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Abstract
In contemporary global times, soft power is gaining importance, where countries increasingly rely on attraction rather than coercion; culture plays an important role in shaping international relations. This study attempts to examine India’s soft power through cultural diplomacy, specifically using instruments of performing arts such as classical dance as cultural diplomacy’s tools. In the case of India, it has deep-rooted cultural traditions from ancient times which provide a strong foundation for building connections with other nations. It explored how performing arts are used not only as forms of cultural expression but also as means of engagement that promote dialogue, mutual understanding, and goodwill. It tried to understand why culture is effective in bringing countries closer, how India can strengthen its cultural diplomacy through performing arts, and what lessons it can learn from other countries that actively use their culture to strengthen their goodwill and influence in the international system, and it explained how such practices influence India’s bilateral and multilateral engagements while identifying certain practical and institutional challenges.
The study used qualitative methodology and studied reports from the Indian Council for Cultural Relations (ICCR) and the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA), along with academic writings and examples of India’s cultural delegations abroad. The analysis focused on patterns and themes in how performing arts are positioned within diplomatic efforts, with some comparative references to other countries. The study concluded that India’s strength lies in its ability to use cultural diplomacy’s tools of performing arts as a means of connection rather than projection alone and performing arts helps to reduce cultural distance and create spaces for interaction, making them relevant to diplomacy. At the same time by improving coordination, visibility, and planning long-term strategy can further enhance their impact on diplomatic engagements. Overall, when cultural expression is used carefully and strategically it supports India’s broader diplomatic objectives.
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India’s Soft Power through Cultural Diplomacy’s Instruments of Performing Arts 

Introduction
This research is based on the theoretical concept of ‘soft power’, introduced by Joseph Nye, which refers to a nation’s ability to influence others through attraction and persuasion rather than coercion or force (Nye, 1990). In contrast to hard power instruments such as military intervention or economic sanctions, soft power operates through intangible sources of influence that shape preferences, perceptions, and legitimacy in the international system. In contemporary international relations, it has become increasingly significant as diplomatic tools shift toward cultural engagement and global image-building, reflecting broader transformations such as globalization, communication expansion, and the growing role of public opinion.
Within this framework, cultural diplomacy emerges as a central mechanism through which states promote cultural exchange, build mutual understanding, and foster international cooperation through cultural expressions such as performing arts, music, literature, and heritage traditions. It functions at the intersection of culture and foreign policy, enabling engagement with foreign publics through symbolic and affective means. Scholars note that culture operates as a non-threatening and emotionally resonant medium, allowing states to communicate values and narratives beyond formal diplomacy (Cull, 2008).
India provides a compelling case due to its vast civilizational heritage and diverse performing arts traditions, including classical dance forms such as Kathak, Bharatanatyam, Odissi, and Kuchipudi, along with classical music. These art forms are not merely aesthetic practices but carriers of historical memory, philosophical ideas, and social values, serving as effective mediums of cross-cultural dialogue through embodied movement, rhythm, and narrative expression.
Through institutional efforts led by the Indian Council for Cultural Relations (ICCR) and the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA), India has promoted cultural performances, artistic delegations, and international festivals to strengthen its global identity. Thussu (2013) argues that this outreach draws strength from civilizational continuity, allowing diplomacy to derive legitimacy from historical depth. This study situates India’s cultural diplomacy within the broader discourse on soft power by examining the role of performing arts and the gaps in understanding their diplomatic impact.

 Literature Review
In recent decades, soft power has gained prominence in international relations, generating extensive scholarly attention to culture as a strategic diplomatic resource. In an increasingly interdependent global system, where coercive power faces limitations, states have turned toward non-material instruments of influence to shape international perceptions and preferences. Cultural expressions rooted in historical and civilizational traditions are understood to carry symbolic authority, as they convey continuity, depth, and legitimacy. While this framework is essential for understanding cultural diplomacy, Nye’s theory remains largely macro-conceptual and does not adequately explain how specific cultural forms, such as performing arts, operate as diplomatic mechanisms or how institutional mediation and audience reception influence their effectiveness .
Subsequent scholarship situates soft power within the broader framework of public diplomacy. Melissen (2005) conceptualizes “new public diplomacy” as a shift toward sustained engagement with foreign publics, emphasizing dialogue and long-term relationship-building. Similarly, Cull (2008) identifies cultural diplomacy as a core dimension involving exchange, performances, and artistic collaboration. These perspectives highlight that cultural diplomacy functions most effectively when it prioritizes mutual understanding rather than unilateral projection. Such insights are particularly relevant for analysing how performing arts operate not merely as cultural showcases but as relational practices that foster familiarity and emotional connection .
Cultural diplomacy literature further emphasizes its long-term and intangible nature. Mark (2009) argues that it produces outcomes such as familiarity, trust, and symbolic recognition that are difficult to quantify but politically significant. Constructivist approaches similarly highlight the role of culture and identity in shaping international interactions. Studies suggest that shared cultural experiences humanize diplomacy by enabling emotional engagement beyond formal negotiations, with artistic forms such as dance and music functioning as embodied expressions of identity that communicate meaning beyond linguistic boundaries (Saaida, 2023) .
The emerging field of arts and performance diplomacy addresses this gap by examining how artistic practices contribute to international engagement. Schneider (2006) conceptualizes cultural diplomacy as a communicative practice operating through experience and affect, while Brown (2016) argues that performing arts create shared spaces of empathy and recognition. Historical analyses further demonstrate that artistic exchanges have long been used to cultivate favourable international perceptions, although their effectiveness depends on authenticity and institutional continuity (Arndt, 2005) .
Comparative scholarship highlights how states strategically mobilize culture. South Korea’s cultural diplomacy illustrates how sustained investment and coordination can translate cultural popularity into diplomatic capital (Jang & Paik, 2012). In contrast, India-focused scholarship highlights both potential and constraints. Thussu (2013) emphasizes India’s civilizational cultural strength, while Malone (2011) and Mukherjee (2014) point to limitations such as weak institutional coordination and policy inconsistency. Institutional analyses further show that ICCR plays a central role in promoting Indian culture abroad, particularly through classical dance and music, though challenges of uneven outreach and limited long-term strategy persist (Chandra & Sinha, 2023) .
Despite extensive scholarship, important gaps remain. Culture is often treated abstractly, with limited focus on performing arts as distinct diplomatic instruments. India-focused studies remain either descriptive or celebratory, without systematically analysing how cultural performances intersect with diplomatic objectives and audience reception. This research addresses these gaps by examining performing arts as concrete tools of cultural diplomacy and evaluating their role in shaping India’s soft power in practice.

Theoretical Framework: Soft Power and Cultural Diplomacy
The theoretical foundation of this study is based on Joseph Nye’s concept of soft power, which refers to a nation’s ability to achieve desired outcomes by attracting and persuading others rather than coercing them through military or economic force (Nye, 1990). He later expanded this idea, arguing that culture, foreign policy values, and political ideals are the primary sources of soft power, shaping global attitudes and preferences by influence rather than pressure (Nye, 2004). Culture becomes a particularly effective source of soft power when it is perceived as authentic, inclusive, and representative of widely admired values. When cultural expressions resonate with foreign publics, they can generate admiration and trust, which in turn enhance a state’s ability to pursue its foreign policy objectives.
Within this framework, cultural diplomacy becomes a central mechanism, functioning as the strategic use of cultural exchange to strengthen relationships, enhance socio-political cooperation, and improve national image (Mark, 2010). Cultural diplomacy translates abstract cultural values into concrete practices such as performances, exhibitions, educational exchanges, and artistic collaborations. These practices allow states to communicate identity and intent indirectly, often reaching audiences that formal diplomacy cannot access.
Cultural diplomacy thus operates as a bridge that enables dialogue beyond formal negotiations, fostering trust and familiarity among nations. By encouraging people-to-people interaction, it humanises international relations and reduces cultural distance. Cull (2008) emphasises that cultural diplomacy differs from propaganda because it allows genuine two-way communication and mutual understanding, which are essential to building long-term global partnerships. Rather than imposing narratives, cultural diplomacy invites exchange and mutual interpretation.
This distinction is crucial in the Indian context, where cultural engagement is often framed as exchange rather than projection, aligning with India’s normative foreign policy traditions of pluralism and non-coercion. India’s approach to cultural diplomacy reflects its historical emphasis on dialogue, civilizational coexistence, and cultural diversity. By foregrounding exchange over assertion, Indian cultural diplomacy seeks to cultivate goodwill and long-term relationships rather than immediate political gains.

Historical Background of Indian Classical Dance and Music and Evolution of India’s Cultural Diplomacy
Indian classical dance and music trace their foundation to the Natya sastra, attributed to Bharata Muni. This text codifies aesthetic principles, gesture, rhythm, and performance theory (Bharata Muni, 1951). It conceptualises performance as a combination of emotion, expression, and narrative, positioning it as both artistic and instructional.
The concept of rasa is central, as it emphasises emotional experience as the purpose of performance. This allows Indian performing arts to communicate meaning beyond linguistic boundaries. Over time, these traditions evolved across regions into forms such as Bharatanatyam, Kathak, Odissi, and Kuchipudi, each adapting to local contexts while retaining a shared framework.
Indian classical music developed similarly, with foundations in Vedic traditions and later codified in texts such as the Sangitaratnakara. These traditions demonstrate continuity, diversity, and symbolic depth. This historical richness enables India to project itself as a civilizational entity, strengthening its cultural diplomacy.
India’s cultural diplomacy evolved after independence under Nehru, who viewed culture as a means of promoting India’s non-aligned identity (Rana, 2011). Cultural exchange helped position India as a civilizational state committed to peace and cooperation.
The establishment of ICCR in 1950 marked a structured effort to promote Indian culture globally. Over time, initiatives such as festivals, cultural centres, and artistic delegations expanded India’s outreach. Cultural diplomacy has increasingly been integrated with diplomatic engagements, including state visits and multilateral forums.

Performing Arts as Diplomatic Tools and Institutional Architecture: ICCR, MEA and Cultural Wings
At the core of India’s cultural diplomacy framework is the Indian Council for Cultural Relations (ICCR), established in 1950 with the explicit mandate of promoting Indian culture abroad. ICCR functions as the primary executing agency, organising international cultural festivals, facilitating artistic exchanges, supporting collaborations between Indian and foreign institutions, and promoting Indian performing arts globally. It maintains cultural centres across regions such as Asia, Africa, Europe, and Central Asia, where regular performances, workshops, and lecture-demonstrations are conducted in coordination with Indian missions and host-country institutions. These centres ensure sustained engagement rather than one-time cultural exposure.
Strategic integration is provided by the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA), which embeds cultural diplomacy into broader foreign policy objectives. The MEA works closely with ICCR and Indian missions abroad to align cultural initiatives with diplomatic engagements such as state visits, commemorative events, and multilateral forums. The Ministry of Culture further complements these efforts through Cultural Exchange Programmes (CEPs), international festivals, and collaborations under platforms such as BRICS, SCO, ASEAN, and G20, thereby expanding India’s cultural outreach within formal international frameworks.
Within this institutional structure, India employs a range of instruments to operationalise performing-arts diplomacy. Programmes such as the “Festivals of India” showcase classical and folk traditions in collaboration with host countries, fostering long-term cultural partnerships. Outgoing cultural delegations allow Indian artists to participate in international festivals, while incoming delegations ensure reciprocity and mutual engagement. Additionally, collaborations with universities, cultural bodies, and local governments abroad help integrate Indian performing arts into global cultural ecosystems, reinforcing sustained visibility and credibility.

Challenges and Limitations in India’s Cultural Diplomacy
Although performing arts have significant diplomatic potential, scholars argue that measuring cultural impact remains challenging due to a lack of quantifiable outcomes and long-term evaluation mechanisms (Ang, Isar & Mar, 2015). Cultural influence often operates indirectly and gradually, shaping perceptions and attitudes over extended periods rather than producing immediate or easily measurable policy results. This makes it difficult to establish direct causal links between cultural initiatives and diplomatic outcomes.
One of the central critiques of cultural diplomacy is that its success is often assessed through anecdotal evidence, audience size, or media visibility rather than systematic impact evaluation. As a result, cultural diplomacy initiatives may lack clear benchmarks for effectiveness, limiting their integration into broader foreign policy planning. This challenge is particularly relevant for performing arts, where emotional and symbolic influence is difficult to translate into measurable indicators.
Critics further point to growing competition among global soft power actors such as China, South Korea, and Japan, which have invested heavily in cultural industries, international media platforms, and state-supported cultural branding to shape global opinion (Nye, 2013). Compared to these models, India’s cultural diplomacy relies more heavily on classical traditions and institutional outreach, raising questions about visibility, scale, and global reach in an increasingly media-driven international environment.
Additionally, there is debate on whether cultural diplomacy sometimes becomes elitist, benefiting audiences already familiar with Indian culture rather than engaging wider foreign publics (Rana, 2011). Classical performing arts, while symbolically rich, may appear inaccessible to unfamiliar audiences if not accompanied by contextual explanation or sustained engagement. This highlights the need for inclusive programming and audience-oriented strategies that broaden cultural participation.
These gaps create opportunities to explore whether performing arts significantly influence India’s diplomatic relationships and how cultural diplomacy can be made more inclusive, strategically coordinated, and globally competitive. Addressing these issues is essential for understanding how India can better leverage its cultural resources as instruments of soft power in the contemporary international system.

Case Examples: Performing Arts Supporting National Interest Outcomes and Policy Implications: Strategic Alignment with Foreign Policy Goals
The effectiveness of these instruments becomes clearer through specific examples. Events such as the India–International Dance and Music Festival, organised by ICCR in collaboration with national institutions, bring together artists from diverse countries and reflect India’s cultural philosophy of inclusivity. By facilitating interaction among performers from different regions, such festivals position India as a cultural convenor and strengthen international artistic networks that indirectly support diplomatic relations.
Similarly, Cultural Exchange Programmes (CEPs) signed with countries such as South Korea, Italy, and Egypt institutionalise performing arts exchanges through structured agreements. These include artist residencies, joint performances, and collaborative initiatives, ensuring continuity and reciprocity in cultural engagement. At the multilateral level, cultural performances accompanying forums such as SCO meetings or international summits create informal diplomatic spaces that complement formal negotiations and foster goodwill among participating states.
Diaspora engagement further strengthens these efforts, as Indian cultural communities abroad function as informal ambassadors, extending cultural diplomacy beyond state-led initiatives. Through performances, training networks, and cultural associations, diaspora groups sustain long-term people-to-people connections and reinforce shared cultural narratives.
These examples demonstrate that performing arts contribute to national interests by enhancing India’s global image, facilitating cultural familiarity, and supporting diplomatic engagement. However, they also highlight the need for stronger strategic alignment, improved mechanisms for evaluating impact, and greater use of digital platforms to expand outreach. Without systematic coordination and long-term planning, the full diplomatic potential of these initiatives remains underutilised.

[bookmark: _prtj5tz7bvc3] Culture as a Connector in International Relations
Culture plays a significant role in shaping interactions between nations by influencing perceptions, attitudes, and public opinion. When societies become familiar with each other’s cultural values and traditions, they are more likely to develop empathy and avoid adversarial positions (Saaida, 2023). In this context, culture operates not only as a social construct but also as a political resource that contributes to stability and cooperation in international relations.
Among cultural forms, dance and music are particularly influential because they function as universal modes of expression that do not depend on language. Through rhythm, movement, and emotion, performing arts enable audiences to engage directly with meaning, creating shared experiences that transcend cultural and linguistic differences. This emotional accessibility makes them effective tools for cross-cultural communication and mutual understanding.
As a result, cultural diplomacy operates as an “attractive” form of power, allowing states to build goodwill and influence perceptions without coercion. When cultural engagement is positively received, it can create favourable conditions for broader cooperation in areas such as trade, education, tourism, and diplomacy.

[bookmark: _97giaogv3gs1]India’s Cultural Presence and Patterns of International Engagement
India provides a clear empirical example of how cultural diplomacy functions as a bridge for international collaboration through the activities of the Indian Council for Cultural Relations (ICCR). As India’s principal cultural diplomacy institution, ICCR plays a central role in facilitating artistic exchanges, managing cultural centres abroad, and promoting Indian performing arts, language, and heritage traditions internationally.
With 38 ICCR centres located across Asia, India enjoys strong cultural visibility in Southeast Asia and Central Asia, regions that also display relatively stronger diplomatic, economic, and strategic cooperation with India. These regions share historical, civilizational, and cultural linkages with India, which have been reinforced through sustained cultural engagement. The presence of ICCR centres allows for continuous programming such as performances, workshops, and academic exchanges rather than isolated cultural events.
In contrast, India’s cultural presence in Europe is moderate, while Africa and South America host fewer sustained cultural platforms. This uneven distribution of cultural infrastructure has influenced the depth and consistency of India’s engagement across regions. Where cultural platforms are institutionalised and continuous, India’s diplomatic and economic relationships tend to be deeper and more diversified.
This disparity does not indicate a lack of Indian effort in Africa or South America. On the contrary, India continues to organise cultural events, performances, and exchanges in these regions to gradually expand its influence and strengthen people-to-people ties. However, historically lower trade volumes, geographical distance, and limited exposure to Indian cultural traditions have constrained the pace and depth of collaboration. Despite these constraints, recent initiatives reflect a gradual expansion of India’s cultural outreach in these regions.
The Pew Research Center Survey (2025) further supports this observation. While India enjoys a generally positive image in Asia and a moderately favourable perception in Europe, views in South America remain comparatively weaker. This difference is largely attributable to limited cultural interaction and exposure to Indian traditions within South American societies. Consequently, weaker cultural connections are reflected in relatively lower levels of trade, strategic cooperation, and sustained partnerships.
[bookmark: _a55yq54bopuk]Comparative Cultural Diplomacy Models and Implications for India’s Cultural Diplomacy
comparative analysis highlights different approaches to cultural diplomacy. China adopts a highly centralised, state-driven model in which cultural initiatives are closely aligned with foreign policy objectives. Large-scale performances and state-supported productions are used to project national identity and reinforce geopolitical narratives, often supported by digital dissemination to expand global reach.
South Korea, by contrast, has developed a hybrid model through the Hallyu wave, combining state support with private-sector creativity. Cultural exports such as K-pop, cinema, and digital media have significantly enhanced South Korea’s global visibility, demonstrating how popular culture can translate into economic and diplomatic influence (Jang & Paik, 2012).
France represents a long-standing model based on institutional continuity and cultural education. Through organisations such as Alliance Française, it promotes language, arts, and intellectual exchange, focusing on long-term cultural immersion rather than immediate visibility.
These models offer important insights for India. While India possesses rich cultural resources, its approach remains relatively decentralised, leading to uneven global reach and limited strategic coordination (Rana, 2011). Strengthening institutional integration, expanding digital platforms, and investing in long-term cultural education could enhance its effectiveness.
When aligned more closely with foreign policy objectives, India’s performing arts can function not only as cultural expressions but as strategic diplomatic tools that foster trust, cooperation, and sustained international partnerships.
[bookmark: _g5xeivxzar0b]Conclusion
This study highlights how India’s cultural diplomacy operates through its classical performing arts and how these traditions contribute to the country’s soft power in contemporary international relations. Drawing on the framework of soft power, it shows that influence in the global arena is exercised not only through material capabilities but also through forms of cultural attraction that shape perceptions, build familiarity, and create long-term connections between societies.
Performing arts occupy a distinctive place within this process because they communicate through embodied and visual expression rather than formal or textual language. Through dance and music, India presents its cultural heritage, philosophical traditions, and historical continuity in ways accessible to diverse audiences. International festivals, cultural exchanges, and institutional initiatives therefore do more than showcase art; they create spaces where audiences engage with India at an experiential level, allowing cultural understanding to develop beyond formal diplomatic interaction.
A key insight of this study emerges from the feminist perspective. The role of women performers is central to how India’s cultural diplomacy is experienced globally. Historically, women have been primary custodians of classical dance traditions, sustaining and transmitting artistic knowledge across generations despite social and institutional constraints. Their increasing visibility on international stages places them at the forefront of cultural representation.
Through performance, women dancers do not simply reproduce tradition; they interpret, negotiate, and sometimes challenge it. By reworking narratives of figures such as Draupadi, Sita, or Meera, they bring forward perspectives that emphasise agency and resilience. Classical dance thus becomes not only a medium of cultural continuity but also a space where meanings are reinterpreted. These performances contribute to shaping global perceptions of Indian culture while offering alternative representations of Indian womanhood beyond stereotypical imagery.
Cultural diplomacy, therefore, is not limited to state institutions but is also enacted through artists whose work carries cultural meaning into international spaces. Women performers, in particular, occupy a position where artistic expression, cultural identity, and global representation intersect, reflecting a form of informal diplomacy.
At the same time, the study points to certain limitations. Many initiatives remain event-based, with limited long-term evaluation. Institutional coordination is not always consistent, and the contributions of artists, especially women, remain under-recognised within formal frameworks. These challenges suggest that while India possesses significant cultural resources, their full potential requires sustained engagement and strategic integration.
Overall, India’s cultural diplomacy operates at multiple levels, strengthening soft power while creating space for cultural expression and representation. At the intersection of culture, gender, and international relations, performing arts reveal a more layered understanding of diplomacy, one that extends beyond states and policies to include people, practices, and the meanings they carry across borders.
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