts, which effectively crippled the state, its development and
contributed to political destabilisation. These incidents were caused by longstanding exclusion of certain ethnic groups in access to political power, and
the possibility of influencing their own affairs and socioeconomic exclusion.
Among those ethnic groups that have not shared in economic growth, there is
a struggle for survival, and the sense of the need to defend one’s ethnic group
identity and interests.40 Raising frustration among members of these groups is
used by politicians for ethnic mobilisation and as a result led to riots. The last
ethnic genocide in Kenya took place at the turn of 2007/2008. As a consequence
of this and the mentioned above inequalities in Kenyan society, political elites
decided to implement a new constitution in 2010, whose resolutions would
prevent further outbreaks of ethnic clashes and reform of the national political
system and its subsystems.41 One of these resolutions was the consociational
institution of cultural autonomy.

3. Legal Foundations of Cultural Autonomy in Kenya
The constitution is the main pillar of cultural autonomy in Kenya, so it
contains the main regulations in this issue, which are the basis for the existence
and functioning of the consociational institution of cultural autonomy in
Kenya. In most cases, these rules concern questions of language and all cultural
activities, which may be conducted by ethnic groups.
Language is the main carrier of the culture of any community, so the
freedom of its usage is important to ensure that every ethnic group has an
appropriate level of cultural autonomy. For this reason, the Kenyan constitution
has regulated the issue from the beginning. According to article 7, the official
languages of Kenya are English and Swahili – the lingua franca of East Africa,
but Swahili is also the “national” language of Kenya.42 Additionally, the state
is dedicated to promoting and protecting the diversity of the languages of the
people of Kenya and promoting among other things the development and use
of indigenous languages.43 Furthermore, freedom of using the languages of
ethnic groups and freedom of participation in cultural organisations of ethnic
groups are ensured by article 44, according to which every person has the
40
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right to use the language, and to participate in the cultural life of the person’s
choice.44 The article also indicates that each person belonging to a cultural or
linguistic community has the right, with other members of that community: to
enjoy the person’s culture and use the person’s language and to form, join and
maintain cultural and linguistic associations and other organs of civil society.45
Also, each person shall not compel another person to perform, observe
or undergo any cultural practice or rite.46
There is a special part in the constitution which is dedicated to cultural
affairs: article 11. It recognises culture as the foundation of the nation and as
the cumulative civilisation of the Kenyan people and nation.47 So, the State
shall: promote all forms of national and cultural expression through literature,
the arts, traditional celebrations, science, communication, information, mass
media, publications, libraries and other cultural heritage; recognise the role
of science and indigenous technologies in the development of the nation; and
promote the intellectual property rights of the people of Kenya.48 The next
issue in this same article indicates that parliament shall enact legislation to:
ensure that communities receive compensation or royalties for the use of their
cultures and cultural heritage; and recognise and protect the ownership of
indigenous seeds and plant varieties, their genetic and diverse characteristics
and their use by the communities of Kenya.49

4. Cultural Autonomy in Kenya – Functioning
Languages of ethnic groups are the basis of the functioning of cultural
autonomy in Kenya, because they are widely used in daily communication
between members of relevant ethnic groups, both in rural and urban areas. This
situation has an impact on the presence of many various cultural organisations
of ethnic groups, including in particular the media which broadcast their
programmes in the languages of specific ethnic groups.50 The dominant ethnic
languages in Kenya are as follows: gikuyu (Kikuyu), dholuo (Luo) luhya
(Luhya), ameru (Meru) and aembu (Embu).51 As Agnes Kibui points out,
despite the legal equality of all ethnic languages and the liberalisation of their
use, the language of the Kikuyu group is privileged. Most businesses are led by
members of the Kikuyu ethnic group. Consequently, entrepreneurs from other
44
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ethnic groups are encouraged to learn the Kikuyu language in order to adapt
to the situation and facilitate their business activities.52 A similar situation
concerns also other ethnic languages, especially in these areas of Kenya where
members of a specific ethnic group predominate among the population of
a given area.
It is not uncommon also for politicians to employ ethnic languages,
especially during election campaigns to gain voters, who belong to a particular
ethnic group.53 When politicians employ the language of their own ethnic
group during an election campaign, this raises a reasonable suspicion among
political opponents of using ethnic clientelism for political mobilisation.54
Beside language, the most important elements of cultural autonomy are
various cultural organisations, whose activities are targeted for a specific
ethnic group. Ethnic belonging of each organisation is manifested in the name
of a certain cultural initiative, as well as the fact that the language of the ethnic
group, which is the main tool of expression. Cultural autonomy is reflected in
the activities of many different artistic, sports and ethnic group associations.
Notably, media are the most important ethnic initiative within the cultural
autonomy in Kenya. Media reach directly to a large audience, broadcasting
content for a specific ethnic group in their own language. Radio stations
are associated with specific ethnic groups or regions of Kenya. Ethnic radio
stations are the most popular instrument of cultural autonomy for each ethnic
group, due to their costs and technical limitations. In fact, television and the
press use only the official languages of Kenya, namely English and Swahili.
Ethnic affiliation of each radio station is presented in a table below:
Table 1. Kenyan radio stations associated with certain ethnic group55
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Ethnic group

Radio stations

Kikuyu

Inooro FM, Coro FM, Kameme FM

Embu

Wimwaro FM

Meru

Muuga FM, Mwaro FM

Luo

Ramogi FM, Mayienga FM

Luhya

Mulembe FM, Sulwe FM, Vuuka FM,
Ingo FM
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Bodil Folke Frederiksen, ‘Mungiki, Vernacular Organization and Political Society in Kenya,’
Development and Change, 2010, Vol. 41, No. 6, p. 1075.
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Ethnic group

Radio stations

Kalenjin

Chamgei FM, Kitwek FM, Kass FM

Kamba

Musyi FM, Mwatu FM

Kisii

Egesa FM, Minto FM

Maasai

Radio Maa, Nosim FM

Meru

Muuga FM

Turkana

Maata Radio, Ekeyokon Radio, Jambo
Turkana

Kenyan Somali

Iftiin FM

Swahili (coastal ethnic groups)

Bahari FM, Pwani FM

General (broadcasting in Swahili)

Citizen FM, KBC Radio Taifa

The majority of Kenyan ethnic groups retain their cultural autonomy due
to the existence of media – in this case radio stations – which broadcast in the
languages of these groups. The creation and activity of ethnic groups media
are not limited, the only restriction is to have an appropriate license. Most of
the listed radio stations are commercial and belong to private media
broadcasters. Radio stations such as: KBC Radio Taifa, Pwani FM, Coro
FM, Kitwek FM, Ingo FM, Nosim FM, Mwatu FM, Iftin FM, Mwago FM,
Mayienga FM, Minto FM are public stations, which belong to the public
network KBC – Kenya Broadcasting Corporation. These stations are financed
from the state budget and from the funds of the public broadcaster, which is the
overseer of the above-mentioned constitutional provisions.
Certainly, it is possible that ethnic media may be employed by politicians
for their own purposes, like e.g. political mobilisation or ethnic propaganda.
For example, during the infamous ethnic clashes at the turn of 2007/2008,
ethnic media (particularly radio stations) were at the forefront in the ethnic
mobilisation of their listeners, mostly members of specific ethnic groups.56
These stations broadcasted programmes with invited guests, who in a veiled
manner encouraged acts against members of other ethnic groups or justified
the need for such behaviour.57 During this time in ethnic media programmes
the issue of land ownership rights for certain ethnic groups or generally their
presence at the specific territory of Kenya was raised.58 What’s more, political
56
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songs were broadcast in ethnic languages and the issue of ethnic patriotism
was raised by calling for uprisings against other ethnic groups or defence of
their own ethnic communities.59 In February 2018, Kenyan authorities decided
due to security reasons to suspend the signal of the largest private radio and
television stations: KTN (Kenya Television Network), NTV and Citizen TV.
It was supposed to be a punishment for the planned broadcast of opposition
leader Raila Odinga’s inauguration as the ‘president of the people.’60 The
signal was not suspended only for Inooro TV (sister station of Inooro FM)
broadcasting in the Kikuyu language, public KBC and private K24, whose
ownership is associated with the family of President Uhuru Kenyatta.61 Despite
protests against switching off the signal and the issued statement by the Media
Council of Kenya, which condemned the switch-off of the signal and the
Supreme Court’s ban on media interference, the signal was suspended for 10
days.62 Finally, the situation came back to normality on 13 February 2018.
Such situations may cause a real danger to the functioning of the media of
ethnic groups. In consequence, this poses a threat to the cultural autonomy,
within which media are one of the most important elements. There is high
possibility of occurrence of such behaviour in the future, e.g. employing
for political mobilisation, which may effectively jeopardise the real goal of
cultural autonomy, which is ensuring the political stability.
Another institution of cultural autonomy in Kenya is sport clubs. In Kenya,
this mainly concerns football clubs, which are associated with certain ethnic
groups. According to historical conditions and lower level of popularity, rugby
and cricket clubs avoided ethnic influences.63 In contrast, Kenyan athletics
is the domain of the Kalenjin ethnic group. Due to the creation of sports
organisations the cultural autonomy of groups is maintained and the ethnic
identity of each of them is preserved.64 Ethnic football clubs are an effective
instrument of integrating, promoting and preserving the identity of ethnic
groups. The main force, which attracts members of particular communities to
their sports clubs is their own ethnic identity. The largest clubs, which are also
most associated with ethnic groups, are the following: Mount Kenya UFC –
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Kikuyu, Embu and Meru; AFC Leopards – Luhya; GorMahia FC – Luo.65 The
ethnic affiliations of aforementioned clubs are visible in their names. The area
of Mount Kenya is the ethnic motherland of the Kikuyu ethnic group. Thus,
letter “A” in AFC marks “abluhya,” which in Luhya language means simply
Luhya ethnic group. GorMahia club was named after a legendary folk healer
from Homa Bay (Luo motherland) in Luo mythology, whose nickname was
GorMahia because he was famous for performing magic. Cultural autonomy
pursued by sports organisations associated with specific ethnic groups has the
potential to reduce inter-ethnic tensions through sporting competition. In the
past, however, ethnic sports clubs have been used for political mobilisation.
Their members, but also supporters, were recruited for emerging ethnic militias.
In addition, the source of destabilisation may be local clashes between fans of
teams from different ethnic groups, which may turn into ethnic riots. This is
evidenced by the statement of one of the club’s players associated with the Luo
ethnic group, when they played away matches in the region dominated by the
Kikuyu ethnic group: “Because of our obvious physical/facial differences, it
was common to hear comments like hawa ni Wajaluo (these are Luos) from
fans when we arrived at away match venues. In some cases, you could sense
disdain and even hostility from our hosts. However, by the end of the match,
we usually had gained respect and even admiration from the fans. On more
than one occasion they would applaud us as we walked off the pitch after
a great display of football.”66
Traditional Muslim judiciary called Kadhi courts are the last element
of cultural autonomy in Kenya. Muslims constitute 10.91% of the Kenyan
population.67 They live in northern and eastern Kenya, especially along the
coast, which is the traditional abode of Muslims in Kenya. Their presence there
is related to the heritage of the Sultanate of Zanzibar. Kenyan Muslims, as well
as Muslims in general, have their own culturally strengthened judiciary due
to the fact that religion and law are closely related. The presence of Muslims
in Kenya dates back to the pre-colonial times and the rule of the Sultan of
Zanzibar, whose power covered also the Kenyan coast. This part of territory is
named as “the tenth mile.” So, in consequence, Kadhi courts are thus an element
of cultural autonomy, in this case for ethnic groups, who confess Islam. The
term Kadhi is pronounced according to the phonetics of the Swahili. The word
“Kadhi” itself has its origins in the Arabic word “kadi,” which means a judge
or representative of authority with appropriate judicial powers, delegated from
a caliph or sultan.68 They adjudicated on religious matters, as well as in civil and
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criminal cases based on the principles of Islam.69 In 1895, the Sultan allowed
the British to manage a fragment of East African’s Indian Ocean coast,70 on
condition that they would respect the already existing Kadhi courts and its
jurisdiction.71 After the 1920s, the Kenyan coast became a British protectorate,
while the interior became a colony. In the early 1960s, when the Colony of
Kenya was ready for independence, the British government recommended
that the “the tenth mile” should also be part of Kenya. However, with the
restriction, that the new government would respects the existing Kadhi courts.
On 5 October 1963, Jomo Kenyatta, then prime minister, signed an agreement
with his Zanzibari counterpart Muhammed Shamte, according to which the
Sultan relinquished his sovereignty over the “the tenth mile.” According to
this agreement, the new state would guarantee the existence and respect the
traditional judiciary.
Kadhi courts were mentioned in the first constitution of Kenya from 1963
and have been regulated by the constitution since 2010. Kadhi courts can be
found in the constitution under article 170. According to recent rules, there
shall be a Chief Kadhi and no fewer than three other Kadhis, as be prescribed
under an Act of Parliament.72 A person shall not be qualified to be appointed
to hold or act in the office of Kadhi unless the person: professes the Muslim
religion; and possesses such knowledge of the Muslim law applicable to
any sects of Muslims as qualifies the person, in the opinion of the Judicial
Service Commission, to hold a Kadhi court.73 Parliament shall establish Kadhi
courts, each of which shall have the jurisdiction and powers conferred on it by
legislation.74 The Chief Kadhi and the other Kadhis, or the Chief Kadhi and
the other Kadhis (not being fewer than three in number) as may be prescribed
under an Act of Parliament, shall each be empowered to hold a Kadhi court,
having jurisdiction within Kenya.75 The jurisdiction of a Kadhi court shall be
limited to the determination of questions of Muslim law relating to personal
status, marriage, divorce or inheritance in proceedings in which all the parties
profess the Muslim religion and submit to the jurisdiction of the Kadhi
courts.76
The Chief Kadhi court is traditionally located in Mombasa, while its deputy
is in the capital city of Nairobi, and the other two most important Kadhi courts
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(Principal Kadhi) are located in Mombasa and Kisumu.77 The rest of the Kadhi
courts are located in the following counties or cities: Malindi, Kilifi, Eldoret,
Moyale, Hola, Lamu, Isiolo, Nyeri, Kwale, Garissa, Bungoma, Voi, Nakuru,
Wajir (Habaswein), Mandera, Kitui, Machakos, Garissa (Dadaab), Migori,
Kajiado, Thika, Muranga, Marsabit, Kakamega, Kibera, Garsen, Lodwar
(Kakuma), Kitale.78 Kadhi courts are not located in all or even most of Kenya’s
cities or counties, but only in those places where adherents of Islam have been
present or in places where the Kadhi courts have been operated traditionally.
Official recognition of the jurisdiction of the Kadhi courts, their activities and
existence, is an essential element of the cultural autonomy for those ethnic
groups who confess Islam. Undoubtedly, full and formal acceptance of the
Kadhi courts and their jurisdiction have contributed to the mitigation of
religious tensions between Christians and Muslims in Kenya, where no major
internal frictions between representatives of these religions have been recorded.
All sources of religious destabilisation are external in character and are related
to the activities of Al-Shabab, which has been operating on the Kenyan-Somali
border, from time to time organising more serious terrorist attacks in the
interior of Kenya. Providing cultural autonomy for ethnic groups who confess
Islam contributes to peaceful coexistence between them and the followers of
Christianity. As an example, is the event which took place in December 2015
in Mandera County (northern Kenya) when, during the hijacking of a bus by
Al-Shabab, Muslim passengers shielded Christians who were travelling with
them.79 The Muslim passengers ordered the Al-Shabab militants to kill them
all, regardless of their religion.80 As a result, Al-Shabab terrorists abandoned
the murder of Christian passengers and let the bus free.81
A problematic issue within the elements of cultural autonomy in Kenya
is the question of ethnic associations at the Kenyan universities, which has
quite a negative dimension. The Kenyan education system at the elementary
level preserves existing ethnic divisions, because most students are admitted
to local schools in their own area.82 As a consequence, it reduces their chances
of interacting with pupils from other parts of Kenya. As a result, ethnic
stereotypes are reproduced, if students do not have a chance to interact with
students from other ethnic groups, then they cannot confront the acquired
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attitudes with the real world.83 Brought up in such conditions, young people
only after admission to university have the opportunity to meet representatives
of other ethnic groups. In the new academic environment, students detached
from their ethnic groups and their cultures feel alienated, and tend to affiliate in
their own ethnic associations.84 The consequence of this process was the longterm phenomenon of establishing ethnic associations at Kenyan universities,
in which students could cultivate languages and cultures of their own ethnic
group and maintain contacts with their fellows.85 Furthermore, instead of the
official languages: English and Swahili, at the university corridors one could
hear the languages of certain ethnic groups.86
Generally, ethnic associations at the universities were semi-official in
character, with its own names, leaders, organisational structure, but have never
been a subject of any regulations.87 Thus, ethnic associations at the universities
were some kind form of cultural autonomy. Ultimately, according to the
directive of President Uhuru Kenyatta in August 2016, all ethnic associations
at the universities were banned. It has been argued that this ban has particular
importance in actions against radicalisation and terrorism.88 It also helps build
national unity in the context of the above-mentioned threats.89 The ban also
aims to promote unity among students based on national values, not just ethnic
identities. But on the other hand, this ban constituted a threat on fundamental
human rights, such as freedom of expression or association. It is understood in
this way by many citizens.
Some universities in Kenya have become de facto semi-officially
associated with specific ethnic group, becoming simultaneously intellectual
support for them. These cases are marked by the following factors. First, such
universities are situated in the area associated with a specific ethnic group,
and therefore the majority of the academic staff originate from that ethnic
group.90 Second, at such universities, ethnic languages are more popular than
the official ones: English and Swahili.91 Third, such universities are given
specific names, which are associated with certain ethnic groups, like e.g.: Kisii
University, Meru University of Science and Technology, University of Embu,
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Taita-Taveta University, Chuka University, Maasai Mara University; named
after a person associated with a certain ethnic group or is a hero for them, like
e.g.: Jomo Kenyatta University, Adonijah Obadiah Jaramogi Oginga Odinga
University, Daniel Toroitich arap Moi Univeristy, Tom Joseph Mboya College,
Pius Masinde Muliro Univeristy, Dedan Kimathi University, Koitalel arap
Samoei College, Mama Ngina Kenyatta College.92 But it is worth to note, that
these people are important in the history of independent Kenya, so naming
universities by their name is a form of honouring them.

Conclusion
This study has revealed that the institution of cultural autonomy is present
in Kenya, but only in the cultural dimension. Ethnic groups have rights to
freely form organisations for cultivating the traditions and language of
a specific ethnic group. These kinds of organisations involve especially media,
various clubs, associations e.g. football clubs and to some extent schools
and universities. There also traditional Kadhi courts, which are an important
element of identity and culture for Kenyan Muslims. Furthermore, all legal
actions and sentences of Kadhi courts have been recognised by the constitution
of Kenya. Due to cultural autonomy, members of ethnic and religious groups
have guarantees that they can live according to their indigenous traditions and
they can develop them. This is very important, particularly for the members
of smaller, excluded ethnic groups. Institutions of cultural autonomy preserve
their culture and tradition against the cultural dominance of larger ethnic
groups. So, the consociational institution of cultural autonomy provides certain
level of self-sufficiency for most of the ethnic and religious groups of Kenyan
plural society. As a result, the possibility of political mobilisation among
ethnic groups may decrease, equally the possibility of the occurrence of ethnic
conflicts, meaning the state’s political stability is unchallenged. For example,
in Kenya no ethnic conflicts such as bloody events at the turn of 2007/2008
have taken place in recent years. Ironically, there are some internal obstacles
for a proper functioning of the analysed institution and there have been some
threats to cultural autonomy from governments dominated by a specific ethnic
group. This was shown in the cases of switching off the signal of some TV
stations or the ban on the activity of ethnic associations at the universities.
Striving to unify the various groups in conditions of multi-ethnicity may
cause discontent among members of ethnic groups and, consequently, escalate
ethnopolitical tensions. Besides it can be seen as a threat to one’s of fundamental
human rights such as freedom of expression or association. On the other
92

‘Kenya’s Universities and Counties Should not Have Ethnic Names,’ Pambuzuka News, 9
March 2017, https://www.pambazuka.org/governance/kenya’s-universities-and-countiesshould-not-have-ethnic-names (accessed 19 October 2020).

Cultural Consociationalism in Kenya: the Institution and its Functioning

77

hand, cultural autonomy in itself preserves existing ethnic identities and may
encourage further claims for autonomy of ethnic groups. This situation has the
potential to lead to territorial autonomy and possible secession of some parts
of state, though this threat has to date not been as strong as the functioning of
the institution of cultural autonomy in Kenya.
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Legalistic Thought in North Korean Ideology
Abstract
This paper describes the legalist conceptual framework of the Democratic People’s Republic of
Korea.2 It seeks to determine the extent to which this has impacted on the government and society
of the country. To do so, it analyses some aspects of the historical roots of the North Korean
ideology and political system. The study argues that North Korean ideology is to a certain extent
rooted in the historical background of North East Asia, but has also been purposely reshaped and
manipulated in its form to deal with any difficulties and circumstances the regime has had to
face. Meanwhile, one observes in North Korean ideology no direct reference to any antecedents.
The above claims are illustrated in this article by various primary material of a propagandistic
nature published in North Korea and research articles. In other words, the aim of the research is to
examine how much legalism has been blended in to create North Korea and its socialist legalistic
framework.
Keywords: Lord Shang, Kim Il Sung, Jong Un, Legalism, North Korea, Socialist Legalism.

Introduction
In 1955 the communist leader of North Korea, Kim Il Sung officially
unveiled his ideology, called Juche (master of destiny) to the North Korean
population. This ideology dictated who should rule and which organisations
were at the top of the North Korean political system. As such, the political
system of North Korea became merely a branch of North Korean ideology.
To understand North Korean society, its history and its way of functioning,
it is essential to look at it from the North Korean historical point of view,
searching for that which dictates people’s lives. It has to be noted that North
Korean politicians operate under conditions of a specific practical rationality,
created by their Juche ideology (주체사상– juche sasang). Although North
Korea’s political doctrines may appear at least strange to Westerners, as far
as it represents a contemporary expression of thought that is not only deeply
embedded in Korean history (i.e. events related to the Japanese occupation,
the consequences of the Korean War, and the unfinished conflict with South
Korea), but more broadly in Asian history.
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In this article, I propose an approach that assumes the presence of Legalism
(법가 – Peomga) in the North Korean ideology. I insist also on the fact that
North Korean leaders manipulated various forms of Legalism in order to
legitimate their domination, from a foundation consisting of Asian cultural
values. In a past publication, I discussed the impact of Confucianism in the
North Korean ideology.3 Confucianism was more related to a certain hierarchy
in society and the quest for harmony. Legalism is rather a political science
aiming to create an efficient state.
This paper is organised into three substantive chapters, following this
introduction. It begins with some historical facts related to the development of
Legalism in Asia. The second makes a comparison between Legalism and the
Kim Il Sung’s era of governance. The third discusses the economy of North
Korea from a legalist approach.

1. Historical Context of the Development of Legalism
Legalism is a Chinese political philosophy based on the idea that a highly
efficient and powerful government is the key to social order. The Legalists
advocated government by a system of laws that rigidly prescribed punishments,
proportionate to criminal acts, and rewards for specific behaviours. Legalism
is one of the many intellectual currents that flourished in China during the
three centuries prior to the imperial unification of 221 BCE and the following
years. This period, often identified as the age of the “Hundred Schools”
was exceptionally rich in terms of political thought. Basically, four schools
emerged from these hundreds of institutions: The Confucian, the Moist, the
Taoist and the Legalist, which was the youngest in comparison with the three
others. Each of these schools are different and have their own perception of the
world, which led them to constant controversies between them, however all of
them dealt with the art of governance. Each “schools of thought” sought ways
to improve the functioning of the state and to attain sociopolitical stability.
The legalists’ approach appeared to be practical and extremely goal-oriented
in comparison to its ideological rivals. The apogee of legalism theory was
reached when the Qin dynasty (221–206 BC) united the Chinese territory
in the 2nd century BC. The Legalism School can be also summarised as the
art of rule by law, and not of law. Hubert Mono Ndajna, a Cameroonian
researcher who defended his doctoral dissertation at the Juche Academy of
Sciences of Pyongyang in 1990 considers that “the Juche is rich in content
and provides answers to the problems of principle arising in the shaping of
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the destiny of the popular masses.”4 Again, the notion of answers and masses
are connected, making their problems not only real, but solvable through
practical answers, those provided by Kim Il Sung. Legalists have a dismissive
attitude toward traditional culture and toward moralising discourses. This
destruction of prevailing culture is viewed not only through the policy of Kim
Il Sung but also through the actions of other Asian leaders such as Mao, who
“proposed burning all the collections of prose and poetry after the Tang and
Sung dynasties in one go.”5 Legalists argue that in order to find solutions to
contemporary problems, contemporary tools should be used. When China was
still not united, before the Qin Dynasty, the major problem for the legalists
was an anarchy that found root on the territory of China. The solution, they
argued, was to create a bureaucratic state, which would guarantee order, where
the utilisation of force is authorised but not compulsory. The state became the
unique unit to be defended, as it was supposed to guarantee the stability of the
territory. On one hand, it may be observed that in the last two decades, North
Korean leaders have often expressed pride in the 5000-year history of Korea,
as a result of the strengthening of North Korean nationalism.
The main goal of the legalists was to create a strong and centralised state.
They suggested implementation of a system of awards and punishments,
a system that Brando King considers the foundation of legalist authority. On
the other hand, these two principles are also fundamental to other schools of
thinking, such as the Moist One.6 The state authority accommodates human
nature and discourages limitless expression of it. This mechanism led to an
increase in state surveillance of the population. We present in this research
paper the works of Han Fei (280–233), Shen Dao (350–275), and Shen Buhai
(400–337).
Legalists starts from man and society as they are and not as they should
be. Legalists erase tradition and reflect on the world in which they live,
a troubled and politically unstable world. Rewards and punishments (primarily
promotion and demotion) are the major levers through which the ruler can
control his officials. The ruler is the only person who represents common
interests and is defined as being “the lord.” As such, his power is conceived not
as a means of personal enjoyment but as the common interest of his subjects.7
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Another guiding principle of legalism is the nature of the human being.
Confucianism emphasised the fact that human goodness is achieved by moral
self-cultivation in the context of family and social tradition. The legalist Shang
Yang maintained that “the reality of human beings is that they have things they
love and things they hate; therefore they can be governed.”8 Human behaviour
is to be transformed not by inner cultivation but by external manipulation by
political authority of love and fear, pleasure and pain.
Legalists underline the direction of all human activity as being toward the
goal of increasing the power of the ruler and the state. Legalism in ancient
China is based on the framework that humans are more inclined to do wrong
than right because they are motivated entirely by self-interest and require strict
laws to control their impulses through the threat of punishments. According to
Xinzhong Yao, legalism is fundamentally different from Confucianism. The
main asymmetry is related to political matters and to the art of ruling over
a territory. According to legalists, punishments must be used against any person
who breaks the law, in order to maintain the harmony of society. Legalists
consider education to be the path to weakness and leads to the collapse of
a territory.9
Three other central concepts for legalism must be also emphasized. Firstly,
the law is the central concept in the legal system of thought. It is no longer
the Confucian idea of the sense of the human being and conformity to rites,
which are responsible for ensuring social cohesion but the law. The second
concept is position in the system. This concept differs from the moral power
related to scholars within the Confucian framework. Legalists suppose that
the law and institutions are more important than those who are heading these
organisations. Then it is important to note that the most powerful organisations
in North Korea are efficient, but their leaders are usually unknown,10 though
to a lesser extent than for instance in the Khmer Rouge regime. The most
important political organisation of North Korea is organised according to the
Soviet model. The third term is techniques of control. Legalists believe that
sovereign and related institutions must control, monitor and sanction to ensure
the cohesion of the system. State institutions are responsible for ensuring that
the law is respected by individuals to such an extent that the punishment itself
8
9
10

David K. Schneider, ‘China’s Legalist Revival,’ The National Interest, 20 April 2016,
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/chinas-legalist-revival-15845?page=0%2C1 (accessed 20
August 2020).
Xinzhong Yao, Konfucjanizm. Wprowadzenie, Kraków: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu
Jagiellońskiego, 2009, p. 73.
See: Nicolas Levi, ‘A Historical Approach to the Leadership of the Organisation and
Guidance Department of the Workers’ Party of Korea,’ Acta Asiatica Varsoviensia, No. 32,
2019, p. 99–116.

Legalistic Thought in North Korean Ideology

83

would become unnecessary as the terror it inspires would be great. These three
ideas give rise to an authoritarian conception of power whose great merit was
to expose the levers of power and to reveal the mechanisms of social control in
which the personality of the sovereign plays a preponderant role.

2. Legalism during Kim Il Sung’s Era11
This article investigates only some selected legalist concepts such as
disciplines and punishments, and the relationship between the head of state
and his subjects. This part of the paper examines the legalist political vision of
the place of the North Korean leader.
2.1. Perception of the Leader

The Book of Lord Shang, an important legalist theoretician, who lived in
the 4th century BC, insists on the fact that state will enjoy order, the land will
be wide, the army will be strong, and then the ruler will be honoured. This
would be the climate of good governance, based on good government. Several
legalistic elements are highly visible in the political history of North Korea,
such as the repudiation of historical tradition derivating from legalism, and the
militarisation of North Korea.
From 1945 to 1954 the North Korean political system officially repudiated
historical legacy, which was considered responsible for the problems of
North Korea and foreign influence through flunkeyism and dogmatism.12 For
example starting from the 1950s, the regime’s first reforms promulgated by
Kim Il Sung were processed through land reform aimed at destroying colonial
institutions. North Korean communist institutions confiscated land and
properties possessed by the Japanese, eradicating the economic base of the
traditional kinship community. This socialist reform was based on a pattern of
the destruction of traditional structures, such as the land distribution in North
Korea, a pattern present in legalism philosophy.
During his youth, the first leader of North Korea, Kim Il Sung, was
influenced by several philosophies. Kim Il Sung’s views on law reflected the
circumstances of his life. Born during the Japanese occupation of Korea, on
11
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the 15 April 1912 in the suburbs of Pyongyang, Kim Il Sung spent the majority
of his youth abroad: in the Soviet Union and China. Therefore, through his
ideological education, he was instructed with Western communist and Asian
political values. However, a key factor was that the Youth of Kim Il Sung was
during a period of aggression and of war. On 5 June 1926 Kim Il Sung lost
Kim Hyung Jik, his father who was an active communist leader.13 In the 1930s,
when barely in his early 20s, he fought against the Japanese. Later, at the age
of 41, during an era of tumultuous change, he coordinated the operations of
the North Korean Army during the Korean War (1950–1953), then led North
Korea until his death on 8 July 1994. These several elements underline the
fact that the world of Kim Il Sung was not based on the Confucian principle,
where people are naturally good, but on the legalist approach that the nature
of human beings is corrupted and thus that they should be guided by strict
coercive norms dictated by the King.14
After the Korean War, Kim Il Sung played a significant role in the
establishment of a new legal and ideological system. After the conflict, the state
of North Korea was very weak, this part of the Korean Peninsula having been
partially destroyed by the Japanese Occupation and the Korean War. There was
an urgent need for fundamental reforms on legal and political issues. As in the
case of China, which used Japanese scholars to implement new legal codes
in Continental China after the Russo-Japanese War (1905),15 North Korean
leaders were supported by Soviet military specialists. Consequently in 1953
Kim Il Sung brought in the Juche Ideology, a philosophy based on Leninist and
Asian patterns. Hypothetically, the Juche ideology is more than a philosophy,
it’s a global framework for establishing the legal code of North Korea. The
ruler becomes the source of law, which is interpreted in the Juche Ideology.
The previously mentioned Hubert Mono Ndjana argued in his research papers
that the Juche Idea is nothing less than the laws governing the masses.16 From
1945 to 2018, more than 5000 legal changes were enacted in North Korea. This
element can be clearly related to the legalist approach formulated during the
Qin dynasty.
The totalitarian aspect of legalism, which implied total control over society,
was mainly discussed through the North Korean ideology of Juche, a political
thesis of Kim Il Sung which states that the Korean masses are the masters
13
14
15
16
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of the country’s development. According to ideologists, the Juche is based
on the idea that “man is the master and decides everything. the Juche Idea
was formulated as principles that the government uses to justify its policy
decisions.”17 In spite of its clear connections to legalism and Confucianism
through its practical patterns,18 Kim Jong Il considered Juche as being a new
ideology.19 This revisionist feature of the history of the ideology omitted
to mention that the Juche was also based on Leninist or legalist concepts
determining the strategy of the state on a new basis. Kim Jong Il referred to
the strategies and tactics presented in the conceptual legalistic framework.20
The weakness of this philosophy was demonstrated when its main ideologist
Hwang Jang Yop, defected to South Korea via China and the Philippines in
February 1997. The importance of Juche in the politics of North Korea is
negated by Brian Reynolds Myers, who suggests that this doctrine is only
intended to mask extreme nationalism, which is the real basis for the legitimacy
of the North Korean authorities, building their position on the fear of external
threats from other countries installed in citizens.21
There is a trend in the construction of the political thought of Kim Il Sung.
Initially and up to the 1960s, Kim Il Sung relied on the Marxist and Leninist
ideology. Only later, when North Korea started to be more economically and
politically independent, did Kim Il Sung develop a Korean Socialist Legalism.
The element of socialism emphasises the importance of collective ownership
of the means of production. The element of legalism embodies an emphasis
on formalism and punishments in the application of rules, by applying heavy
and rigorously punishments, so people will not dare to try.22 The Leninist
approach of Kim Il Sung gained developed during the time he spent in the
Soviet Union (1940–1945). Being in the Soviet Union, Kim Il Sung received
a military education based on physical exercises, during which he learnt
norms of discipline. Becoming a major of the Red Army, Kim Il Sung became
indoctrinated with Leninist values and norms of discipline. In the Soviet Union,
Kim Il Sung obtained no political education as he was not able to understand
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Russian. However, his courses included matters related to discipline, military
issues, elements that we also find in the framework of legalism. The political
ties of Kim Il Sung with Soviet leaders, such as Lavrentiy Beria, or Joseph
Stalin, made clear that Kim Il Sung’s mind was influenced by Communist
ideology, particularly during the period when North Korea was dependent of
the Soviet Union (i.e. until the mid-1960s.). Then all areas of North Korean
law were codified, based on the Soviet Model.
In order to justify the independence of the North Korean model, Kim Il
Sung also copied some legalism patterns. In accordance with Hwang Jang
Yop, the ideologist of the Juche ideology, he understood that the law is like
a belonging to the party, which may support the establishment of a dictatorship.
The North Korean constitution of 1972 focused on the party and the
Suryŏng (the leader) while being in revolutionary service to the socialist
state.23 It is a value derived clearly from legalism, where these thinkers
shared the conviction of other political theorists of the Warring States period
(475–221 BC): stability and orderly rule in either the individual state or “All-under-Heaven” can be attained only under an omnipotent monarch. A major
element of the legalist school is represented through the notion of Fa, which
means the law. According to Luke Lee and Whalen Lai, the legalists rely on
the force of sanctions to obtain obedience to and compliance with the law,
and therefore they stress government by Fa or decree. This principle is highly
visible through the notion of collective responsibility, which was implemented
in North Korea. Secondly, legalists insist on complete equality before Fa, as
opposed to the Confucian acknowledgment of the inequality of people. Also
here, no North Korean politicians have a special status toward Kim Il Sung. All
are equal and can be judged or considered as guilty, whatever their position.
Consequently, the legalists enforce objective and unvarying rules of conduct
through the equality of citizens.24 Finally, the deification of the ruler implies
that state and society are merely tools for the maintenance of the political power
of the ruler. Instructions and processes are therefore made by organisations,
which are constituted based upon Leninist principles.
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2.2. The Militarisation of the Economy

On economic issues, the presence of legalistic values is also strong. Based
on the writing of Shang Yang (known also as Lord Shang), legalists utilise the
state as a means to control human nature, and to prevent human beings from
pursuing their own self-interest. During Kim Jong Il’s era, especially in the
1980s and 1990s, North Korea used some economic concepts of the legalist
framework. The legalists considered military activities as essential to the
survival and expansion of the political sector. They forged the Qin Kingdom
into a strong state with a strong military. That enabled its armies to defeat the
other kingdoms and create the Chinese Empire. Legalism was still an innovative
but underdeveloped ideology, which may have contributed to the collapse of
the Qin dynasty, which survived only until 206 BC. The following dynasty, led
by the Han, adopted the Qin innovation of a professional bureaucracy to run
the empire.
Coming back to North Korea, its regime also adopted a policy combining
economics and military power through the Byungjin (병진) and the Songun
(선구) policies, which consisted of the militarisation of the economy and
the elevation of the North Korean Army (The Korean People’s Army) as an
organisation and as a state function, granting it the primary position in the
North Korean government and society. The militarisation of the state is a tool
of legalistic policy. The influence of legalism on the economy of North Korea
in the context of the economic activities of the inhabitants of this country is
more and more difficult to interconnect. This is due to the privatisation of the
North Korean economy, essentially trough the Jangmadang Generation (North
Korean people born in the 1980s and 1990s). More and more often it does not
comply with the applicable legal regulations. For example, the development
of private economic activity or illegal trade by the so-called donju population
can be mentioned.

Conclusion
As a conclusion, I would like to underline that the historical roots of some
aspects of the North Korean ideology are based on legalism. Nevertheless
there is definitely no direct reference to legalism in the North Korean ideology
and in the writings of North Korean leaders. Legalism is also not present
through direct references to the past and through the militarisation of the
economy. The history of legalism in Korea is traced to the Gyeonggukdaejeon,
a law book compiled in the Joseon dynasty. There is a mixed perception of
legalism within South Korean society, as the post-WWII military regime
used the concept of legalism as a tool of governance. The ideas are closely
related to Chinese legalism, but are sometimes distinguished because of some
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Koreans’ distaste for what they see as Chinese use of legalism to legitimise
Chinese imperialism.25 Legalism, which is based on the codification of the law,
cannot be clearly determined in the case of North Korea. Its degree depends
on assessment of North Korean law. Unfortunately, North Korea’s policy of
releasing very little information is a major obstacle for an objective opinion.
In any case, we know if North Korea’s constitution has changed significantly
over the course of the last seventy years with fourteen revisions.
Legalism in the North Korean form is more related to such concepts as
punishments and reward, instead of codification of the law. By exaggerating
these principles issued from the legalism in its own policy, the North
Korean regime may jeopardise itself. Through an escalation of rewards and
punishments (i.e. purges or collective guilt), some of the best North Korean
officials may be rewarded on a loyalty criteria or disappear. A similar situation
occurred in the Soviet Union in the early 1940s. Meanwhile, the Red Army
lost its best officers. They were purged or severely punished by the Soviet
Leadership. However, these purges were mainly decided by one leader: Joseph
Stalin. These purges led to the defeat of the Soviet Union in the first stages of
WWII. In the case of North Korea, several purges have occurred during the
last seventy years. The most important took place in 1956 and 2013. In 1956,
Kim Il Sung was informed that during his trip to Central Europe, some North
Korean politicians had tried to overthrow him in Pyongyang. He suddenly
returned to Pyongyang, organised his troops and launched a purge which
caused the death of several thousand people. The second most important purge
(called in Korean as the Simhwajo Accident) occurred between 1997 and 2000,
where around 25,000 casualties were registered. Finally the most impressive
purge was in December 2013. A few thousand officials were purged or killed,
the authorities convinced that they worked for foreign powerful countries.
In this purge, Kim Jong Un simply destroyed a powerful network of North
Korean Foreign Trade managers and jeopardised the internationalisation of the
North Korean economy. Later, many specialists considered that it retrograded
the image of North Korea as a place for doing business. This latest purge is
the most tragic in the history of purges in North Korea. Many high-skilled
people were either demoted, dismissed, or simply killed. This would definitely
affect the economic capabilities of North Korea. Another concept borrowed
from the legalists is the notion of collective guilt. This concept was initially
developed by the legalist Shang Yang. The domination of the state implied
control of the population on the micro-scale, up to five to ten households. If
one household was supposed to have done wrong, then the entire cell would
25
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also be considered culprits.26 This principle was also applied in contemporary
North Korea, however to a lesser extent during Kim Jong Un’s era. In other
words we may distinguish more widely the influence of legalism on the North
Korean system in the different periods of the rule of three successive rulers.
There was a clear evolution of this process.
From a historical perspective this may be compared to what happened
during the Qin Dynasty, which quickly collapsed under the weight of its own
harshness. Its weakness resides also on the fact that legalism only concerns
itself with the self-interest of the ruler and therefore eliminates any contesting
groups. Some legalists specified a figure of 9:1 as the ideal proportion of
punishments toward rewards.27 In North Korea rewards are directly related
to discipline. This increases also the commitment to subjective goals, which
are determined by the leader. In the legalist approach, the ruler gives his
ministers some rewards based on their exertions not based on loyalty criteria.
These subjective goals or values determine the entire system of reward and
punishments. According to Lord Shang: “If the people are brave, they should
be rewarded with what they desire; if they are timorous, they should be put
to death in a manner they hate. In this way timorous people, being incited by
punishments, will become brave; and the brave, being encouraged by rewards,
will fight to the death. If timorous people become brave, and the brave fight
to the death, the country having no equal will certainly attain supremacy.”28
The fundamental question is based on how these goals are determined. The
weakness lies on the fact that rewards and punishments replaced education and
seems to be the definition of what is good with rewards, and what is wrong
with punishments.
Punishment is a concept which was highly used in the North Korean
ideology. In the case of North Korea, the majority of purges occurred during
Kim Jong Il’s era. When Kim Jong Un was nominated as the successor of Kim
Jong Il in 2011, no large purges occurred except one, in December 2013, related
to the network of Jang Sung Thaek.29 On the other side, the North Korean
leader increased the number of rewards toward its leadership, in comparison to
previous leaders of North Korea.
Nevertheless it’s important to underline that there is a big danger in
considering North Korea as a legalist society. Surely, some legalistic values are
found in the Kim Il Sung’s political model, however over the last twenty years
26
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we can notice that North Korean authorities moved away from some of these.
First, the aim of the Legalist State is to create a centralised state. This aim was
fulfilled until the moment when the economy became totally state owned up to
the mid-1980s. Later, due to external factors, such as the collapse of the Soviet
Union and the food crisis of the mid-1990s, the economy became partially
privately owned and created the disintegration of the primary economic system
of North Korea. Secondly, a legalist state is characterised by regular purges.
These purges can be considered as demotions of ministers or broadly speaking
officials. At the same time, these purges are consistent with the principle of the
elevation of the leader.
The history of North Korea shows us that this political tool was less used
during the reign of Kim Jong Un (except regarding the spectacular purge of
Jang Sung Thaek’s clique) than during the eras of Kim Il Sung and Kim Jong Il.
However, the purge is a concept which was highly theorised by North Korean
ideologists. Thirdly, the organisational aspect of legalism was maintained
through highly disciplined political organisations in North Korea, which is
probably one of the last relicts of legalism in North Korea. In other words,
values attributed to legalism were much more present during the Kim Il Sung
Era than during the periods of the reign of Kim Jong Il and Kim Jong Un.
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