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Power
The Meaning of Power — The Engine of 

International Politics 

In international relations, power is more than 
weapons, wealth or territory. 
It is the ability of a state to influence the 
behaviour of other states to achieve its own 
objectives. 
This is the foundational truth of IR — the 
moment one state tries to persuade, pressure, 
negotiate, deter, or inspire another, it is exercising 
power.

Power is not just domination; it is direction-
giving. It is not just force; it is the ability to shape 
outcomes. 
This is why power is central to foreign policy 
and statecraft. 
Without power, a state cannot protect its 
interests, secure its borders, support its allies or 
deter its rivals. 
Every diplomatic handshake, every military 
deployment, every trade negotiation, every 
alliance — all are expressions of power.

Power determines who sets the agenda, who 
shapes the rules, who leads coalitions, and who 
stands on the margins. 
It is the currency of global politics, and without 
it, no state can meaningfully participate in the 
international system.

Elements of Power 

What Makes a State Powerful? 

In IR, power is never a single resource — it is a 
combination of elements of power, each adding a 
different strength to a nation’s capability. These 
elements include geography, economy, military, 

technology, leadership, political stability, 
intelligence and ideational factors. 
Together, they form the toolkit through which 
states pursue their interests, protect their 
sovereignty and influence global outcomes.

But these elements are not automatically 
effective. 
They become determinants of power only when 
a country is able to make skilful use of 
elements. 
A nation may have wealth but lack leadership. 
It may have resources but lack political stability. 
It may have technology but fail to convert it into 
strategy. 
Power grows only when resources are mobilised 
with vision, unity and purpose.

Why Measuring Power Is So Difficult 

Scholars agree that exact measurement of power 
is complex. 
GDP, military size, population, geography, 
alliances — all tell part of the story, but none 
capture the full picture. 
Power is dynamic, contextual and psychological. 
It changes with diplomacy, crises, leadership 
changes and global trends.

Still, measurement is desirable because states 
need to estimate both their own power and that 
of their adversaries. 
But when states miscalculate, the consequences 
can be catastrophic.

History is full of such examples: 
The Vietnam War, 
the long failures in Afghanistan, 
and Ukraine but Crimea, 
all reveal how great powers misread their own 
strength and the resilience of their opponents. 
They underestimated local will, geography, 
nationalism and asymmetric warfare — leading 
to drawn-out conflicts and unintended losses.
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Miscalculation of power is therefore one of the 
deadliest mistakes in IR.

Classification of Power 

Understanding the Global Hierarchy 

In international relations, not all states stand on 
equal footing. 
Based on their capabilities and influence, power 
is classified into super power, great power, 
middle power and small power. 
This hierarchy helps us understand how states 
behave, how systems are structured, and who 
shapes world outcomes.

Super Power 

A super power possesses unmatched military 
reach, global economic weight, advanced 
technology, a strong ideological appeal and the 
capacity to influence events anywhere in the 
world. 
Superpowers do not just participate in global 
politics — they define the rules. 
For much of the post–Cold War era, the United 
States fit this category.

Great Power

Great powers have significant military, economic 
and diplomatic strength. 
They cannot dominate the world like a 
superpower, but they can decisively impact 
global and regional politics. 
China, Russia and major EU states fall here. 
They influence institutions, shape norms and 
compete for leadership.

Middle Power 

Middle powers occupy a moderate space. 
They are influential in regions, active in 

multilateral diplomacy, and often play stabilising 
roles. 
They use negotiation, coalition-building and soft 
power more than force. 
Examples include India, Brazil, South Africa, 
Australia and Turkey.

Small Power 

At the bottom of the hierarchy are small powers. 
They have limited military and economic 
strength. 
They can’t challenge major states on their own 
and therefore rely on coalition for own security, 
which makes them dependent. 
Small powers use diplomacy, neutrality or 
alliances to survive. Their foreign policy is 
cautious and vulnerability-sensitive.

Why This Classification Matters 

This hierarchy is not just academic — it shapes: 
who leads alliances, 
who negotiates from strength, 
who follows rules, 
who fears threats, 
and who depends on others for security.

Understanding this structure helps us grasp why 
states behave differently, why some act boldly 
while others act defensively, and how the global 
balance of power evolves.

Types of Power 

Hard Power — The Realist’s Tool of 

Command and Coercion 

In realist thought, hard power is the most direct, 
forceful and tangible form of influence. 
It refers to military and coercive capabilities — 
armies, missiles, bases, defence alliances, 
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strategic assets and deterrence. 
But hard power is not only guns and tanks. It also 
includes economic tools that exert pressure or 
offer incentives.

Realists describe this as the classic: 
carrot — loan, currency swap, economic aid, 
financial packages; 
stick — sanctions, embargoes, economic isolation, 
punitive trade barriers.

Hard power is concrete, materialistic and 
resource based. 
It is the power that can compel, threaten, punish 
and reshape a rival’s behaviour even against their 
will.

When states send fleets, issue sanctions, cut 
trade, or use military force, they are exercising 
hard power. 
Its strength lies in immediacy; its weakness lies in 
backlash.

Soft Power — The Liberal and Idealist 

Power of Attraction 

If hard power commands, soft power attracts. 
Idealist and liberal thinkers emphasise soft 
power as the subtle ability to win hearts and 
shape preferences through culture, values and 
moral credibility.

Soft power is invisible, yet deeply influential. 
It flows from: 
culture — yoga, Buddhism, K-pop, Hollywood; 
values — democracy, pluralism; 
human rights — activism over Uighur, Hong 
Kong, gender rights, rule of law; 
foreign policy goals — like US–Saudi dynamics 
or how authoritarian countries pursue legitimacy.

Soft power does not force; it inspires. 
It does not threaten; it pulls. 
It persuades others that your preferences, 
lifestyle, norms and worldview are worth 

following. 
It builds admiration, credibility and legitimacy — 
foundations no army can buy.

Why Understanding Both Matters 

Hard power changes actions. 
Soft power changes minds. 
Modern statecraft demands the right blend of 
both — which later thinkers call smart power.

Difference Between Hard and Soft 

Power 

Two Very Different Ways of Influencing the 

World 

In IR, hard power and soft power represent two 
opposite strategies of influence. 
Hard power is fast, forceful and compelling. Soft 
power is slow, subtle and persuasive.

Hard power takes less time to build. 
When a state increases its army, expands its navy, 
or imposes sanctions, the impact is immediate. 
It is compelling — it forces behaviour change. 
It is also controlled by the state, which can use it 
precisely when required.

Soft power, on the other hand, takes more time. 
It grows through culture, values, ideas and 
credibility — things that cannot be manufactured 
overnight. 
Its effects are realised only in the long term, 
often across generations. 
Soft power is not compelling; it cannot force 
compliance. 
And unlike hard power, it is distributed in civil 
society (C.S.) — in universities, cinema, 
spirituality, activists, tech, tourism — making it 
harder for the state to wield it directly.

Hard power can command obedience. 
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Soft power earns admiration.

Joseph Nye’s View — Why the World 

Needs More Soft Power 

Joseph Nye, who coined the term “soft power,” 
argues that in today’s complex interdependence 
world order, soft power is not just desirable — it 
is essential.

Why?

Because it is less costly. 
Building trust and attraction costs far less than 
waging wars or maintaining massive armies.

Because even hard power fails. 
The U.S. used overwhelming hard power in 
Afghanistan and Ukraine (but Crimea), yet 
outcomes did not align with its objectives. 
Force alone could not create peace, legitimacy or 
stability.

Because hard power creates counter-coalitions. 
Nye points out how U.S. expansion of NATO 
triggered counter alliances, suspicion and 
pushback — proof that coercion provokes 
resistance.

Because hard power generates sympathy for the 
enemy. 
Images from Ukraine or Vietnam created global 
compassion for the weaker side and resentment 
against the stronger. 
This damages legitimacy — something soft 
power naturally strengthens.

Because excessive overstretching leads to 
decline of hegemony. 
When a state relies too much on coercion, it 
drains resources, loses allies, weakens legitimacy 
and accelerates the decline of its own hegemonic 
position.

Nye’s message is profound: 
Force may win battles, but only attraction wins 

lasting influence.

Realist Critique 

Why Realists Don’t Trust Soft Power 

Realists remain deeply sceptical of soft power. 
For them, soft power is not dependable because 
it cannot protect territory, deter aggression or 
stop an invasion. 
They argue that neglect of hard power will lead 
to huge loss, and the recent crises in Ukraine, 
Belarus and Kazakhstan prove this. 
Attraction cannot stop tanks. Culture cannot stop 
missiles. Diplomacy cannot stop territorial 
revisionism.

To highlight the limits of soft power, realists cite 
the Cooperate Threat Reduction (CTR) program 
under the Nunn–Lugar Act 1991. 
The goal was noble — reduce nuclear threats 
through cooperation. 
But realists point out: when strategic interests 
clash, cooperative programs collapse. 
Soft power has boundaries; hard power decides 
outcomes.

Even diplomats from India agree. 
Chinmaya Gharekhan famously said: 
“Bollywood, Yoga and butter chicken can create 
attraction but can’t compel others to do what India 
wants.” 
Soft power may win hearts, but it cannot 
guarantee compliance. For realists, only material 
power — military, economic, technological — 
provides real security.
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Constructivist View 

Power Is Not Only About Weapons — It Is 

About Meaning 

Constructivists offer a very different perspective. 
They argue that power is shaped by ideas, 
norms and perceptions rather than only by 
material capabilities. 
A state’s influence depends on how others 
interpret its actions, perceive its identity and 
accept its legitimacy.

For constructivists: 
Ideas shape interests. 
Norms shape behaviour. 
Identity shapes power.

Thus, material strength alone does not guarantee 
influence — 
the meaning attached to that strength determines 
its effectiveness. 
A nuclear weapon in the hands of the U.S. or U.K. 
is perceived differently than one in North Korea 
or Iran — this difference in perception is exactly 
what constructivists highlight.

They argue that power is not only about tanks or 
GDP but about shared meanings, legitimacy, 
reputat ion, moral authority and social 
acceptance.

Why This Debate Matters 

Realists remind us that survival needs strength. 
Constructivists remind us that strength needs 
meaning. 
Soft power attracts; hard power compels; ideas 
transform. 
Modern statecraft demands an understanding of 
all three.

Indian Context 

Three Categories of Indian Soft Power 

India’s soft power rests on a remarkable blend of 
civilisational depth, moral imagination, and 
cultural outreach.

First, Indian soft power flows from its cultural 
and spiritual heritage, which has radiated across 
South East Asian countries for centuries. 
From Buddhism to Ramayana traditions, from 
Yoga to Ayurveda, India’s civilisation has woven 
itself into Asian identities. This is soft power 
rooted in timeless memory.

Second, India carries a political and ethical 
inheritance — ideas like non-violence, NAM, 
and Panchsheel. These gave India global moral 
leadership during the Cold War, allowing it to 
inspire newly decolonised nations.

Third, India’s cultural exports today include its 
film industry, especially Bollywood, which 
enjoys immense popularity in Central Asia, 
South America, and now even across African 
countries. 
Songs, dance, storytelling and emotion — these 
connect India to the world in ways no army can.

Sources of Power 

India’s soft power derives not only from culture, 
but also from its historical conduct.

India played an active role in the freedom 
struggles of Africa, speaking against racism and 
fascism in global forums. 
During the Korean Crisis 1950, India served as 
Chairman of the Neutral Nations Repatriation 
Commission, gaining trust from both blocs.

India also possesses the world’s largest diaspora, 
present in leadership roles in Google, Microsoft 
and the World Bank — a reservoir of goodwill 
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and influence.

India practices a share and care policy, which 
became visible during vaccine diplomacy in 
countries like Bolivia and Peru, projecting 
compassion and responsibility.

Hard Power History 

India’s journey with hard power has been mixed. 
Its hardpower limitations were exposed in the 
1962 Sino–India war, when even Africa didn’t 
support India, reflecting the absence of strong 
material capabilities.

But India also learned. 
In the 1971 Bangladesh liberation war, Indira 
Gandhi used realpolitik, leveraging diplomacy, 
military strength and alliances to achieve a 
decisive outcome.

In 1987, India deployed the IPKF to Sri Lanka, 
showing willingness to project force beyond 
borders — though the mission highlighted risks 
and complexities of intervention.

Shift to Soft Power (1990s) 

The 1990s transformed India. 
Globalisation and economic interdependence 
under LPG pushed India toward a more 
outward-looking, cooperative foreign policy. 
The Gujarat Doctrine symbolised this shift by 
emphasising non-reciprocal engagement with 
neighbours — generosity without immediate 
expectation of return.

At the same time, Pokhran 1998 strengthened 
national identity, boosted confidence, and 
ironically expanded India’s diplomatic space 
instead of shrinking it. 
Hard power credibility made India’s soft power 
more effective.

Why the Indian Story Is Unique 

India blends civilisational confidence with 
modern diplomacy — a fusion of yoga and 
realpolitik, diaspora leadership and strategic 
partnerships, ethical heritage and economic 
ambition.

India’s power is not borrowed from history; it is 
history, culture, morality and strategy woven into 
one.

Erosion of India’s Soft Power 

Why India’s Soft Power Is Under Strain 

Despite India’s enormous cultural appeal, its soft 
power today faces serious erosion. 
The global audience increasingly scrutinises 
India’s HR violations, communal tensions, and 
bureaucratic red tapism. 
Issues like over population, restrictions under 
FCRA on NGOs, and polarising domestic 
politics including CAA weaken India’s moral 
authority.

Soft power depends on credibility. 
When domestic events contradict India’s image 
as a tolerant, pluralistic democracy, international 
confidence declines. 
This erosion does not erase soft power, but it 
dilutes its effectiveness on the global stage.

Efforts to Strengthen Soft Power 

Institutional Push for Cultural Outreach 

India has taken strong steps to rebuild and 
promote its cultural presence worldwide. 
It has created India Study Centres, similar to the 
British Council and Confucius Institute, to 
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institutionalise cultural engagement. 
The ICCR (Indian Council for Cultural 
Relations) plays a major role in promoting 
India’s arts, languages, festivals and traditions 
across continents.

India also deepens emotional ties with its 
diaspora through Pravasi Bharatiya Divas, 
celebrating their achievements and strengthening 
identity networks.

Diplomacy Through Development Cooperation 
Soft power is also demonstrated through foreign 
aid. 
India provides line of credit to Bangladesh and 
Sri Lanka, supporting infrastructure, energy and 
development projects. 
Through the ITEC program, India trains officials 
from Africa, building long-term goodwill and 
professional partnerships.

These initiatives project India as a generous, 
responsible and collaborative partner in the 
Global South.

Future Challenges and Opportunities 

The Kindleberger Trap — A Warning for India 
India’s rising global status brings responsibility. 
If India does not provide global public goods, it 
risks falling into the Kindleberger trap, where a 
rising power refuses to take leadership when 
needed. 
This creates instability — as history showed 
before WWII — and weakens the global system.

A GZero World Demands Active Engagement 
Today’s world resembles a GZero world, where 
no single country provides global leadership. 
The absence of a stabilising force leads to crises, 
conflicts and economic shocks. 
India must step forward to engage in global 
commons — climate action, maritime security, 
h e a l t h g o v e r n a n c e , c y b e r n o r m s , a n d 

peacekeeping.

From Legitimacy Crisis to Smart Power 
We are living in an era where global politics is 
shifting from geo-economics to geo-politics. 
Countries face a legitimacy crisis as institutions 
weaken and rival powers challenge norms. 
To navigate this, India must embrace smart 
power — blending soft power attraction with 
hard power credibility.

India’s future influence will depend on: 
how it balances values with interests, 
how it projects leadership beyond borders, 
and how it stabilises an increasingly fragmented 
world.

Smart Power 

Joseph Nye — The Art of Blending 

Attraction and Strength 

Joseph Nye, who gave the world the idea of soft 
power, later clarified something essential: 
soft power alone is not advisable. 
Attraction without strength is fragile; strength 
without attraction is costly. 
M o d e r n d i p l o m a c y d e m a n d s a s m a r t 
combination of both.

Nye argues that in today’s world, digital 
diplomacy is becoming a powerful tool — using 
India’s skill base and English proficiency to 
project influence. 
This idea reflects in the Prime Minister’s famous 
line: 
“From snake charmers to mouse charmers.” 
Meaning — India’s tech power, coding talent and 
IT sector have become new engines of soft 
influence.

But Nye insists that strong military power is 
necessary. 

   @igetias 7  7502008540, 7200260540



PSIR in 150 Days Political Theory       Crafting Excellence… 

States cannot rely on culture or ideas alone when 
facing terrorism, coercion or great-power rivalry. 
However, instead of acting alone, they must 
invest heavily in alliances, partnerships and 
institutions such as: 
QUAD, 
NATO, 
I2U2. 
These coalitions multiply a country’s strength, 
enhance credibility and distribute responsibility.

Smart power, therefore, is the strategic skill of 
knowing when to charm, when to deter, and 
when to combine both.

Christopher Paul — A Complement, Not a 

Replacement 

Christopher Paul refines the idea even further. 
He argues that soft power doesn’t eliminate 
hard power but compliments it in contemporary 
diplomacy. 
Soft power opens doors; hard power protects 
interests; 
but together, they create influence that is both 
lasting and legitimate.

In Paul’s view, modern diplomacy is like a twin-
engine aircraft — 
one engine is hard power, 
the other is soft power. 
Switch off either, and the aircraft will crash. 
Use both in harmony, and the state flies higher, 
faster and safer.

Fast Power 

J o h n C h i p m a n — S p e e d a s t h e N e w 
Determinant of Power 
In a rapidly changing world, John Chipman 
introduces a bold idea: 
speed is a determinant of power. 

He argues that we are entering an age of new 
Darwinism — 
not survival of the fittest, 
but survival of the fastest.

For Chipman, what matters today is not just 
strength, but how fragile and adaptive a state is 
— 
how quickly it can respond, recover, deploy and 
adjust to crises.

He illustrates this contrast sharply: 
During the Vajpayee era, India’s military 
deployment took more than a month after the 
Parliament attack. 
In contrast, Israel responded instantaneously 
after the Hamas attack, signalling how modern 
powers must react with speed, precision and 
shock-absorption capacity.

Fast power is about agility, rapid mobilisation, 
swift intelligence, and the ability to shape events 
before they escalate.

Critics of Fast Power 

Why Speed Is Not Always Strength 

However, fast power has its critics. 
They argue that a well-considered patient option 
can be better than an ill-considered hasty option.

Fast decisions can create long wars, diplomatic 
isolation or unintended escalation. 
After the 26/11 Mumbai terror attack 2008, India 
did not choose rapid retaliation. 
Instead, India used diplomatic isolation of 
Pakistan, international pressure, and sustained 
strategic messaging. 
This calculated restraint avoided war, gained 
global sympathy, and positioned India as a 
responsible power.

Critics remind us that quick action may satisfy 
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emotion but can endanger strategy. 
Sometimes, the most powerful move is not speed 
but wisdom.

Why Fast Power Matters 

Chipman’s theory teaches us that in the era of 
cyber warfare, drone attacks, hybrid conflict and 
instant information: 
speed is influence, 
agility is strength, 
and adaptability is survival.

But the debate with critics reminds us that speed 
needs judgment — 
a blend of fast power with smart power.

Polarity of Power 

Structural Realist View — Mapping the 

Architecture of the Global System 

For Kenneth Waltz and John Mearsheimer, 
polarity is the backbone of international politics. 
They define polarity as the distribution of power 
in a global order — the number of major poles 
that dominate the system. 
Whether the world is unipolar, bipolar or 
multipolar determines how states behave, how 
stable the system is, and how wars begin or are 
prevented. 
Polarity shapes the rhythm of anarchy.

Unipolarity — Stability, Fragility and the 

Hegemon’s Temptations 

 
Unipolarity can be stable or unstable, depending 
on how the hegemon behaves. 
It becomes unstable when there is hegemon 
overstretch — when the dominant power tries to 
do too much, too fast, across too many theatres. 

Unipolarity also suffers when the system is filled 
with free riders, states that rely on the hegemon’s 
protection without contributing anything.

Megalomania is the greatest danger. 
When the hegemon begins acting unilaterally, it 
can destroy the very order it has built. 
This was reflected in the Trump era with: 
withdrawal from UNESCO, 
attacks on WHO, 
pressure on Japan, 
exit from the Paris Agreement, 
and the rapid withdrawal from Afghanistan.

These moves signalled unpredictability and 
weakened the liberal world order.

Unipolar dominance also encourages others to 
acquire nuclear weapons and become more 
assertive — 
seen in Saudi Arabia, North Korea, and Iran. 
The hegemon’s behaviour creates incentives for 
counter-balancing and self-defence.

Unipolarity is powerful, but it carries the seeds of 
its own erosion.

Bipolarity — Order Through Balance 

Structural realists argue that bipolarity is the 
most stable of all world orders. 
With only two poles, the system becomes simpler 
and more predictable.

Bipolarity helps address anarchy to a large 
extent. 
It produces: 
checks and balance, 
a sense of rule of law, 
stable alliances, 
clear expectations, 
and strong deterrence on both sides.

Because there are only two major actors, there is 
less misunderstanding and miscalculation. 
This was visible during the Cold War — despite 
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intense rivalry, both blocs preserved stability.

Multipolarity — The World of Uncertainty 

Multipolarity is the most complex and 
unpredictable structure. 
With several major powers, alliances keep 
sh i f t ing , percept ions are unc lear, and 
coordination becomes difficult.

It often leads to: 
uncertainty, 
misunderstanding, 
fragile partnerships, 
and higher risk of wars.

An example is today’s India–Canada friction, 
where multipolar competition and overlapping 
alliances create unnecessary tensions.

Multipolarity sharpens insecurity because no 
state fully knows the intentions of all others.

Why Polarity Matters 

Polarity is the skeleton of the international 
system. 
It tells us how power is arranged, who leads, who 
balances, who fears, and who rises. 
It shapes war, diplomacy, alliances, stability — 
the entire geometry of world politics.

Management of Power 

How Do States Keep the System Stable? 

In international relations, power on its own is not 
enough. 
What truly matters is how power is managed — 
how states prevent domination, avoid war, and 
maintain order in an anarchic world. 
Scholars explain that management of power 
depends on two techniques — balance of power 
and collective security. 

These are the two great pillars through which the 
international system tries to restrain conflict and 
maintain stability.

1. Balance of Power — Managing Power 

Through Competition 

The balance of power is the realist technique of 
power management. 
Here, states constantly watch each other’s 
capabilities and form alliances or counter-
alliances to prevent any one state from becoming 
too strong. 
If one rises, others balance it. 
If one threatens, others unite against it.

The goal is not peace through trust, but peace 
through equilibrium. 
The balance of power assumes rivalry is natural, 
but domination is dangerous. 
So states use diplomacy, military preparedness, 
alignments and strategic partnerships to keep the 
system stable.

In balance of power, security comes from 
strength, not rules.

2. Collective Security — Managing Power 

Through Cooperation 

Collective security is the liberal technique of 
power management. 
Instead of each state balancing against rivals, all 
states agree that aggression against one is 
aggression against all. 
This creates a moral, legal and institutional shield 
against war.

Institutions like the League of Nations (idealistic 
attempt) and later the United Nations embody 
this principle. 
Collective security depends on trust, cooperation, 
communication, and shared responsibility.

Where balance of power divides the world into 
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blocs, collective security tries to unite it into one 
community.

Why These Two Techniques Matter 

These two mechanisms represent the two major 
pathways to global stability: 
competition (balance of power) and cooperation 
(collective security). 
Every modern conflict, alliance or crisis can be 
analysed through these techniques. 
Together they show how states manage power in 
a world without a world government.

Previous Year Questions 

1. What, according to Joseph Nye, are the major 
sources of a country's soft power? Discuss its 
relevance in the contemporary world politice. 
2018, 10

2. Why is the ‘polarity of power’ thesis less 
relevant and meaningful in the present 
architecture of ‘balance of power’? 2012, 10

3. Discuss various elements and limitations of 
national power. 2002, 60

4. International politics, like all politics is a 
struggle for power. Comment. 2000, 60
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