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Abstract

India’s political leadership has expressed green ambitions for several years, yet officials continue to face difficulties
implementing these ambitions in practice. This dissertation examines how India’s green ambitions shape the everyday
practices of the Indian Foreign Service. It challenges a common tendency in International Relations scholarship to treat
status primarily as a motive for foreign policy behavior. Instead, it shifts the analytical focus from political leaders to the
ways in which officials manage status considerations in bureaucratic and diplomatic practice.

The dissertation asks two questions: How do dilemmas inherent in India’s green ambitions manifest themselves in the
everyday practices and social interactions of the Indian Foreign Service? And how do these manifestations shape the ways
in which the Indian Foreign Service represents and advances India’s climate foreign policy at home and abroad? To address
these questions, the dissertation develops a practice-oriented analytical framework that reconceptualizes status dilemmas
as social processes and applies practice tracing to examine how they unfold in diplomatic practice. The framework centers
on a “status dilemma triangle” consisting of three interrelated tensions: recognition tensions, normativity tensions, and
epistemic tensions.

Methodologically, the dissertation employs practice tracing to analyze how diplomats interpret and manage these
tensions in everyday diplomatic practice. Based on fieldwork primarily in New Delhi, the empirical analysis draws on elite
interviews, press releases, and various documents. Empirically, the dissertation examines the operational challenges and
day-to-day diplomatic work through which Indian officials navigate green ambitions in international settings. It focuses on
three arenas of contemporary climate diplomacy: India’s participation in the UN climate negotiations (including COP27 and
COP28), India’s G20 presidency, and India—EU climate relations in the run-up to the 16th India-EU summit, particularly
disputes surrounding the EU’s Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism and sustainability clauses in trade negotiations.

The findings demonstrate how India’s green ambitions generate complex status dilemmas for officials navigating
competing expectations and pressures. The dissertation identifies diplomatic strategies through which officials manage
such dilemmas, offering insights relevant to research on climate diplomacy, diplomatic practice, foreign policy analysis,
Indian foreign policy, and status in International Relations.
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Preface

The India Habitat Centre, one of New Delhi’s premier international confer-
ence centers, opened in 1993 after the Indian government initiated economic
liberalization. At that time, India attempted to attract more international atten-
tion to New Delhi and revised its foreign policy outlook following the collapse
of the Soviet Union. Three decades later, in February 2024, I was at the Center
when I encountered a former Indian climate negotiator near the American
diner located there. After sharing a laugh over a joke I no longer recall, the
retired official smiled at me as I explained my research about India’s role in
global climate politics. The official acknowledged that finding people willing
to talk could be challenging and encouraged me to observe meetings and pro-
ceedings, noting that Indian civil servants are often skeptical of interviews
with foreign researchers. I encountered this wariness throughout my research
for this thesis.

Perhaps even more illuminating was a conversation with a retired Indian
Ambassador who explained that remnants from pre-independence times still
affect contemporary diplomacy — and my own research. The Ambassador told
me: “In India, you as a white man, must deal with the white man’s burden.
Fortunately, coming from the Nordics, you don’t come with a historical past
like the British. But in the public’s eyes, you’re still white. Indians still don’t
know the difference between the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’ white man. The British
took so much time away from us and stopped us from developing a domestic
industrial labor market.”"

These encounters offer glimpses into the research environment in which this
monograph was produced. Some might find such an environment challenging,
but as I demonstrate throughout the manuscript, many people generously of-

fered their time and insights, without which this study would not have been

I Author’s interview with I#22.



possible. I hope they will find this monograph interesting and be able to rec-
ognize their own experiences reflected in my independent analysis.

Over the course of this research project, India became the world’s most
populous country and the world’s fourth-largest economy. Narendra Modi
was reelected in 2024, though with a weaker mandate than he had gained in
his previous election victories in 2014 and 2019. Modi’s party, the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP), had to form a coalition government to remain in power.
International leaders and ministers continued visiting New Delhi despite the
absence of the reforms that had been the winning argument for Modi’s land-
slide victory in the 2014 elections. India hosted the G20 presidency for the
first time in its history. Indian officials had to navigate a challenging balancing
act: enhancing relations with European partners while not publicly condemn-
ing President Putin’s invasion of Ukraine. Modi announced India’s willing-
ness to host COP33, the annual climate conference assembling parties who are
signatories to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC), due to be held in 2028. These glimpses illustrate the dynamic
context in which this research project unfolded.

This monograph examines India’s green ambitions in a changing world.
The text constitutes my interpretation of contemporary climate diplomacy
based on my own observations inside negotiation rooms, my semi-structured
elite interviews, and my active engagement with contemporary India over sev-
eral years. Some of the empirical insights presented in this monograph have
been known to insiders, but they have never been systematically assessed by
any scholar. This study constitutes a new interpretation of these empirics, pro-
duced by carrying out abductive analysis. The arguments provided in this
study help us understand the difficulties in engaging in climate cooperation
even when climate change constitutes a collective, global problem that re-
quires global cooperation.

Naturally, there is much more that could be said and debated than what is

captured in this thesis — not least the perspectives of ordinary people who face



heat waves and air pollution annually. Over the five months I spent in India
for this research project, I had numerous informal conversations with people
in Ahmedabad, Agra, Goa, Lucknow, New Delhi, and Mumbai. Their stories
shaped my understanding of contemporary India, even though they do not fea-
ture prominently in this monograph. Their stories deserve a book of their own.
I hope this monograph will spark some new conversations about India’s green

ambitions, both at home and abroad.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Puzzle and research questions

After decades in the Indian Foreign Service (IFS), Shivshankar Menon re-
flected that diplomats “make choices in the contemporary fog that envelops
events.””” Few arenas better illustrate this fog than India’s turn toward climate
leadership. When Prime Minister Narendra Modi announced that “India must
take the lead in countering climate change,” he recast a long-standing foreign
policy narrative — from one positioning India as a defender of developing
country interests to one which made it an aspirant green leader. Modi anchored
this shift in a familiar historical narrative, claiming that “protecting the envi-
ronment is part of India’s cultural heritage.” Framed this way, the new climate
ambition did more than signal a policy adjustment; it repositioned India’s role
in global politics. This move placed Indian diplomats at the center of a delicate
balancing act. They were now expected to project green leadership interna-
tionally while still remaining attentive to both domestic development priorities
and also to ambitions tied to regional influence and broader great-power sta-
tus. In practice, the green turn sharpened a set of overlapping tensions that

officials had to navigate simultaneously as they translated Modi’s instruction

2 Menon, Shivshankar, 2016. Choices: Inside the Making of India’s Foreign Policy. Gurgaon:
Penguin, 1.

3 Press Information Bureau, 2015. Government of India, Prime Minister’s Office. PM to Heads
of Indian Missions, 7 February 2015; On Indian environmental consciousness, see e.g., Guha,
Ramachandra, 2024. Speaking with Nature: The Origins of Indian Environmentalism. Yale:
Yale University Press; Narlikar, Aruna, Mattoo, Amitabh, Narlikar, Amrita, 2023. “Chapter 10.
On Compassion and Ecologism: The Story of the Noble Parrot and the Tree” in Strategic
Choices, Ethical Dilemmas: Stories from the Mahabharat. Gurugram: Penguin Random House
India, 119-132.



into diplomatic action — balancing civilizational claims rooted in a postcolo-
nial context with economic needs at home and expectations from international
partners.

The purpose of this thesis is to understand how Indian officials navigate
green ambitions in practice. India’s pursuit of leadership unfolds in an inter-
national environment that often pulls in opposite directions. When Indian of-
ficials were tasked to pursue green ambitions by their political leadership, they
found themselves in a reality shaped by historical experiences from previous
negotiations. It was a reality shaped by past experiences such as the climate
negotiations in Copenhagen 2009, where a non-western negotiating group de-
cided the outcome. The history of global climate politics is full of major con-
flicts, disagreements, and disappointing moments.* However, Modi’s green
leadership instructions were not given to the Indian climate negotiators. In-
stead, they were given to 100 senior diplomats working at Indian embassies
abroad. With these new instructions, Indian diplomats were tasked with ad-
vancing yet another ambition on top of ensuring India’s economic develop-
ment. Meanwhile, their foreign counterparts were left to interpret what this
meant for India’s evolving path toward leading-power status.

The puzzle addressed in this study lies in how Indian diplomats reconcile
the competing expectations generated by India’s new green ambitions. On the
one hand, these diplomats are tasked with projecting leadership on climate
action. On the other hand, they must uphold India’s long-standing claims as a
developing, postcolonial state with pressing domestic needs. It is perplexing
for IR researchers how instead of pursuing one of these aims, and sacrificing
the other, India makes an ongoing attempt to reconcile the two. To address
this puzzle, the study asks two pressing research questions: How do the dilem-
mas inherent to India’s green ambitions manifest themselves in the everyday

practices and social interactions of the Indian Foreign Service? How do these

4 Paterson, Matthew, 1996. Global Warming and Global Politics. London: Routledge, 73-76.
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manifestations shape the ways in which the Indian Foreign Service represents
and advances India’s climate foreign policy at home and abroad?

This dissertation argues that India’s pursuit of green leadership generates
what can be conceptualized as a status dilemma for its diplomats. A status
dilemma reflects tensions between pursuing varying goals and achieving
recognition across domestic and international audiences. This kind of di-
lemma is not resolved in high-level summits. Instead, it is managed daily in
the “engine room” of international affairs,’ through the practices of the offi-
cials who interpret, adapt, and contest political instructions in the social life
of diplomacy. For this thesis, the dilemma that India and its diplomats face
can be termed a green status dilemma. The thesis argues that we can best un-
derstand this green status dilemma by focusing on the practices performed by
members of the foreign service bureaucracy, instead of by studying the activ-
ities of political leaders in high-level summits. Understanding how a green
status dilemma impacts practice is important because it reveals the deeper
drivers of diplomatic behavior in India. It is in these everyday practices that
officials assess risks, anticipate reactions, and adjust how far status claims can
be pushed without backlash. Using a status lens to conceptualize India’s green
leadership ambitions also enables us to understand to what degree these new
ambitions constitute a particular type of status-seeking.

By shifting attention from leaders to officials, this thesis brings the litera-
ture on status politics into dialogue with the practice turn in International Re-
lations (IR). It enriches the practice turn with a study of climate diplomacy,
illustrating how practice approaches can provide new insights about cases be-
yond the transatlantic region. Empirically, the thesis provides a micro-level

account of India’s climate diplomacy, showing how green ambitions are ne-

5> On diplomacy as the “engine room” of international politics, see Cohen. R. 1998. Putting
diplomatic studies on the map. Diplomatic Studies Program Newsletter, Center for the Study
of Diplomacy.



gotiated, resisted, and accepted within the foreign service. This chapter intro-
duces the thesis in four subsequent parts. Section 1.2. reviews the emerging
literature on status dilemmas in IR. Section 1.3. argues that a practice-based
analytical framework can be used for examining status dilemmas and carrying
out empirical research into how these appear in real-world cases. Section 1.4.
outlines the theoretical and empirical contributions made by this thesis. Sec-
tion 1.5. presents a summary of the research design that was employed. Then
the remainder of the chapter gives an overview of the organization of this

monograph.

1.2. Status dilemmas in International Relations

This thesis draws upon, and extends, a specific vein of the status dilemma
scholarship. The term status dilemma entered International Relations (IR)
through studies of how states manage uncertainty about their place in interna-
tional hierarchies. The concept was introduced by Wohlforth, who used it to
describe a dyadic dilemma between leaders engaged in uncertain signaling.®
He suggested this was particularly seen in the context of military competition
between powers unsure of each other’s rank. Building on Wohlforth’s work,
scholars have applied this concept to studies of US-China relations, China-
India relations, and trilateral India-US-China relations.” Fung later demon-
strated that states can also face dilemmas about how they are recognized by

multiple different audiences at the same time.* She reconceptualized status

¢ Wohlforth, William, 2014. “Status Dilemmas and Interstate Conflict” in Status in world poli-
tics edited by Paul, T.V., Welch Larson, Deborah and Wohlforth, William C. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge U niversity Press, 115-140.

7 Wang, William Ziyuan, 2019. Destined for Misperception? Status Dilemma and the Early
Origin of US-China Antagonism. Journal of Chinese Political Science, 24, 49—65; Xiaoyu Pu,
2022. The Status Dilemma in World Politics: An Anatomy of the China—India Asymmetrical
Rivalry, The Chinese Journal of International Politics, Volume 15, Issue 3, Autumn 2022, 227—
245; Paul, T.V. and Erik Underwood, 2019. Theorizing India-US-China strategic triangle. /ndia
Review, 18 (4), 348-367.

8 Fung, Courney, 2019. China and Intervention at the UN Security Council: Reconciling status.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 7.
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dilemmas, showing how state representatives consider their ties to peer groups
during uncertain moments. This thesis builds on Fung’s insights, shifting at-
tention from leaders and dyadic interactions to the bureaucratic arenas in
which status dilemmas are experienced, interpreted, and managed. It examines
how recognition effects and status tensions play out through the everyday
work of the state.

A status dilemma arises when actors must balance competing role expecta-
tions and institutional goals across different arenas — within an organization,
across a domestic government, amongst international partners — such that ad-
vancing one position risks undermining another. For diplomats, these dilem-
mas manifest through recurring tensions over what this recognition, norma-
tivity, and epistemic authority. The dilemmas occur as diplomats navigate
their dual roles as civil servants working with domestic colleagues and as rep-
resentatives engaging international counterparts. By focusing on diplomats,
this perspective shifts attention from periodic confrontations between high-
level state leaders to the everyday routines through which officials manage
tensions inside bureaucracies and diplomatic settings. This perspective helps
deepen our understanding of the broader behaviors and practices that are used
to navigate status dilemmas. For example, it provides an account of what hap-
pens in New Delhi as different ministries prepare for summits, of how those
tensions play out between officials during coordination, and of how they fi-
nally surface at international meetings. This thesis therefore adopts a revised
definition of status dilemmas that considers these as something faced not only
by state leaders, but also by the diplomats under them. This revised definition
of status dilemmas allows for tracing how these tensions travel from office
desks to negotiation venues.

The analytical framework developed in the later chapters proposes that sta-
tus dilemmas are best examined through three different, but interlinked, types
of tensions. First, there are recognition tensions where actors seek or withhold

acceptance of status claims. Second, there are normativity tensions where



competing ideas of what is appropriate or legitimate collide. Third, there are
epistemic tensions where expertise and control over knowledge are contested.
These tensions are interconnected because claims to status often require both
normative legitimation and epistemic credibility and because all three types
of tensions depend on recognition from relevant audiences. By examining how
these tensions intersect in diplomatic practice, this study reveals how status
dilemmas are enacted and negotiated through the social dynamics of diplo-
macy.

Focusing on status dilemmas offers three analytical advantages for under-
standing India’s green ambitions. First, it reveals the social relations and
power dynamics that shape how environmental goals are pursued in practice.
Second, it captures how officials, in their daily work, experience and navigate
contradictions, such as the need to promote climate leadership while protect-
ing development interests. Third, by centering on the choices and constraints
facing individual diplomats, it demonstrates how the people working inside
the bureaucracy matter for outcomes, not only the political directives they re-
ceive. Because these dilemmas unfold through everyday routines, such as an-
swering social media messages, attending meetings with colleagues, and fol-
lowing the news, they can only be understood by studying how officials per-
form their work across multiple venues. The next section introduces a practice
approach that traces the social dynamics through which status dilemmas take

shape in the engine room of diplomacy.



1.3. The promise of a practice approach to status

dilemmas

This thesis demonstrates that the social life of diplomacy is rich with dilem-
mas that shape how international relations play out.” To understand how a
particular type of dilemma — status dilemmas — is shaping international affairs,
we need an analytical approach that takes us into the machinery of diplomacy.
Diplomacy and foreign policymaking are by no means a one-person show,
despite the rich scholarship about statesmanship. The IR subfield of Foreign
Policy Analysis emphasizes the multitude of actors, factors, and considera-
tions involved in international relations between states. The emphasis in For-
eign Policy Analysis on actors at various levels, including but not limited to
formal leaders, helps scholars to understand the range of forces influencing
foreign policy. As Hudson puts it, this allows research to examine the “inter-
section between forces external to and internal to the nation-state that bears
on the choice at hand.”'® Indeed, we can no longer understand status dilemmas
as a dynamic only occurring between state leaders. Instead, we need to un-
cover the actions that form the social life of diplomacy, performed by civil
servants in mundane settings.

These assumptions align closely with the practice literature in IR. This lit-
erature provides analytical leverage for examining how status dilemmas are
produced and managed through routine action rather than elite intent alone.

The practice literature foregrounds human agency in micro-level dynamics.

°E.g., Snidal, Duncan, 1985. Coordination versus prisoners' dilemma: Implications for interna-
tional cooperation and regimes. American Political Science Review, 79(4), 923-942; Watson,
Adam, 1992. “Chapter 6: Diplomacy” in Dilemmas of World Politics: International issues in a
changing world edited by John Baylis and N.J. Rengger. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 164;
Tang, S., 2009. The security dilemma: A conceptual analysis. Security studies, 18(3), 587-623;
Milani, Carlos R. S., Pinheiro, Leticia and De Lima, Maria Regina Soares, 2017. Brazil's for-
eign policy and the ‘graduation dilemma’. International Affairs, 93(3), 585-605.

19 Hudson, Valerie, 2013. “Chapter 1: Foreign Policy Analysis Beyond North America”, in
Foreign Policy Analysis Beyond North America, edited by Klaus Brummer and Valerie M.
Hudson. Colorado: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1.



There is no single practice theory and instead the literature in this area encom-
passes a variety of practice approaches. Practice scholars in diplomatic studies
often treat Neumann’s 2002 article as the inception of the so-called “practice
turn,”'" but scholars in the transatlantic space have reflected on micro-level
dynamics for decades. In the 1970s, the American anthropologist Geertz ar-
gued for research to provide thick descriptions of social practices to reveal
different elements of culture.'? On the other side of the Atlantic, sociologists
like Bourdieu and de Certeau developed concepts and scholarship about the
procedures shaping power relations.” Poststructuralists such as Foucault
championed linguistics and viewed social interactions as “discursive prac-
tices”. For the British sociologist Giddens, practices referred to “ongoing se-
ries of practical activities” informing routines individuals adhere to in their
social life."* The German classical sociologist Weber is also important in this
context. His work enlightened readers about how the engagement of bureau-
crats in social interactions was informed by their social class and position in
the status order."

These foundational works as part of IR’s practice turn generally argue that
social relations are subject to hierarchical ordering processes that occur among
the involved actors. These ordering processes entail repeated practices that are
performed by human beings and reflect values and meanings. Practices can
take different forms, as will be discussed in Chapter 3. However, in general,
they reflect performative considerations at the micro-level that are carried out
during both certain and uncertain moments. Through these practices, hierar-

chical orders are reproduced. This reproduction occurs not only in interactions

"' Neumann, Iver B., 2002. Returning practice to the linguistic turn: The case of diplomacy. Mil-
lennium, 31(3), 627-651.

12 Geertz, Clifford, 1973. The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essay. New York: Basic
Books.

13 Bourdieu, Pierre, 1992. The Logic of Practice. Cambridge: Polity; De Certeau, Michel, 1984.
The Practice of Everyday Life. Berkeley: University of California Press.

14 Giddens, Anthony, 1984. The constitution of society: outline of the theory of structuration.
Polity Press.

15 Weber, Max, 1978. Economy and Society.
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between individuals, but also in how relationships are understood and inter-
nalized.

This dissertation builds a synthetic approach to understanding practices re-
lated to green status dilemmas. It combines insights from different strands of
the practice literature in IR. It draws on Pouliot’s scholarship about “interna-
tional pecking orders” among diplomats in multilateral diplomacy, bringing
this together with the Communities of Practice (CoP) research agenda.'® This
dissertation uses insights from the practice literature about dynamics related
to hierarchy and adaptation, to provide a new practice-orientated approach to
studying status dilemmas. This new approach is applied to studying the dilem-
mas prompted by India’s green foreign policy ambitions. This enhances not
only our understanding of India’s foreign policy behavior, but also our broader
understanding of the demands faced by officials who are dealing with complex

political ambitions in contemporary status competitions.

1.4. Contributions

This dissertation builds a practice-based framework to reveal how India’s pur-
suit of green leadership produces distinctive tensions inside its bureaucracy
and diplomacy. It makes four contributions to the discipline of International
Relations.

First, the thesis demonstrates how status considerations can be examined
by studying the social dynamics within everyday policymaking processes.
This approach entails a shift away from the traditional empirical focus taken
by status scholars. Rather than following the tendency to study outcomes of
status-seeking by political leaders, the empirical research in this thesis centers

on the processes through which other actors manage status considerations.

16 See e.g., Adler, Emanuel. Bremberg, Niklas., Sondarjee, Maité, 2024. Communities of Prac-
tice in World Politics: Advancing a Research Agenda, Global Studies Quarterly, Volume 4,
Issue 1, January 2024.



This makes the status scholarship less leadership-focused and able to provide
greater analytical attention to lower-level interactions and the policymaking
process itself. The approach to understanding status politics taken in this thesis
aligns status scholarship more closely with the IR subfield of Foreign Policy
Analysis, in so far as it helps to “open up the black box” of foreign policy."”
By applying a process lens, this thesis showcases how status considerations
affect ways of doing and saying within the diplomatic world. Through this
interpretivist, process-oriented approach, this thesis reveals how the inner
workings of diplomacy — within the bureaucracy — both shape and are shaped
by status considerations.

Second, the thesis contributes to the broader literature on status in IR by
developing an analytical framework for understanding the management of sta-
tus dilemmas. Building on the conceptualizations of status dilemmas provided
by Fung and Wohlforth, this thesis develops a refined understanding of status
dilemmas.'® It employs a process-oriented lens to examine the social dynamics
present in the management of frequently occurring status dilemmas. This
move broadens the scope of status research from outcome-oriented assess-
ments to examination of the practices that constitute status politics on a day-
to-day basis. To uncover these dynamics, the analytical framework identifies
three forms of tensions as empirical proxies: recognition tensions, normativity
tensions, and epistemic tensions. Taken together, these tensions illuminate not
only how status dilemmas arise, but also how they are handled, softened, or
postponed in diplomatic practice. This integrated approach offers a more gran-
ular understanding of status politics and provides analytical tools for examin-
ing similar dynamics in other bureaucratic settings.

The study thus contributes to the emerging literature on status in IR. Over

the past decade, scholars have developed status concepts that capture a variety

7 Hudson, Valerie, 2014. Foreign Policy Analysis: Classic and Contemporary Theory. Mary-
land: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers.
18 Fung, 2019, 7, Wohlforth 2014.
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of phenomena related to foreign policy behavior. They have revived the claim
made by the classical realist IR scholar Morgenthau, who argued that status
constitutes an “indispensable element of a rational foreign policy” and that it
is “as intrinsic an element of the relations between nations as the desire for
prestige is of relations between individuals.”"® The status literature is under-

going an exploratory phase manifested in the development of new concepts.

29 ¢ 29 ¢ 99 ¢

Theorists debate “status concerns,” “status dilemmas,” “status orders,” “status

29 ¢ 29 ¢ 29 G 9 ¢

competition,” “status loss,” “status backfire,” “status signaling,” “status sym-
bols,” and “status accommodation.”?’ While a new body of research is emerg-
ing, skeptics maintain that status considerations are an “illusion” because feel-
ings of pride, power, and reputation are being misunderstood or mislabeled as
status.”! This disagreement invites those working on status in IR to carry out
continued theoretical development concerning the concept and the related no-

tion of status dilemmas.

19 Morgenthau, Hans, 1960. Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace. 73,75.
20 MacDonald, P.K. and Parent, J.M., 2021. The status of status in world politics. World Poli-
tics, 73(2), 358-391; Powers, R. and Renshon, J., 2023. International status concerns and do-
mestic support for political leaders. American Journal of Political Science, 67(3), 732-747,
Wohlforth, W.C., 2014. Status dilemmas and inter-state conflict. Status in World Politics edited
by TV Paul, Deborah Larson, and William C. Wohlforth, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 115-140; Fung, Courtney J., 2019. China and intervention at the UN Security Council:
Reconciling status. Oxford University Press; Reren, Pal, 2023. The belligerent bear: Russia,
status orders, and war. International Security, 47(4), 7-49; Wohlforth, W.C., 2009. Unipolarity,
status competition, and great power war. World politics, 61(1), 28-57; Naylor, Tristen, 2018.
Social Closure and International Society: Status Groups from the Family of Civilized Nations
to the G20 (1st ed.). Routledge; Ward, S., 2022. Decline and disintegration: National status loss
and domestic conflict in post-disaster Spain. International Security, 46(4), 91-129; Pu, X. and
Schweller, R.L., 2014. Status signaling, multiple audiences, and China’s blue-water naval am-
bition. Status in world politics, 141-62; Danielson, A. and Hedling, E., 2022. Visual diplomacy
in virtual summitry: Status signalling during the coronavirus crisis. Review of International
Studies, 48(2), 243-261; Naylor, T., 2025. The production and performance of status: Behind
the scenes of an international summit. Cooperation and Conflict, 60(1),97-119; Freistein, Katja
and Thomas Miiller, 2025. Capitalizing on virtue: Global climate politics and the life cycle of
status symbols. Cooperation and Conflict, 60(1), 120-144; Ward, Steven, 2020. Status, strati-
fied rights, and accommodation in international relations. Journal of Global Security Stud-
ies, 5(1), 160-178.

21 Mercer, Jonathan, 2017. The Illusion of International Prestige. International Security, 41(4),
133.
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Third, this thesis contributes by advancing a new understanding of India’s
contemporary climate diplomacy which is based on original, empirical re-
search. By tracing India’s green ambitions in the social environment of diplo-
macy, it reveals the challenges states face when pursuing such ambitions
within global climate politics more broadly. The thesis presents three case
studies of Indian climate diplomacy, where each is examined through the an-
alytical lens of status dilemmas. In each case, this analysis illuminates how
the navigation of status dilemmas features in contemporary diplomatic events.
The analysis demonstrates three main tensions which Indian diplomats must
navigate. There is the navigation of tensions between leadership ambitions on
the global stage and India’s informal membership in the developing countries
bloc. Then there is the navigation of tensions between India’s desire to lead
on climate and domestic interests that oppose measures necessary for widely
accepted leadership. In addition, there is the navigation of tensions between
domestic political constraints and opportunity costs in the international sys-
tem. Consequently, the thesis suggests that Indian diplomats struggle mightily
and even could be described as heroic managers in their efforts to achieve
multiple goals and juggle competing demands.

Fourth, the thesis contributes by theorizing the implications of its empirical
findings for how status dilemmas are managed in climate diplomacy. While
previous studies have identified a repertoire of strategies used by Indian dip-
lomats in climate negotiations, this study shows that these strategies are less
about securing recognition as a high-status actor and more about coping with
the competing pressures that green ambitions generate. By tracing how offi-
cials navigate tensions regarding recognition, epistemic authority, and norma-
tivity across multiple settings, the study distils a set of strategies of status di-
lemma management that Indian diplomats employ. These are practical ways
in which diplomats contain, redirect, or reconcile conflicting expectations.
These strategies offer transferable insights for understanding how other bu-

reaucracies handle status-laden demands in similarly fluid policy domains.
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1.5. Research design

This study’s research design follows directly from its central purpose: to un-
derstand how Indian officials navigate green ambitions in practice. To capture
navigation dynamics in practice, the study combines theory-building and em-
pirical exploration in an abductive research approach that alternates between
concepts and evidence. While the research process had an inductive element,
it became an abductive research journey where the analysis moved back and
forth between theory and empirics.** The findings constitute the result of this
abductive process when used to focus on the practices of Indian diplomats.

The study draws on Pouliot’s interpretivist practice-tracing approach.” It
prioritizes the collection of empirical material on contemporary cases close to
the events themselves. This design makes it possible to observe practices as
they unfold in real time, capturing how officials navigate social interactions
under conditions of uncertainty. Rather than testing predefined theoretical
constructs, the analysis follows Pouliot’s guidance by demonstrating the heu-
ristic value of practice concepts.

Empirically, the study examines three case studies chosen because of their
potential to reveal status dynamics in action. In each case, Indian officials
confronted green ambitions expressed by the political leadership and worked
to operationalize them in practice. This meant that in these cases it could be
expected that there would be tensions shaping everyday diplomacy at the ad-
ministrative level. However, before the analysis was carried out it was not
known in what ways these tensions would impact diplomacy, or the broader
ramifications of the green ambitions. The three case studies systematically uti-
lize the analytical framework that is developed in Chapter 3, showcasing its

usefulness for the examination of status dilemmas at the practice level.

22 On abductive analysis, see Timmermans, Stefan and Iddo Tavory, 2012. Theory construction
in qualitative research: From grounded theory to abductive analysis. Sociological theory, 30(3),
167-186.

23 Pouliot, Vincent, 2014. “Chapter 9: Practice tracing” in Process Tracing: From Metaphor to
Analytic Tool edited by Bennett, Andrew and Jeffrey T. Checkel, 237-259.
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The first empirical study examines India’s green ambitions during two cli-
mate conferences within the United Nations Framework Convention for Cli-
mate Change (UNFCCC), namely the COP27 and COP28. These annual Con-
ferences of the Parties (COP) climate conferences gather a multitude of stake-
holders every year for formal and informal negotiations. This case study
shows the tensions in which Indian officials sought to deal with their green
ambitions, with these tensions apparent in practices not only during the con-
ferences, but also before and after them.

During COP28, the Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi announced that
he would like to host COP33 in India in 2028. In doing so, he showed Indian
willingness to bear a material price for hosting climate talks and a non-mate-
rial price through greater international scrutiny. This case illustrates how In-
dia’s green ambitions generated tensions before, during, and after the COPs,
requiring diplomats to constantly recalibrate India’s stance between ambition,
caution, and coalition maintenance.

The second empirical case study examines India’s presidency of the Group
of 20 (G20), during which Indian officials also dealt with green ambitions and
the dilemmas which arise because of these. The G20 presidency was chosen
since the G20 constitutes a status group rich in status asymmetries.* The G20
meetings encompass negotiations about climate, energy, and multiple other
global issues.” In contrast to the climate negotiation conferences focused on
in the first case study, where Indian officials travel abroad to participate in
multilateral negotiations, during India’s G20 presidency foreign counterparts
traveled to India to partake in multilateral negotiations. This study illuminates
a major green status dilemma facing Indian officials during this historic pres-

idency.

24 Naylor, Tristen, 2022. Social closure and the reproduction of stratified international order. In-
ternational Relations, 36(1), 23-39.

25 For a brief review of climate diplomacy in the G20, see Raha, Shuva, Jain, Prayank, Dang,
Kinshu, Nordenstam, Axel, 2023. Jobs, Growth, and Sustainability: The Case for a G20 Task
Force on Integrated Climate Actions. T20 Policy Brief, Observer Research Foundation.
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The third case study examines the effect of India’s green ambitions on bi-
lateral diplomacy with the European Union. It studies how these ambitions
impacted diplomacy in the run-up to an India-EU summit. Since India had
agreed to host the summit, it was covering the material costs and also faced
greater external attention relating to India’s reputation in Europe. In this case,
officials experienced demanding discussions about environmental protection
in the trade deal negotiations. This case study reveals the difficult task faced
by India of seeking acceptance for green ambitions while also maintaining its
developing country status.

The case studies build on a diverse set of empirics, including: 36 semi-
structured elite interviews, photos, press releases from meetings issued by In-
dia’s Ministry of External Affairs, books and reports written by experts and
retired officials, participant observations, participant lists, social media posts,
and news items. I conducted fieldwork in Egypt at COP27, in November 2022,
and in New Delhi, from September 2023 until March 2024. In India, I was a
Visiting Fellow with the Council on Energy, Environment and Water
(CEEW), a private research institute in the capital. Besides the elite inter-
views, | also learned a great deal from numerous informal conversations with
people with insight into Indian diplomacy. These informal conversations were
interactions with gatekeepers, those individuals who provide further access to
others. This is a frequent academic practice for scholars seeking access to
elites and bureaucracies.? I had these informal conversations during lunches,
receptions, or ordinary coffee breaks. The use of a combination of different
forms of data is often the preferred option for scholars studying Indian foreign

policy, since Indian officials historically have been reluctant to talk to foreign

26 Marland, Alex and Anna Lennox Esselment, 2019. Negotiating with gatekeepers to get in-
terviews with politicians: qualitative research recruitment in a digital media environment, Qual-
itative Research, Vol. 19 (6), 685-702. Sindre, Gyde M., 2021. “Chapter 19: Gatekeepers” in
The Companion to Peace and Conflict Fieldwork edited by R. Mac Ginty et al. (eds.), 237-248.
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researchers and access to diplomats in real-time can be demanding.?” Combin-
ing methods of data collection is also a common research strategy among prac-
tice scholars.*®

These research design choices enable the study to show, in a grounded and
systematic way, how India’s green ambitions generate tensions within the eve-
ryday work of its diplomats and officials. By combining iterative concept de-
velopment with rich, practice-oriented data, the research design allows the
analysis to identify and trace the recognition, epistemic, and normative ten-
sions that constitute status dilemmas in real time. Together, this approach po-
sitions Indian diplomats as key actors in the engine room where status ambi-
tions are negotiated and provides the empirical foundation for theorizing about

the strategies for managing status dilemmas which they employ.

1.6. Organization of the study

This dissertation consists of nine chapters. Following this introduction, Chap-
ter 2 provides a literature overview that positions this study in existing schol-
arship. This chapter discusses foreign policy ambitions and Indian foreign pol-
icy, and it locates the empirical focus of this study in the academic camp of
wideners of Indian climate diplomacy. Chapter 3 develops an original analyt-
ical framework for the study of status dilemmas. This chapter argues that we
can study status dilemmas in practice by closely examining three types of ten-
sions: epistemic tensions, normativity tensions, and recognition tensions. The
chapter concludes by outlining the analytical steps that can be used to apply
this framework. Thus, the theory chapter develops a practice-based analytical
approach to status dilemmas by linking the increasingly popular status litera-

ture with the practice literature. Chapter 4 presents considerations regarding

27 Pant and Paliwal 2019.
28 See e.g., Bremberg, Niklas, 2023. The OSCE and climate security: diplomatic practice in a
changing geopolitical context. International Affairs, 99 (3), 1149-1165.
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the research design, methodology, and methods of data collection for this
study. Like much practice scholarship, the chapter devotes considerable atten-
tion to the positionality of the researcher and to reflexivity. The chapter dis-
cusses how the analysis was produced in an abductive way. Following these
four chapters, the study proceeds with four empirical chapters.

Chapter 5 is a background chapter that gives historical context about In-
dia’s participation in climate negotiations and describes how India’s green
ambitions have evolved over time. This chapter discusses insiders’ reactions
to India’s green ambitions as well as the development of new institutional ca-
pacity within the Indian Foreign Service (IFS). Chapter 6 examines how In-
dia’s green ambitions induce tensions for Indian officials in contemporary cli-
mate negotiations. The analysis illustrates the operational and conceptual chal-
lenges faced by Indian officials dealing with climate negotiations. Chapter 7
provides a behind-the-scenes analysis of one of Modi’s prestige projects: In-
dia’s first G20 presidency. The chapter reveals that New Delhi pursued a green
assertion during the presidency that produced tensions for the IFS. The anal-
ysis illustrates how Indian officials navigated severe status dilemma dynamics
in practice as they pushed for their own green ambitions in the G20 setting.
Chapter 8 examines India’s reactions to European green ambitions in the run-
up to an India-EU summit, revealing how a milder form of status dilemma
dynamics play out. The chapter illustrates how Indian diplomats were faced
with the contestation and accommodation of India’s green ambitions.

The conclusion, Chapter 9, theorizes the strategies that civil servants can
use to manage status dilemmas in global climate politics. Drawing on lessons
from the Indian case, this chapter produces insights about contemporary cli-
mate diplomacy relevant to other bureaucracies worldwide. It discusses impli-
cations for the IFS and for India’s partners around the world. The chapter re-
flects on the limitations of the study and suggests directions for future re-

search.
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2. State-of-the-art

2.1. Introduction

This literature review chapter positions the study within relevant academic
debates. Naturally, the literature review is subject to limitations in scope, bal-
ancing intellectual depth with readability. The chapter therefore focuses on
foreign policy ambitions, Indian foreign policy, and Indian climate diplomacy.
The first part of the chapter discusses the distinction between power-seeking
and status-seeking in the context of foreign policy ambitions. This establishes
that foreign policy ambitions can encompass and reveal a diverse range of
behaviors and political orientations. The chapter then provides an overview of
how existing literature has studied Indian foreign policy. In doing so, it argues
that there is a knowledge deficit concerning the practices of the Indian Foreign
Service (IFS). The chapter examines different strands in the literature on In-
dian foreign policy. It distinguishes between two intellectual camps within the
study of Indian climate foreign policy — the narrowers and the wideners. It

positions this thesis within the intellectual camp of the wideners.

2.2.  Ways of interpreting foreign policy ambitions

Undoubtedly, there are multiple ways of understanding ambitions in the inter-

national system. These can inform our understanding of the social dynamics
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occurring between diplomats and state representatives both within, and be-
tween, different countries. This section draws on realist and constructivist per-
spectives on power and status. It shows how a non-traditional lens, focused on
status-seeking, offers theoretical foundations for a deeper understanding of
status dynamics. The discussion is structured around two different lenses for
the study of ambition in foreign policy. First, is a power-seeking lens which
looks at the milieu of ambitions as an anarchic milieu in which material factors
reside in structural competition. Second, is a status-seeking lens that considers
the milieu of ambitions as a hierarchical milieu in which social and material
elements relate to each other. Adopting a power-seeking lens implies studying
the ability of actors to change the behavior of other actors. Meanwhile, adopt-
ing a status-seeking lens involves examining the politics of acceptance of dif-
ferent types of behavior. The most striking difference between power and sta-
tus is that status depends on recognition by another actor. An actor can invest
in material power, or in its ability to navigate power dynamics, and effectively
pursue its ambitions. However, without recognition by other actors involved
in the same milieu, the actor will still lack status. This thesis argues that adopt-
ing a status-seeking lens is the most productive way to build new insights
about green ambitions in social dynamics.

The use of a power-seeking lens to study foreign policy ambitions has a
long intellectual history, dating back to the foundational texts on power. Any
student of international affairs knows that power is anything but a minor issue
in the discipline.”’ Power features prominently in Hobbesian and Machiavel-
lian political philosophy, while non-Western intellectual giants, such as the
Chinese thinker Sun Tzu and the Indian philosopher Kautilya, were also very
concerned about it. Similarly, the founding fathers of realist IR saw explana-
tory strength in power approaches. Morgenthau devoted his seminal work to

the struggle for power and became a leading scholar of great power politics.

2 For a guide to the study of power in IR, see e.g. Baldwin, David A., 2016. Power and Inter-
national Relations: A Conceptual Approach. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
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Power features prominently in Carr’s reflections about power and morality
during the interwar period. These seminal books have stimulated intellectuals
in the discipline for decades.

In the study of IR, a mainstream understanding builds on a core assumption
of the power-seeking lens, namely that states with ambitions enter into con-
flicts because they seek power. Historical studies about conflicts supported
this assumption, producing evidence that states with different ambitions are
prone to enter conflicts.*® International ambitions, however, do not simply
emerge, but rather originate from political debates and illusions that the lead-
ership develops at the domestic level.*! Over time, power-seeking scholarship
has become more open to contextual explanations and to the idea that a state’s
foreign policy ambitions rely on temporal and situational prerequisites. An
example of this is found in the work of Fordham, who argues that “establishing
overseas colonies was once a goal of many states but has now been almost
entirely abandoned” because the number of colonies overseas was not a sign
of power ambitions.”* However, recent examples of territorial ambitions —
such as the Russian President Putin’s invasion of Ukraine and US President
Trump’s bid for Greenland — suggest that Fordham’s claim may be premature.
These events indicate that territorial expansion remains a marker of status-
seeking behavior even if traditional colonization has declined. Although the
power-seeking lens on ambitions has gradually accepted more nuanced expla-
nations, it still offers a materialistic, structural, and fairly thin view of interna-
tional affairs. A power-seeking lens implies a focus on indicators such as the
size of an economy, army, and population, instead of embracing indicators

about how these factors play out in relationships.

30 Levy, Jack, 1983. War in the Modern Great Power System, 1495-1975. Lexington, KY: Uni-
versity Press of Kentucky; see also the classic piece by Kennedy, Paul, 1988/2017. The Rise
and Fall of the Great Powers. London: William Collins.

31 Snyder, Jack., 1991. Myths of empire: Domestic politics and international ambition. Cornell
University Press.

32 Fordham, Benjamin O., 2011. Who wants to be a major power? Explaining the expansion of
foreign policy ambition, Journal of Peace Research, 602.
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A bridge between the power-seeking lens and the status-seeking lens is of-
fered by the constructivists Barnett and Duvall who underscored social rela-
tions in the study of power. They view power as “the production, in and
through social relations, of effects that shape the capacities of actors to deter-
mine their circumstances and fate.”** Their conception of power as an element
shaping a social game about actors’ futures in hierarchical power relations
points to the relationship between power-seeking and status-seeking.

The work using a status-seeking lens to study foreign policy ambitions has
evolved over time. It has moved from traditionalist scholars, such as Levy and
Gilpin, who work on great power status, to non-traditionalist scholars, such as
Welch Larson and Ward, who treat status as a social phenomenon. Tradition-
alists examine status distribution in absolute terms, whereas non-traditional-
ists examine status distribution in relative terms.>* A starting point among tra-
ditionalists is that status-seeking is relational and that we can identify these
relations by looking at actors’ material resources. The traditionalist view on
status-seeking and foreign policy ambitions stems from research on power
transition theory and realist IR. Traditionalists draw on an observation by the
power politics scholar Morgenthau. Morgenthau remarked that status [pres-
tige] is “as intrinsic an element of the relations between nations as the desire
for status [prestige] is of relations between individuals.”*® Another influential
IR scholar, Gilpin, has also had an impact on traditionalist views of status-
seeking. He advanced a reputational view that status [prestige] “is the reputa-
tion for power” serving as “the everyday currency of international relations,

much as authority is the central ordering feature of domestic society.”°

33 Barnett and Duvall, 2005, 42.

34 See e.g., Renshon’s (2017, 35-44) discussion about status as a relative source, rather than an
absolute element that states “have” or “not have”. On relative status, see also Welch Larson,
Deborah and Shevchenko, Alexei, 2010. Status Seekers: Chinese and Russian Responses to U.S. Pri-
macy. International Security, 34(4), 63-95.

35 Morgenthau, 1960, 73.

36 Gilpin, 1981, 31.
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Traditionalists tend to emphasize military capacity when analyzing foreign
policy ambitions. Meanwhile, non-traditionalists have turned the status-seek-
ing lens into a more interdisciplinary agenda, drawing on sociological thought,
social identity theories, and even the English School of International Rela-
tions. Some non-traditionalists draw on these literatures, whereas others base
their theoretical frameworks on social constructivism. Non-traditionalists
have examined the behavior of rising powers in international institutions and
studied how established powers can deal with rising powers seeking status.’’

In essence, the status-seeking lens shows how a state’s ambitions are about
raising its status in the international system, in a way that is similar to how
individuals seek to strengthen their status in society. Thus, a status-seeking
lens offers an alternative understanding. This is in sharp contrast to a power-
seeking lens that is frequently grounded in arguments about the national inter-
est, speaking about this as if it were a predefined interest steering decisions
about ambitions. In most cases, these ambitions are almost always accompa-
nied by tensions, frictions, and contestations that spur responses. Conse-
quently, a status-seeking lens on foreign policy ambitions provides an analyt-
ical foundation for the understanding of status dynamics offered in this thesis.

A status-seeking lens enables us to make sense of tensions about ambitions.
Most of the existing literature sees the outcome of status-seeking to primarily
be conflictual rather than accommodation.’® In sum, the non-traditionalist
view on status-seeking, which concentrates on the social dynamics involved,
provides a promising conceptual foundation to understand the inherent dilem-
mas in climate foreign policy. Although these non-traditional perspectives

have set the stage for analysis of the social side of status, IR research is still

37 Paul, T.V. ed., 2016; Ward 2017; Mukherjee 2022; Murray 2019.
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2017. Fighting for status: Hierarchy and conflict in world politics. Princeton University Press;
Ward, Steven, 2020. Status, stratified rights, and accommodation in international rela-
tions. Journal of Global Security Studies, 5(1), 160-178.
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lacking studies that focus more closely on the social dynamics that are con-

nected to the pursuit of status.

2.3. India’s foreign relations

There has been a growing amount of research and intellectual attention given
to India’s foreign relations. Scholars and experts residing inside and outside
of Indian territory have studied many aspects of India’s external relations with
its neighborhood, the US, Europe, Russia, China, Asian and African countries,
and Latin America.’” The scholarship about contemporary Indian foreign pol-
icy identifies patterns of imperialism, realism, isolationism, and even messi-
anic idealism as shaping forces.*” To some, India’s diverse international rela-
tions are very different from those of its neighbor Pakistan. In its international
relations, Pakistan has developed a foreign policy aimed at India, the US,
China, and a few countries in the Middle East instead of pursuing a broader
reach.*! Others view India’s global reach as linked with multilateralism and
its engagements within the United Nations system.** Academic scholarship on
India’s international relations documents a wide variety of relationships and
diplomatic efforts and offers material, ideational, and relational analysis of

these.*’

3 See e.g., Scott, David, (ed.), 2011, Handbook of India’s International Relations, Routledge;
Malone, David, C. Raja Mohan, Srinath Raghavan (eds.) 2015, The Oxford Handbook of Indian
Foreign Policy, Oxford University Press; Pant, Harsh (ed.) 2019, New Directions in India’s
Foreign Policy: Theory and Praxis, Cambridge University Press; Gieg, Philipp (ed.) et al.,
2021, EU-India Relations: The Strategic Partnership in the Light of the European Union Global
Strategy, Springer.
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tion Press, 72.

42 Michael, Arndt, 2019. “India and Multilateralism: Concepts, New Trajectories and Theoriz-
ing” in New Directions in India’s Foreign Policy: Theory and Praxis edited by Harsh Pant.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 149-172.
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The academic literature can be divided into two different views about the
history of India’s foreign relations. Depending on which argument they adopt,
studies then provide different accounts of India’s foreign policy choices, strat-
egies, and outcomes. To be clear, the different views of India’s history are not
due to the fact that there is an extensive literature about the country’s diplo-
matic history and foreign affairs. On the contrary, according to Thakur “dip-
lomatic history is one of the most neglected areas of scholarship in studies on
Indian foreign policy.”** He goes on to say that “this has led to an overempha-
sis on the agency of Nehru and underappreciation of the significant role some
of India’s diplomats played at international forums in the early years.”

However, the dominant position in the literature is that India’s foreign re-
lations emerged after independence in 1947. Scholars subscribing to this po-
sition highlight the influence of the first Prime Minister, Nehru, on the coun-
try’s foreign policy and the ideational elements of this policy.*’ International-
ist in nature, the classical Nehruvian school of Indian foreign policy stresses
that the country should avoid taking sides in the competition between the two
great powers present in the international system after World War II — the US
and the Soviet Union. In addition to avoiding siding with either great power,
Nehruvian thinking views the world through a postcolonial lens, with a par-
ticular aversion to the British Empire and with an emphasis on global solidar-
ity with non-aligned countries. Classical Nehruvianism initially stressed a
peace-oriented approach informed by Mahatma Gandhi’s preference for non-
violence.*® However, the Nehruvian school was significantly challenged by

the 1962 Sino-Indian War. After this, a new school emerged which has been

4 Thakur, Vineet, 2018, ““Panditji Knows Best’: Bureaucratic Culture and the Making of the
Ministry of External Affairs”, in Postscripts on Independence: Foreign Policy Ideas, Identity,
and Institutions in India and South Africa, edited by Vineet Thakur et al., footnote 1, 197.

4 E.g. Cohen 2001, 37.

46 Kaur, Navtej, 2008. Nehru as a Prophet of World Peace, The Indian Journal of Political
Science, 203-222.
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labelled “Militant Nehruvianism.”*’ As Cohen observed, to members of this
militant school, “the world was composed of threats, not opportunities.”*®
The geopolitical turn in Nehruvian thought reflects another view on history.
The emphasis on spheres of influence in the form of a mandala model brought
the ancient Indian philosopher Kautilya’s thinking back to the forefront. As
such, this reflects a second position about when India’s foreign relations really
began. This second position argues that India’s role in the world can be traced
back much further in history, beyond Nehru’s establishment of an independent
India, and beyond the independence movement against the British Empire.
Scholars subscribing to this perspective tend to derive explanations from an-
cient Indian philosophy.* A prominent example of scholars seeking historical
explanations beyond Nehru is Hall’s Modi and the Reinvention of Indian For-
eign Policy (2019). In this book, the Australian scholar traces India’s contem-
porary foreign policy direction back to Hindu nationalist ideology. While the
notion of civilizational states reflects the ultra-long view of history, scholars
disagree about its ramifications. To some, the making of a civilizational state
is related to the making of a Hindu nationalist India.>® To others, the transfor-
mational process involved in projecting India as a civilizational state abroad
serves to position India more dominantly in the global hierarchy.’' Thus, in
such longer views of India history, its foreign policy direction is understood
as being postcolonial but also civilizational. In these accounts, the foreign pol-
icy which India has pursued in recent years reflects its transformation from a

former colony towards a civilizational state with a global footprint.

47 Cohen 2001, 41.

48 Cohen 2001, 42.
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A central strand of scholarship examines India’s role in the world from a
material perspective. This realist scholarship often highlights military capa-
bilities. Many studies, for example, emphasize events such as the Sino-Indian
War in 1962, which is seen to have revealed Nehru’s lack of military deter-
rence.’”> To many, military capability and nuclear weapon capacity enable In-
dia to rise to the top tier of countries worldwide.>> Through the expansion of
material resources, including military power and the size of its economy, India
is expected to rise. Such optimistic thinking has resulted in scholarship depict-

ing India as an “emerging superpower,”* a “rising power,”*

and a “great
power.”*® While material perspectives on India’s role in the world do not au-
tomatically greet India’s rise with complete optimism, many of them treat In-
dia’s rise as inevitable. As the prolific public intellectual Mohan expressed
twenty years ago, after “disappointing itself for decades, India is now on the
verge of becoming a great power.”’

In light of this, it is no surprise that another strand of research emphasizes
how ideational elements such as norms, ideas, and identities shape India’s for-
eign relations.”® In contrast to the material perspectives, these discuss how In-
dia’s soft power strategies in the 1990s and early 2000s enabled improved

relationships with other states in its neighborhood.” Throughout the years,

52 Pant 2019, 18.
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however, scholars have considered soft power as part of India’s global reach
beyond its neighbors.®® Nehruvian ideas about solidarity with postcolonial
countries and the non-alignment movement capture this ideational perspec-
tive. Unsurprisingly, literature considering identities and norms is less certain
that India’s rise towards greatness is inevitable but instead argues that it is
neither predetermined nor linear.*'

Relational perspectives constitute a third strand in the literature. The term
relational is sometimes used to refer to relationships between India and its
partners and enemies. However, the relational scholarship of India’s foreign
policy instead captures processes, diplomatic interactions and negotiations,
and inter-state policymaking. In the Indian setting, relational studies challenge
the idea that the Indian Prime Minister is the ultimate shaper and the key
player in India’s foreign policy.®> Understanding the views of people in the
“strategic core” of India’s foreign policy also incorporates relational thinking
about India’s position in the world.®> Recognizing the stakeholders surround-
ing the decision-makers has also motivated former foreign diplomats posted

in New Delhi to share their insights.®*

2.4. Indian foreign policy practice

One of the foundations for the study of Indian climate foreign policy in prac-
tice conducted in this thesis is the Foreign Policy Analysis (FPA) literature
focused on India’s external relations. Reviewing the scholarship on Indian for-

eign policy, Pant and Paliwal note that there is a lack of studies of the policy-

60 Chauhan 2014; Kugiel 2017.
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making processes in which individuals operate.®® They turn to traditional FPA,
seeing this as an intellectual remedy rather than an embrace of the mundane,
specifically a focus on the everyday practices. Their thought-provoking chap-
ter offers guidance that can help address a broader limitation found in litera-
ture studying Indian foreign policy, which tends to be heavy on empirics and
thin on theory.® Surprisingly, however, the chapter misses the practice turn in
IR and the way that practice theory encourages empirical research at the
ground level of diplomacy. The authors fruitfully engage with conventional
FPA as it has been developed by Hudson. However, they exclude research
about daily diplomatic activities. A reason might be methodological, given
they observe that “fieldwork in India is not always easy [so that] scholars must
be encouraged to undertake field trips and policymakers be made aware of the
value of deeper engagement with academics.”®’ Against this backdrop, Pant
and Paliwal invite scholars to embrace FPA in the study of Indian foreign pol-
icy-processes. Indeed, a recent study about contemporary Indian foreign pol-
icy practice underscored how Indian decision-makers and officials signal their
strategy through implicature, as a way of social hedging in the Indo-Pacific
region.®® This kind of emerging scholarship helps open doors for a new prac-
tice-informed study of Indian climate diplomacy.

Scholars increasingly challenge the notion that the Indian Prime Minister
is the ultimate shaper of India’s foreign policy.® Rather, India’s foreign policy

1s the result of the involvement of three actors: the Prime Minister’s Office,
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the National Security Council, and the Ministry of External Affairs.”’ Some
scholars even suggest that the making of Indian foreign policy constitutes the
result of thinking by the Indian “strategic core” group.”' Interestingly, re-
searchers have described how the Indian elite establishment “desperately
wants global recognition for India as a major power and all the prestige and
authority associated with it. Yet, they continue to be reticent about the acqui-
sition and use of power in foreign affairs.”” There is therefore a strategic com-
munity in India, just like in the US. Yet, unlike the US, which publishes grand
strategic documents regularly, Indian diplomacy does not publish such strate-
gies in a way that these can be studied by the strategic community and schol-
ars. Rather, India’s policy positions on various foreign policy issues are ex-
pressed in speeches and implicature rather than overarching strategic docu-
ments.”

A special issue in the journal /ndia Review provides new insights into the
policy-processes surrounding Indian foreign policy.” This special issue re-
sponds to Blarel and Paliwal’s encouragement to “open the black box” of In-
dian foreign policy, instead of keeping it closed as scholars traditionally have
done. The issue offers a set of case studies on personalities operating inside
structures. While it provides insights into the “bureaucratic apparatus shaping
India’s foreign policy outlook,” none of the contributions responds to the prac-
tice turn in IR."

There are a small number of studies in the literature on Indian foreign pol-
icy that embrace human interactions, somewhat aligned with the emerging at-

tention to practices in IR. After retiring as a career diplomat, Rana produced
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one of the first books about the inner workings of the Ministry of External
Affairs (MEA, i.e., the Indian Foreign Office), with a survey of 40 experts,
close analysis of documents, and the insights he has acquired through his ca-
reer.”® He stresses the impact that the thoughts and decisions of individuals
can have on multilateral diplomacy:
The day-to-day work on UN issues at MEA witnesses an imbalance
between the much slimmer manpower at Headquarters, and the field.
It reaches the point where there is often no one to digest the stream of
committee reports and documentation emerging from the Missions in
New York and Geneva. Nor do the Missions receive instructions that
go much beyond the general contours of established policy, leaving it
to those handling the actual meetings to work out details, and to act
as they see it.”’
Similarly, Levaillant describes how the agency of individual diplomats is
“probably greater in India than in bigger foreign ministries” because the IFS
is understaffed but still functions as an exclusive status group in the Indian
bureaucracy.”® Her insights were based on elite interviews conducted in 2013,
more than a decade after Rana’s book was published.

Datta-Ray carried out research conducted inside the MEA, with access en-
dorsed by the former Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, which resulted in a
book about the inner functioning of Indian diplomacy through the lens of an-
cient Indian philosophy. He provides an insightful history of Indian diplomacy
and notes how diplomacy “remains centralized...in the PMO to this day.””

After conducting this research, he noted that “IR is unable to actually research
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Indian diplomatic society because it is closed.”** However, he still encourages
researchers to consult memoirs and leaked diplomatic cables through Wik-
ileaks in their practice-oriented research.®' A few years after Datta-Ray’s
fieldwork inside the Indian foreign service, Huju conducted over 80 in-depth
interviews with retired and serving Indian diplomats in New Delhi, constitut-
ing an empirical base for a new sociological take on Indian diplomacy.® These
studies provide insights about the making of Indian diplomacy, but offer few
clues about how civil servants deal with India’s green ambitions in interna-
tional climate diplomacy.

A decade ago, Chatterjee Miller contended that “New Delhi is not likely to
take the lead on climate change” because of a “discomfort with the idea that
great power brings great power responsibility.”®* Based on interviews con-
ducted in New Delhi in the early 2010s, Chatterjee Miller’s exceptionally in-
sightful article emphasized several constraining factors. These include the way
that individual senior officials cherry-pick strategic direction rather than re-
ceiving top-down guidance, there is an absence of internal documents on
grand strategy, and there is limited contact with foreign counterparts in which
New Delhi’s self-image could emerge. They also include a “fear that the no-
tion of the country’s rise is a Western construct.”®* Although Chatterjee Miller
did not present this research as practice-scholarship, the article informs us
about the instinctive behavior of Indian officials. It is therefore very similar to

the practice turn in diplomatic studies. However, it is unclear to what extent
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the characteristics which Chatterjee Miller observed amongst Indian officials
have changed in the past ten years.

Even though foreign policy practices are performed in processes, the pro-
cesses of India’s climate foreign policy have received little attention from
scholars. Examination of the actors involved in the policy-making processes
in New Delhi suggests a multitude of actors performing various practices.
Dubash’s overview, see Figure below, indicates that there are competing per-

spectives in India about Indian green ambitions.*
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Researchers have also shed light on the understaffed Indian Foreign Service,

the minimal coordination in civil-military relations, and the politicization of
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Indian diplomacy during the Modi era.®® They have detailed the functioning
of different branches inside the Indian public administration.®” We also know
about the almost endless paper production and corruption inside state govern-
ments.® Paul provides a historical account of India’s rise, arguing that the
spread of corruption has constrained India’s rise.* He describes an often ob-
served difference between India and China: “It is often stated that while the
Indian bureaucracy is corrupt, the problem is that they do not deliver even
after accepting bribes. The Chinese bureaucracy is also corrupt, but they often
deliver.”®® Outside of academia, the organization Human Rights Watch has
documented the narrowing space for voices of dissent in India. It describes
how this affected the Indian branch of Greenpeace, an environmental NGO
potentially influencing India’s decisions about climate policy, which had its
registration revoked in late 2015 following a classified assessment by the In-
dian internal security intelligence services.”' These kinds of studies show how
Indian climate diplomacy is shaped by various actors. There is therefore some
literature suggesting that Indian climate foreign policy is the result of broader
social processes occurring within the country.

In a nutshell, there is no consensus among scholars about what India’s
green ambitions imply for Indian diplomacy. Hall understands these green
ambitions as an effort to present India “as exciting, engaged with the world,

equipped with wisdom that might help humankind move beyond clashes of
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values and beliefs, and environmentally conscious, as well as economically
vibrant.”*? In contrast, Paul is more skeptical and argues that “India, despite
high ambitions for international status, shows a lethargic attitude on urban
pollution and the ill-effects of climate change.”93 Others, such as Mukherjee,
argue that Indian officials are pursuing “proactive climate multilateralism.”**
Yet another group view Modi’s environmental agenda as embedded in a wider
ideological project of creating a Hindu state.’® In this context, Sengupta comes
to the conclusion that Indian diplomacy is involved in face-saving activities
representing “the net result of the balancing out of a number of different fac-
tors and considerations.””® Others have noted how the Indian army responds
to climate change through symbolic, strategic, precautionary, and transforma-
tive action.”” However, we still lack a deep understand of India’s green ambi-
tions in diplomatic settings.

Although these accounts all emphasize the existence of Indian foreign pol-
icy practice, they tell us very little about how India’s green ambitions affect
the actions which officials engage in when they are in diplomatic settings. The
academic community has missed the effect of India’s green ambitions on the

foreign service.
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2.5. India in global climate politics: Narrowers and

wideners

In contrast to the literature on Indian foreign policy, which is rich in realist
perspectives, scholarship on Indian climate diplomacy is predominantly con-
structivist. This literature can be divided into a narrow camp and a wider
camp. The narrowers have historically focused on climate negotiations and
described India as a “veto player,”® a “stakeholder,”® and a “heroic vic-
tim.”'® For these narrowers, multilateral climate negotiations are the central
object of analysis. They especially focus on negotiations taking place at the
Conferences of Parties to the UNFCCC (COP) summits.'®' Looking at India’s
historical behavior in the UNFCCC, the narrowers interpret its long-running
defense of the norms of equity and of Common but Differentiated Responsi-
bilities and Respective Capacities (CBDR-RC) as part of its attempt to defend
the institutional framework of the UNFCCC.'** The narrowers understand In-
dia to prioritize domestic needs.'™ Some scholars have even noted that, up
until 2007, a common view inside the Indian government was that climate
change constituted a “diplomatic problem.” '** They describe how this per-

spective makes climate change a subject to be handled by a select group of
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experienced officials from the Ministry of Environment and Ministry of Ex-
ternal Affairs. They also add that some of these officials have been involved
from the very beginning, remembering the early days of climate talks in the
1980s.'% Meanwhile, the latter has seen India acting in ways that increased
rather than hindered the scope of the negotiations.

A prime example of the narrow view on India’s practice of climate diplo-
macy is offered by Saran and Jones. They examined discourses featured in
debates and speeches, carrying out conventional media analysis. In their in-
formative book, they present six identities as indicative of practices India
adopts: the rural, the energy security, the industrial, the entrepreneurial, the
developing nation, and the emerging nation identities.'” They describe how,
during COP15 in Copenhagen, almost 80% of all media articles referred to
India’s emerging or developing nation identity.'’” They also state that the en-
trepreneurial, industrial, and rural identities feature regularly in the Indian
press. Hence, Saran and Jones write that Indian climate negotiators convey a
“narrative of multiple identities”. In their words, “the multiplicity of [India’s]
responses can be explained if the nation were to be reimagined through the
narrative of multiple identities.”'® The studies by the narrowers have provided
an extensive knowledge base on India’s activities in climate negotiations.

The wideners are also interested in identity and practice. These wideners
make a different argument about India’s identity in climate cooperation. This
is that New Delhi’s “climate persona” has become more comfortable with cli-
mate diplomacy across diplomatic platforms, beyond traditional climate ne-

gotiations.'” Xavier and Nachiappan contend that India’s “climate persona”
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has matured since it signed the Paris Agreement. India has a transformed iden-
tity, with Indian diplomacy accepting and circulating initiatives and proposals
rather than making defensive rejections.''® Through this research collabora-
tion with Xavier, Nachiappan has therefore become a widener. Sharing this
interest in India’s identities, Prys-Hansen developed the idea of “climate im-
aginaries”, or “visions of climate future.”''" She then studied a large set of
speeches by Indian leaders and members of the elite. Interestingly, Prys-Han-
sen illustrates how climate imaginaries feature in speeches by both the Modi
administration and the Singh administration. Viewing these future-oriented
speaking points as “an inherent part of Indian philosophy of life,” Prys-Han-
sen emphasizes how climate matters for India’s identity and strategy.''
However, scholarship also underlines that the recurring, forward-looking
formulations made by India are not simply continuity but rather a way for
Indian officials to navigate “development dilemmas” in global climate poli-
tics.''"® Pathak and Parris develop this argument by noting how Indian negoti-
ators critique the rich, often Western, modes of development, whilst at the
same time stating that India “desires to be a moral power in global politics.”'"*
Pathak and Parris emphasize how India’s postcolonial identity is a prime rea-
son for its behavior in global climate politics. This is in contrast to Prys-Han-
sen and Saran and Jones who do not use the term “postcolonial” in their anal-
ysis. A more skeptical intervention is provided by Mukherjee, who observes
that Indian officials pursue “free-riding strategies” and describes how India
has not wholeheartedly contributed to the expenditures of climate action while

benefitting from multilateral arrangements.''®
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Despite the fact that the global climate regime complex is fluid and increas-
ingly unstructured, the wideners thus far have centered their analysis on cli-
mate negotiations. Although the wideners take a more holistic view of Indian
climate diplomacy than the old-school narrowers, they still center their under-
standing on the UNFCCC climate negotiations. Yet, there are early signs of a
new wave among the wideners. In this developing strand of research, scholars
address the increasingly complex global climate regime through functionalist
reasoning about the effects of climate diplomacy on India’s position in the
world. In separate studies, the researchers Jayaram and Jha have pushed the
research frontier forwards. They have respectively produced relational and
functionalist research projects about the climate diplomacy of emerging pow-
ers and about the International Solar Alliance, an international organization
hosted by India.''® Jayaram contends that Indian climate diplomacy consti-
tutes a form of status-seeking, but does so without offering any theory of re-
lational politics inside the international climate order.!'” She writes that “the
global climate order is built upon the UNFCCC and various other historical
narratives/frameworks that are derived out of these debates between devel-
oped and developing countries.”''® In the view of another scholar, the UN-
FCCC constitutes an “open but procedurally unfair institution” under the cli-
mate change mitigation regime in the international climate order.'"” Within
the UNFCCC, rising powers do not necessarily struggle to become great pow-
ers but rather attempt to rank as symbolically equal with the great powers.'*’
In light of Mukherjee’s reasoning about symbolic equality, Jayaram’s argu-

ment that India seeks the recognition of being an environmental power
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through multilateral, minilateral, and bilateral climate diplomacy is intri-
guing.'?!

Similar to Jayaram’s relational take, Jha notes that during the Modi era
there has been an increasing “strategic use of climate change to assert greater
power on the global stage.”'** While Jayaram offers a social explanation for
the growing activities by India in this domain, Jha offers a materialistic. She
views economic diplomacy and alliance-building as driving forces rather than
the abstract goal of higher status that India has pursued since independence.
In light of Jayaram and Jha’s status and power-seeking arguments, Falkner
and Buzan’s edited volume on green great power politics offers valuable in-
sights.'”® Echoing previous research about rising powers’ quest for status in
climate negotiations,'** Falkner and Buzan contend that countries receive the
social status as responsible powers the moment when other countries recog-
nize them as responsible powers in environmental politics. Therefore, “great
power status is a social phenomenon that depends on other actors according a
country recognition as a responsible power” and not something that emerged
from hailing oneself.'** In their analysis, India is included as one of several
environmental powers, alongside the EU, the US, China, Brazil, and Russia.
The tension between Jayaram’s argument about India’s status-seeking in the
international climate order on the one hand, and Falkner and Buzan’s thought-

provoking reasoning about green great powers invites future research.
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2.6. Concluding remarks

This chapter has reviewed the literature relevant to this study. The first part
discussed how ambitions can be interpreted from a status-seeking perspective,
and how this differs from a power-seeking perspective. This is a distinction
essential to the social dynamics that are central to this study. The status liter-
ature touched upon here is discussed in greater depth in the theory chapter,
which builds a practice approach to status dilemmas. After this discussion of
different kinds of ambitions which states have, the remaining parts of the
chapter examined the literature on the Indian Foreign Service (IFS) and Indian
climate diplomacy.

The chapter has identified a deficit in the understanding of the IFS —namely
that there is barely any social analysis of the IFS’s practices. With a few ex-
ceptions — most prominently Huju’s scholarship — the majority of the literature
on Indian foreign policy underappreciates the role of individual officials.
Given this deficit, the possibilities for social constructivist research on the
practice of Indian climate foreign policy have been marginal. This might not
be problematic for scholars interested in material factors or identity research,
but it constitutes a significant obstacle for practice scholars interested in the
social life of diplomacy. We know about the technocratic governance of In-
dian climate policy and its associated identity concerns, but continue to know
very little about the role of the IFS in practice — or, more specifically, the
everyday manifestations of climate diplomacy by the IFS (i.e., climate foreign
policy).

At the same time, indications from Jha’s and Jayaram’s scholarship on In-
dia’s role in global affairs suggest that there is a social life shaping Indian
climate diplomacy. Yet, to date, there is scant academic literature on how this
social life unfolds in diplomatic settings. This is partly a data problem, as very
few scholars have had the opportunity to interview Indian and foreign officials

about contemporary climate diplomacy. The elite interviews carried out by
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Huju and Jha point to the feasibility of a qualitative study drawing on inter-
views and a broad empirical base. This creates the opening through which this

thesis can contribute to study of Indian climate diplomacy.
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3. Theory: A practice approach to status

dilemmas

3.1. Introduction

This chapter establishes the theoretical framework that will help account for
how officials navigate status dilemmas in practice. It argues that status dilem-
mas are not merely abstract strategic problems confronting political leaders,
but lived, situational tensions managed daily by civil servants. In this study, a
status dilemma arises when actors must balance competing role expectations
and institutional goals across different arenas. These different arenas can be
within an organization, across a domestic government, or among international
partners. The dilemma occurs because advancing one position risks undermin-
ing another.

In the realm of climate diplomacy, status dilemmas are particularly acute.
Efforts to project green leadership frequently collide with other ambitions, in-
cluding economic development, energy security, and military credibility. As
Freedman notes, the costly and technologically demanding nature of the net-
zero transition makes symbols of decarbonization especially salient within sta-
tus orders that remain oriented toward traditional measures of material
power.'* In climate diplomacy, states can take actions which symbolize their
desired status to the rest of the international community. These symbolic ac-

tions constitute status symbols that circulate across the multiple venues where

126 Freedman, Joshua, 2025. Can status competition save the world? Grafting, green energy,
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climate diplomacy plays out.'”” Climate action thus becomes a potent, but
risky, terrain for status positioning.

This chapter conceptualizes status dilemmas as phenomena which occur as
part of the carrying out of diplomatic practices, where these practices are re-
lational, because they involve recognition between individuals in social
groups. Status is treated here as a socially granted position, sustained — or
contested — through everyday interactions. From this perspective, status di-
lemmas emerge not only from uncertainty about others’ intentions, but also
from the need to perform appropriately across multiple audiences with diver-
gent expectations. These status dilemmas are especially visible inside bureau-
cracies. In a bureaucracy, officials must simultaneously translate political am-
bitions into action while anticipating reactions, managing reputational risks,
and avoiding status backlash. Status-seeking by political leaders can have un-
intended costs, causing severe form of status backlash, which scholars theo-
rize as status backfire.'?® This thesis analyzes how these situated status dilem-
mas, within a bureaucracy, unfold in practice. In order to do so, it is necessary
to develop a theoretical framework that centers on observable tensions in bu-
reaucratic work.

This chapter develops a practice-based theoretical framework grounded in

the practice turn in IR. This framework shifts the analytical focus from ab-
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stract structures or individual motives to the situated activities and competen-
cies of actors.'*’ It draws on insights from international practice theory and
the communities of practice literature to move beyond discourse- or motive-
centered approaches and focus on what officials do in concrete situations. Spe-
cifically, the core contribution is the development of the status dilemma tri-
angle. This triangle identifies three interlinked forms of tension that shape
status dilemmas in practice: recognition tensions, normativity tensions, and
epistemic tensions. Recognition tensions concern struggles over acceptance
and standing vis-a-vis relevant audiences. Normativity tensions arise from
competing ideas about what constitutes appropriate or legitimate conduct. Ep-
istemic tensions reflect contests over expertise, authority, and knowledge
claims. Taken together, these tensions provide analytical tools for identifying
and interpreting status dilemmas as they unfold in the social life of diplomacy.

The chapter proceeds in three steps. First, the chapter outlines the dynamics
of status dilemmas and clarifies their relational character. Second, it intro-
duces the status dilemma triangle as an analytical tool for studying practice-
based tensions. Finally, it operationalizes recognition, normativity, and epis-

temic tensions to guide the empirical analysis in the subsequent chapters.

3.2. Status dilemma dynamics

Early studies discussing status dilemmas focused on new ways to understand

patterns of conflict and cooperation among states, emphasizing the intricacies
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of status dynamics.'*” Wohlforth provided one of the first understandings of
status dilemmas. Here, the status dilemma concerns bilateral relations between
two states. This traditional understanding of status dilemmas builds on the
following definition: “a status dilemma occurs when two states would be sat-
isfied with their status if they had perfect information about each other’s be-
liefs. But in the absence of such certainty, a state’s leadership may conclude
that its status is under challenge even when it is not.”'*' This understanding
closely resembles the security dilemma concept in IR, where lack of infor-
mation leads states to overestimate security threats from others. Building on
Wohlforth’s scholarship, Wang asserts that signaling is inherent in status di-
lemmas since “the status dilemma suggests an inability of two states to grasp
the status claims signaled from the other side.”'*> Wang argues the status di-
lemma lens captures moments when “leaders of two interacting states tend not
to frame a status claim in zero-sum terms, but each side still fails to act in
ways that confirm the status expected by the other side.”'** As such, Wang’s
understanding of status dilemmas uncovers politics of misperceptions from a
status rather than security point of view.

Pu offers a modified conception of status dilemmas.'** He argues that the
status dilemma “entails overestimation of the competitive nature of the status
relationship and underestimation of the potential compatibility of the status
goal.” This means that the status dilemma becomes a manifestation of how
“two states with largely compatible status aspirations are driven into a vicious
circle of conflict due to uncertainty about and misperception of status signals.”

These conceptions once again remind us of the logic of the security dilemma,
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like Wohlforth’s understanding of the status dilemma. However, the dilemmas
that occur in social dynamics require more analytical sophistication.

Despite these theoretical contributions, the examination of status dilemmas
remains analytically complex. When Wohlforth introduced the status dilemma
concept into the IR literature, he concluded that although there is ample evi-
dence of status dilemma dynamics, it is difficult to distinguish between the
dynamics and pure status dilemmas.'** Wohlforth’s early formulation of status
dilemmas implied an emphasis on bilateral relations, as well as on resources
such as the size of the delegation attending a negotiation, the size of an army,
or the capacity of a naval fleet. This material lens remains accepted among

contemporary status scholars,'*

although some increasingly critique its em-
phasis on numeric indicators in attempts to capture dynamics in their social
form."*” Owing to the many other potential mechanisms shaping competition,
Wohlforth encouraged future research about status dilemmas.

This was a call answered by Fung, who grounded her conception of status
dilemmas in socialization theory. Fung understands status dilemmas to in-
volve “the dilemma of how [rising powers] secure status recognition from all
their groups.” This understanding emphasizes the relational challenge facing
status-seekers in social settings, since they cannot achieve higher status with-
out recognition.'** This approach is particularly valuable because “while not
all status competitions are zero-sum games, misperceptions and miscommu-
nications of status signals could add additional tension to great power poli-
tics.”'* To understand these dynamics, three elements are essential for this
study of India’s green ambitions and a refined understanding of status dilem-
mas. These concern the bureaucratic nature of status navigation, the embedded

position of individual actors, and the omnipresent fear of status backfire.
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First, navigating status dilemmas is a learned skill that reflects tactical hu-
man behavior. However, because of its demanding nature, this management is
typically pursued by officials working inside bureaucracies. New ambitions
produce social positioning dilemmas that bureaucracies manage in their pro-
fession. As a social group, bureaucracies have a long history of maintaining
and challenging intersubjective rankings. Bureaucracies build institutional ca-
pacity to navigate political ambitions and status competition among various
actors. In states’ engine rooms of foreign policy — inside ministries of foreign
affairs — units dealing with rankings emerged after the Second World War.
The American State Department introduced a special unit in 1947 in Wash-
ington D.C., while London established a policy unit in the British Foreign Of-
fice in 1949."*° New Delhi, in turn, established a history division that produced
policy-related research during the same period, introducing a policy planning
committee in the 1960s."*' These policy planning units remain operational to-
day, illustrating the administrative capacity devoted to navigating dilemmas.

Studies using rational choice approaches, and those looking at ethical di-
lemmas, have addressed the navigation of dilemmas. Although rational choice
analyses are useful for assessing material factors, this type of analysis overes-
timates the time available for decision-making. The pace of diplomacy puts
officials into demanding situations where they must make decisions guided by
considerations beyond the material gains that cost-benefit analyses capture
well. Continuously choosing between foreign policy options with suboptimal
outcomes in demanding situations constitutes a perennial practice in diplo-

macy.'* Although ethical dilemma literature forcefully brings morality and
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morals into assessments, a long-standing problem with this literature is that it
has neglected problems at the systemic level, such as diplomacy.'** While the
ethical dilemma literature has grown, social and relational positioning in re-
sponse to dilemmas involves role-based rather than moral considerations.
Therefore, we must pay closer attention to the relationship between dilemmas
and the competition over different social positions. Such competition captures
the status competition between different positions in social hierarchies.
Status dilemmas constitute an administrative challenge with both material
and non-material costs. The material costs of mismanagement include an in-
creased need to invest in new expensive status symbols, which can range from
investment in new conference venues, hosting of sport events such as the
Olympics, acquiring military equipment, or funding substantial research pro-
grams.'* The non-material costs of mismanagement can also be significant,
particularly given an omnipresent risk of status backfire in the world of status
competition. Status backfire — the backlash to status-seeking actions in the
international system, even when the status-seeking behavior was initially suc-
cessful — constitutes an “inherent” risk.'** Political leaders are concerned with
the risks of status loss, which can bring domestic opposition and decrease their
legitimacy. Meanwhile, bureaucracies under them are more concerned about
the risks of status backlash. Beaumont, Paes, and Maglia see this risk as a risk
of stigma associated with public critique of the pursuit of status recognition.'*®
As this discussion suggests, status backfire constitutes a major risk in the man-

agement of status dilemmas.
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Second, beyond these organizational costs, the individuals navigating sta-
tus dilemmas are embedded in social structures. Fung argues that status di-
lemmas shape micro-level interactions between diplomats. She describes how
diplomats “can also exploit status vulnerability — whether these be status trig-
gers or grouping contentious votes together so as to exploit a state’s existing
isolation from its peer groups.”'*” In her conception of status dilemmas, Fung
thus shifts to a different level of analysis from the leadership level that is fo-
cused on by Wohlforth and Wang. According to Fung, individual officials face
status dilemmas when they are simultaneously seeking recognition by high-
ranked great powers while being unwilling to abandon their lower status with
another group of countries.'*® Consequently, status dilemma dynamics em-
body tensions that individual officials navigate in their profession. The ap-
proach developed in this chapter builds on Fung’s shift from analyzing status
dilemmas at the leadership level (as in Wohlforth’s work) to examining the
dilemmas facing individual officials.

Third, and closely related to this micro-level analysis, one dynamic shaping
interactions among individuals in diplomatic situations is the fear of status
backfire. In the literature, status loss constitutes a risk for the political leader
whereas the risk of status backfire affects the administrative level. As Renshon
argues, when elites face the risk of status loss, concerns about their status can
trigger unexpected responses and outcomes.'*’ The fear of status loss relates
to the mechanism of entrapment that leaders may face when domestic audi-
ences respond to their grand strategic ambitions abroad.'””® To borrow
Renshon’s words, “actors in a low-power mindset might be particularly vul-

nerable to status threats” but “because power is relative, not all leaders in all
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situations will be in a high-power mindset that would buffer them against sta-
tus threats.”"”! Ward argues that individual diplomats, too, may fear status loss
and can create status threats.'>? These insights on status loss at the leadership
level inform our understanding of how similar dynamics produce status back-
fire at the bureaucratic level. At the micro-level, the social interactions form-
ing status dynamics involves a range of elites that goes beyond the formal
officials involved in a diplomatic delegation.'>* Therefore, leaders and indi-
vidual officials not only fear status loss but also manage the associated risks
of status backfire in the social dynamics of managing status dilemmas. Such
status backfire can occur even after the initial status backlash has been man-
aged."*

There are therefore multilayered status dynamics involving both leaders
and lower-level officials. This makes the limited attention the status literature
has thus far paid to bureaucratic actors and lower-level officials in foreign
policy particularly problematic. The literature still struggles to understand sta-
tus dilemma dynamics beyond the highest levels of political leadership. This
focus on leaders means the literature barely captures the status dynamics sur-
rounding different types of ambitions that play out at the bureaucratic level.
Another problem with the literature is its insufficient attention to the full range
of costs associated with status-seeking in the international milieu. A tradi-
tional understanding links the international milieu to the opportunity to mobi-
lize domestic support, viewing foreign trips by political leaders as status-seek-
ing activities.'>> With such logic, the costs of status-seeking at the leadership

level are only linked to the domestic audience.'*®
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Recent scholarship has begun to address these limitations of the existing

literature on status. Reren’s scholarship demonstrates that officials within bu-

reaucracies encounter these struggles daily.'>” He quotes a former Norwegian

advisor: “My view is that what you do is done to become seen and recognized.

The focus is not on what you achieve, but rather that the stuff you do is rec-

ognized.”"*® This quotation indicates how the tensions inside status dilemma

dynamics affect the actions of individuals. This means that, in conceptualizing

status dilemma dynamics, our analytical attention should be directed to differ-

ent activities at levels of analysis lower than the political leadership level.

Table 1. Overview of status dilemmas

The status Status dilemmas Social life of status
dilemma dilemmas
Interaction | Dyadic Multiple Multiple
relationship
Empirical International International Climate
domain security security diplomacy
Unit of Political leader Officials Officials
analysis
Type of Positioning with Social positioning vis- | Social positioning
positioning | military capabili- a-vis different groups | reflecting compet-
ties ing role expecta-
tions and institu-
tional goals
Theoretical | Material Status recognition Recognition,
attention capabilities normativity, and
epistemic
tensions
Scholar Wohlforth 2015 Fung 2019 Nordenstam 2026
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3.3. Disentangling status dilemmas: An analytical triangle

This section develops an analytical framework for identifying and interpreting
status dilemmas at the practice level. Because status dilemmas are not directly
observable phenomenon, but emerge through the social interactions of offi-
cials, we require analytical tools that can capture the tensions inherent in these
interactions.

The work of Adler, where practices constitute the “raw material” of social
dynamics, provides a compelling rationale for centering analysis on what ac-
tors do:

Practices not only organize the world — they are also the raw material
that make it up. When states face each other for myriad reasons, their
interaction is affected, indeed constituted, not only by the cost-benefit
analyses leaders make, the ideas and knowledge people carry in their
heads, and the discourse they use to communicate. Rather, what states
do in relation to other states — the moves they make, the signals they
give, and the language they speak — is constituted by the practices they
share.'*
A practice approach to status dilemmas thus enables rich descriptions of the
“raw material” of world politics. We can identify status dilemmas in demand-
ing situations where individuals navigate tensions arising from different status
ambitions. Status competition unfolds through social relations in diplomatic
settings. This makes the institutional and relational context essential for un-
derstanding how status dilemmas manifest in practice.
This thesis aims to understand status dilemma dynamics emerging in prac-

tices at the administrative level. To do this, it proposes the concept of a status
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dilemma triangle. This is advanced as an analytical tool for revealing three
interrelated forms of tension that constitute status dilemmas: recognition ten-

sions, normativity tensions, and epistemic tensions (Figure 1).

Figure 1. An analytical triangle to advance the study of status dilemmas.

Recognition
tensions

Epistemic Normativity
tensions tensions

Source: Author’s compilation.

3.3.1. Recognition tensions

Recognition tensions refer to the struggles actors engage in to gain, and to
convey, recognition for foreign policy ambitions. With the omnipresent risk
of status backlash, these recognition tensions constitute a core element of sta-
tus dilemma dynamics. This first element of the status dilemma triangle comes
from Pouliot’s scholarship on pecking orders. His work on the “inner work-
ings of multilateral diplomacy” offers the most developed account of status-
seeking as a social dynamic from a practice perspective. For the purposes of
this thesis, status and standing are treated as intertwined concepts. Pouliot fo-

cuses on “standing” — which he defines as “one’s position in a social ranking”
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— while this aligns closely with the view amongst non-traditional status schol-
ars that status is a perceived position in a social hierarchy.'® Pouliot’s insights
point to the recognition tensions that constitute a core component of status
dilemma dynamics.

Pouliot’s practice approach centers on how the standing of individuals in
multilateral diplomacy is based on their ways of doing things.'®' Drawing on
the sociologist Bourdieu, Pouliot explains: “Studying the pecking order is an-
other way of getting at Bourdieu’s key insight that not all resources and prac-
tices have the same currency in a given field.”'*> He references Bourdieu in
understanding “standing as a form of capital of accumulated work.”'®® This
emphasizes how the execution of activities is a primary consequence of the
balance of standing in pecking orders. Pouliot’s framework provides clues
about tensions that individual diplomats navigate in negotiations. This thesis
understands these tensions as elements in the “dilemma of order” and the “di-
lemma of performance.” At the core of these dilemmas lies the uncertainty of
recognition between individuals involved in social interactions.

Dilemmas of order emerge when individuals navigate hierarchical position-
ing within international pecking orders. These dilemmas of order take place
in “the social theater of world politics” within hierarchical international peck-
ing orders.'®* Individual officials involved in multilateral diplomacy embody
a standing that reflects their country’s position.'®> Consequently, “a diplomat
representing a country with superior standing will generally be allowed some
opportunities for deviating practices that lower peers will not.”'*® Although
individual diplomats are strongly affected by the hierarchical politics sur-

rounding such imbalances of standing between countries, they have the

160 Pouliot, Vincent, 2016b. International Pecking Orders: The Politics and Practice of Multi-
lateral Diplomacy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 17; See e.g., Ward 2017.

161 Pouliot 2016b, chapter 2.

162 Pouliot 2016b, 210.

163 Pouliot 2016b, 218.

164 Pouliot 2016b, Introduction.

165 Pouliot 2016b, 76.

166 Pouliot 2016b, 77.

55



agency to shape these hierarchical power relations through competent behav-
ior and social skills. Pouliot writes that “the competent diplomat strives to turn
the country’s externally defined attributes into diplomatic capital,” and that
these attributes reflect the “country’s globally constructed reputation.”'®” At
one point, Pouliot clarifies that “practices express standing through a rich and
complex social code.”'®® However, he also maintains that the markers of
standing are highly contextual. He writes that these markers of standing are
issue-specific and are dependent on actors’ configurations and organization.'®’
Thus, although individual officials can navigate dilemmas of order in these
hierarchical international orders, they find themselves facing performative di-
lemmas.

Moreover, individual officials face dilemmas of performance that center on
the possibility of utilizing competence to climb the pecking order. Compe-
tence is central to Pouliot’s understanding of social dynamics. He treats com-
petent performance as a virtue. Diplomats must showcase their competence
regularly in a “never-ending process.” This is because recognized standing,
which is derived from competence, “is a highly contingent process [which]
requires work to sustain.”'”® Pouliot suggests that:

Standing must be acquired from within, by playing along the rules.
The sense of place is a sense of possibility, which also implies a sense
of limits. Transcending one’s standing is easier said than done: It re-
quires a rare subversive competence that plays social rules against
themselves. Overturning an international hierarchy that way is a very

tall order.'”!
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This is in contrast to institutional status theory, which argues that countries
attempt to gain status through writing new rules.'” Pouliot’s approach is prob-
lematic because it means he misses behavior by diplomats who contest or even
reject the rules of doing things.

In Pouliot’s understanding, status [standing] is highly relational and de-
pendent on recognition by peers who accept performances as competent. He
argues that “in order to gain standing, one must not only beat opponents at the
line, but also secure recognition from the same interlocutors who are compet-
ing for recognition. One cannot climb the pecking order echelons unless fel-
low practitioners acknowledge practical mastery.”'”* Pouliot argues that prac-
tical mastery differs from improvisation skills. He provides little explanation,
however, of the conditions under which officials repeatedly accept incompe-
tence. For some diplomats, accepting incompetence can be strategic, while it
can be absurd to others. Despite being grounded in something other than com-
petence, the repeated behavior of accepting incompetence constitutes a prac-
tice that induces performative dilemmas.

Together, these dilemmas generate significant risks for individuals navi-
gating social dynamics in diplomacy. These associated risks can be grim,
costly, and painful for both the officials working abroad and for those based
in capitals. Although Pouliot does not write about status backlash explicitly,
he is well aware of the dangers of status-seeking: “The ever-present possibility
of social sanction, which implies a loss of standing, is testimony to the every-
day politics of practice for the multilateral diplomat.”'’* Due to this inherent
risk, which constitutes a source of status dilemma dynamics, some foreign
ministries worldwide are willing to sacrifice standing. In multilateral diplo-

macy, Pouliot notes:
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For one thing, on many occasions capitals vie not to make the largest
contributions possible but to shift the burden onto others. They may
have very good reasons to do so, of course, ranging from domestic
opposition to fiscal limitations. But in terms of pecking order dynam-
ics, this dynamic is rather counterintuitive, as it would seem to suggest
that member states are willing to sacrifice multilateral standing in or-
der to save resources.'”
Hence, Pouliot’s study of practices suggests the opposite logic from the status-
seeking literature that views extraordinary expenditures as efforts to purchase
status.'’®
The stakes of these dilemmas are substantial: officials can gain and lose
status with severe consequences in pecking order dynamics. “The pecking or-

177 since officials with high

der can be a brutal reality for those at the bottom,
status can circumvent those with low status by mastering the rules of the game.
Pouliot demonstrates that the conduct of bilateral diplomacy, in the shadows
of the multilateral negotiations, can put individual diplomats in their place.
This is especially when presidents or ministers are involved — that is, when the
negotiation has evolved from being at the administrative level, to instead take
place at the political level. Yet, the primary way for individual officials to seek
status is not to get the political level involved but to demonstrate competence.

These associated risks in navigating status dilemma dynamics are signifi-
cant. They mean we can expect variation among diplomats working for the
same country but reporting home to different ministries in the capital. Some
diplomats report back to the Foreign Ministry, while others report to the Eco-
nomic Ministry or the Environment Ministry. There are also various types of

diplomats: generalists and specialists. The specialists often hold technical ex-
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pertise relevant to, for instance, international trade or environmental degrada-
tion. While a foreign service may contain specialists, most foreign services
tend to comprise generalists who can represent the ministry across multiple
continents and multilateral settings. Thus, the specialists usually lack diplo-
matic training and experience compared to the generalists, since their home
ministries appoint them. Such variation differs among missions based on their
institutional capacity but may also vary between multilateral and bilateral di-
plomacy. Pouliot underplays this variation in his account of officials navi-
gating social dynamics.

In sum, individuals involved in diplomacy face demanding situations in
which their ability to navigate these dynamics is affected by recognition strug-
gles. In practice, these recognition struggles require the navigation of different

recognition tensions regarding performance and order.

3.3.2. Normativity tensions

The second element of the status dilemma triangle captures normativity ten-
sions. This element draws on the Communities of Practice (CoP) research
agenda concerning norm contestation and Bourdieu’s ideas about normative
orders. Normativity has been defined as “evaluating criteria experienced in
practice and used for the contextualized moral judgement of public perfor-
mances.”'”® Gadinger and Niemann contend that the “enactment of norma-
tivity unfolds during specific moments of controversy.” This points to excep-
tional events as times when normativity is seen, while also opening a research
space for normativity studies in practice.'” Yet, there is little reason to believe
that normativity tensions merely emerge during controversial moments. After
all, Gadinger and Niemann argue that “normativity is deemed to lie in these

practices of domination and stratification.”'® This is the reason why “norma-
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tivity has an ordering capacity.” It “stabilizes social orders by confirming cer-
tain standards of moral judgement or initiates social change via contestation
over its ambiguous nature.”'®" Similarly, normativity allows scholars to ap-
proach “the relationship between conflict and order — one driven by practices,
as intermediaries of change bound to social context.”'®? Thus, normativity ten-
sions capture ordering processes in social relations.

Among the practice approaches in IR, those drawing on Bourdieu are open
to normativity. However, these engage much less with normative configura-
tions than other practice approaches.'® Regarding the CoP literature, Sondar-
jee brings our attention to different tensions inside and between communities
of practice. Sondarjee refers to these tensions as four types of contestations,
in a way that resonates with my understanding of the tensions shaping status
dilemma dynamics. She sees these conflictual social dynamics as inherent in
processes embodying practices: “Practice contestation is not a one-way pro-
cess, nor does it relate to distinct moments in the history of a community.”'®
Rather, Sondarjee contends that communities of practice feature daily ten-
sions, which is captured by her concept of “epistemic power” — the “day-to-
day power to influence epistemes.”'®> There are four types of contestation
practices that reveal such tensions: (a) internal disruption; (b) internal re-
sistance; (c) external pressure; and (d) external resistance. Building on the
norm contestation literature, Sondarjee describes how “practices are always
normative in that the recognition of competence refers to intersubjective con-
sensus on how to act appropriately, what actions are correct or incorrect, ap-
propriate or inappropriate, right or wrong. In that sense, cognitive knowledge

and normative knowledge are indissociable in practice.”'*®
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Sondarjee’s reasoning reminds us of the idea of “nomos”, which the soci-
ologists Berger and Bourdieu conceptualized many decades ago. Berger main-
tained that nomos induced and constrained individuals’ ability to act in differ-
ent social settings. It creates tensions between an individual’s preferred vision
and the experienced world on an everyday basis in different processes.'®” In
turn, Bourdieu incorporated nomos into his structural field theory, defining it
as “the underlying normative order structuring a field of interactions”.'** Thus,
from a Bourdieuan perspective, the “ordering of practices” underscores a nor-
mative order that we can identify by looking at normative tensions.'®” From
such a structural point of view, individuals adapt their behavior to the norma-
tive foundations of the field as they become acquainted with a new field. Thus,
nomos constrains individual action within processes. As the legal scholar
Cover put it, “a nomos is a present world constituted by a system of tension
between reality and vision.”'*" It can therefore be argued that bringing the
concept of nomos into a practice approach to status tensions allows for a
deeper understanding of normative contestation. By incorporating the idea of
nomos, we can gain an even richer description of the normative tensions shap-
ing social status dilemma dynamics.

The understanding of normativity tensions offered in this thesis may also
remind readers of Bourdieu’s idea of habitus. This concept is one which the
practice scholar Loh has further developed recently. Loh’s concept of institu-
tional habitus enables scholarship about “how institutional scripts, disposi-

tions, and history impel diplomats to adopt, internalize, and perform assertive
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diplomatic practices.”'”' The concept of institutional habitus captures “an in-
stitution’s relatively durable worldview and disposition.”'* In light of the no-
tion of institutional habitus capturing dispositions, and the Bourdieuan open-
ness to normativity, we should embrace normativity tensions in our examina-
tions of social relations.

These normativity tensions concern how normativity operates and adjusts
in social contexts. The social life of normativity captures “an arrangement of
ongoing, interacting practices establishing action-specific regulations, value
orientation, and avenues of contestation.”'®® These normative configurations
shape normativity tensions in practice.'”* In sum, the concept of normativity
tensions that occur in the social life of diplomacy allows for analysis about

dispositions, normative configurations, and social ordering.

3.3.3. Epistemic tensions

The third element of the status dilemma triangle relates to knowledge. The
intellectual foundation for this element is established by the Communities of
Practice approach (CoP). This approach was initially brought into the IR dis-
cipline by Adler in the mid-2000s.'”> CoP originates from educational studies,
social anthropology, and management studies. It focuses attention on learning
activities and background knowledge within communities at the micro-
level.'”® Because of this, it has also received some critique for “silencing ques-
tions of power and hierarchies.”’” Although this critique may have helped
scholars to distinguish different practice approaches from each other, it is mis-
leading and requires correction. A major advantage of a CoP lens is that it is

less static than Bourdieuan practice approaches, allowing for the study of
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struggles within processes rather than the struggles over positions.'”® In one
of the early works taking a CoP approach, Bicchi even noted that it is prema-
ture to discard potential power struggles within hierarchies since communities
of practice can embody struggles.'”® Similarly, Barnett explicitly reminded us
that “no community is absent hierarchy and inequality,” adding that instead
these groupings encompass situations where “battles are waged over re-
sources, status, and identity” amidst processes of learning that community
members are involved in.*”

Through its emphasis on processes, the CoP lens provides greater agency
to the role of individuals than static field theory, which instead emphasizes
hierarchical positions. The CoP approach allows us to better understand the
social processes of the status dilemma. As Adler, Bremberg and Sondarjee
emphasize, “While CoPs are far from antagonistic in the way that Bourdieu
conceptualized fields, they are still the locus of power disputes, albeit more
horizontally.”®' Although the group politics of procedural background
knowledge (or the “know-how”) dominates the CoP research agenda, such
procedural politics are not immune to tensions and conflicts. The CoP agenda
has spent almost two decades studying micro-level behavior in communities
involved in international politics. However, it has now reached a point where
it is calling for more global scholarship about the interactions that form social
life in world affairs.

From a CoP perspective, the status dilemma triangle embeds tensions over
knowledge and agency inside and between different communities of practice.
As such, social dynamics constitute a social ordering process that is full of
interactions. The research agenda is open to scholarship about hierarchical re-

lations and global ordering, enabling systemic analysis with micro-level data
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points.*> CoP adds value to the study since, “a CoP perspective’s analytical
lenses allow scholars to identify and track how a practice evolves in the face
of challenges and uncertainty through the appreciation of the time, place, and
sociocognitive dimension of its members’ work.”?** Thus, the CoP tradition
provides depth to the third element of these status dilemma dynamics: epis-
temic tensions.

Against this backdrop, this chapter has established status dilemmas as a
social process that is shaped by three tensions. The social processes manifest
as the interplay among these three forms of tensions. Based on the status di-
lemma triangle, this thesis contends that the social processes which emerge as
a result of status dilemmas can be understood if we study: (a) recognition ten-
sions, (b) normativity tensions, and (c) epistemic tensions. We should not fully
discard the possibility that there will be other types of tensions affecting social
status dilemma dynamics. However, by studying these three types of tensions,
we gain a deep understanding of an increasingly important social dynamic in
world affairs. The next part of the chapter presents the operationalization of
these three tensions. This outlines a way to understand status dilemmas in the

social life of diplomacy.

3.4. The status dilemma triangle in practice:

Operationalization

Having developed the status dilemma triangle as an analytical framework, this
section turns to the question of how it can be used empirically. The purpose
here is to translate the conceptual elements developed above into a practical
tool for analyzing the social life of diplomacy and how status dilemmas are

revealed in practice. In other words, this section specifies how recognition,

202 Bueger, Hofius, Edwards 2024.
203 Bicchi, Federica, 2022. Communities of practice and what they can do for International Re-
lations. Review of International Studies, 48 (1), 40.

64



normativity, and epistemic tensions can be identified and examined in con-
crete situations where officials navigate competing status expectations. As
discussed earlier in this chapter, status dilemmas are defined in this study as a
situation in which actors must balance competing role expectations and insti-
tutional goals across different arenas — within an organization, within a do-
mestic government, among international partners — such that advancing one
position risks undermining another. This conception treats status dilemmas as
situational, rather than structural. Status dilemmas arise in specific moments
of interaction rather than existing as permanent conditions. Because status is
socially granted, status claims are interpreted through the knowledge and ex-
pectations of those who receive them.?** When what might be called status-
granters lack expertise or contextual understanding of a status-seeker’s ambi-
tions, the risk of misinterpretation increases, often generating new struggles
over recognition. These struggles are not confined to political leaders. They
are also encountered by individual officials, who must interpret and enact am-
bitions under conditions of uncertainty as part of their everyday professional

work.

3.4.1. A practice foundation

Practice approaches in International Relations (IR) constitute an increasingly
popular agenda bridging traditional diplomatic studies with Foreign Policy
Analysis (FPA). At a meta-level, these practice approaches revive social con-
structivism within the field. FPA and practice approaches share study objects
such as bureaucratic politics and decision-making processes. Yet, unlike FPA,
practice approaches embrace the micro-level of international politics, giving
a voice to the often-unseen human beings forging international connections.
In contrast to traditional FPA, which examines degrees of change in foreign

policymaking — often emphasizing leaders’ behavior?®s — a practice approach
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in diplomacy reminds us that “the focus of diplomacy is maintenance, not
change.”? Thus, a practice approach helps us understand the endurance of
practices that rest on different modes of reflection and “change in practice
through practice.”” A practice foundation for understanding the navigation
of status dilemmas brings the analytical focus to the social life at the micro-
level.

Rather than being an idiosyncratic activity, practice scholars tend to view
practices as repeated activities. A popular definition of practices is offered by
Bicchi and Bremberg, who refer to practices as a “socially meaningful pattern
of action.”?® In this, they distinguish themselves from Adler and Pouliot, who
view practices as activities informed by more or less “competent perfor-
mances.”?” Adler and Pouliot take international practices to constitute activi-
ties performed by a range of practitioners forming a Community of Practice.
Similarly, diplomatic practices highlight mundane ways of doing things and
everyday routines.?!® These analytical approaches shed light on repeated daily
activities, such as mundane emails between professionals, coordination meet-
ings, diplomatic receptions, speech writing, or coffee breaks. This focus mat-
ters because activity is constant. As Socrates said, “there is never nothing go-
ing on,” — a point that the research community was once reminded of by
Wedeen.?!!

The present study follows most practice approaches by suggesting that in-

dividuals dealing with tensions in the Indian foreign service engage in at least
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four different types of practices in diplomacy. First, there are everyday mun-
dane practices, such as luncheons, dinners, receptions, emails, memos, and
reports.?'? Second, there is the production of different documents, encompass-
ing speeches, statements, non-papers, and tweets.?'* Third, there are negotia-
tions involving meetings, text formulations, and joint statements.?'* Fourth,
there are public diplomacy efforts in the material world through seminars or
conferences, and in the digital world through tweets.?'> Drawing on practice
approaches in diplomacy, we can see that these four types form a typology of

practices in diplomatic interactions, see Table 2.

Table 2. Typologies of practices in status dilemma dynamics

Everyday Production of Negotiations Public
mundane prac- external documents diplomacy
tices

Emails Speeches Meetings Seminars
Phone calls Statements Text formulations | Conferences
Memos Tweets Joint statements Social media
Internal reports Non-papers Agreements

Luncheons

Dinners

Receptions

Source: Author’s compilation based on literature.

These practices can occur in front of a public or private audience or become
part of social relations between individuals. Although the substance of these
practices in terms of content may vary across time, the importance of these
practices lies in their role in the production of social life in diplomacy.?'¢ Thus,

scholarship about the social life of diplomacy implies a systematic “ordering,
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dissecting, and organizing” exercise for the analyst interested in social dynam-
ics.2'” The social life of diplomacy may seem messy, old-fashioned, or simply
ad hoc, but the point is that this social life is constructed through human be-
havior in different interactions via social practices. Scholars interested in the
social life of diplomacy rightfully focus on the emergence and maintenance of
social interactions in practice, but we must also examine different forms of
tensions.

This practice approach to understanding the elements of social life can be
used to capture meaningful behavior by individual officials involved in social
dynamics. The typology of different practices emphasizes ways that an agent
can use these practices in diplomacy. These repeated activities constitute be-
havior that individuals justify in different ways as they navigate the types of
tensions outlined earlier in the chapter. In multilateral diplomacy, an agent
may navigate tensions through speaking, dressing, and tweeting in different
ways, thereby contributing to the production of social life. With these concep-
tual clarifications in mind, it is time to outline the analytical steps taken when

applying this framework.

3.4.2. Analytical steps

Building on the theoretical framework outlined, this final section of the chap-
ter explains how to transform these theoretical concepts into an empirical in-
quiry. In the practice approach to status dilemmas developed in this thesis, the
central unit of analysis is the set of practices performed by officials. In this
study, these officials are Indian officials and foreign officials interacting with
Indian counterparts. Such a unit of analysis is familiar to practice scholars but
not necessarily common among status scholars who often examine leaders.
This new analytical approach promises to reveal new insights about the status
dilemmas that officials navigate in their profession. Through this analytical

approach, we can gain a richer understanding of the myriad empirical tensions
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that play out in social status dilemma dynamics. We can learn about the ten-
sions in India’s attempt to present itself as a green leading power. We can also
uncover how these tensions arise as the bureaucracy interacts with the political
leadership. That is, we can uncover how Indian diplomacy deals with status
dilemmas in climate diplomacy. This original practice approach therefore re-
veals the trials and tribulations of officials dealing with green ambitions.
A significant advantage of any practice approach is the new, in-depth
knowledge about a phenomenon that scholars produce. This is in contrast to
the findings of a categorical deductive analysis. Some scholars claim that prac-
tice scholarship constitutes a “methodological orientation supported by a new
vocabulary” rather than a new theoretical approach.?'® In contrast, others con-
sider practice approaches a path towards deeper theoretical insights about so-
cial phenomena.?'’ A practice approach to status dilemmas can yield new the-
oretical insights about status-seeking theory. On this point, this thesis sits
closer to Pouliot, who introduced practice-tracing as a systematic approach to
empirical research. To borrow Pouliot’s words:
[There is a] methodological middle ground where patterns of mean-
ingful action may be abstracted away from local contexts in the form
of social mechanisms that can travel across cases...The added value
of practice tracing, in terms of allowing for dialogue between process
tracing and interpretivism, lies in simultaneously upholding singular
causality and analytical generality.?*

Other practice scholars have also explored how to translate theoretical con-

cepts into empirical research from a practice perspective. For clarity, this the-

sis adopts an approach that seeks to capture the social dynamics of status di-
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lemmas through various ways of collecting and analyzing data. In interna-
tional practice theory, scholars adopt various starting points for their projects,
ranging from understanding social spaces, networks, and objects, to under-
standing of controversies, artifacts, and physical sites that host different prac-
tices.”*! This approach to status dilemma dynamics proposes two analytical
steps and drawing on diverse data sources. It follows the Communities of
Practice research agenda, which argues that participant observations in isola-
tion are insufficient to reveal ways of managing tensions.*** To produce em-
pirical insights into the elements that compose the status dilemma dynamics
outlined in this chapter — recognition, normativity, and epistemic tensions —
the approach proposes two main analytical tasks.

The first analytical step involves opening the black box of a process and
creating a timeline of events. This task can be time-consuming when con-
ducted retrospectively but is easier to pursue in real time or within a short
period after the process of interest. The assumption is that these events were
crafted by individuals who produce events in their profession. These events
might include such activities as formal diplomatic visits or informal diplo-
matic exchanges in panels. The approach at this stage is similar to process-
tracing, where identifying building blocks constitutes a typical analytical
step.”®> However, there is a key difference between this thinking and that of
process-tracing. While process-tracing captures causal mechanisms and the
relationship between input and outcome, this approach involves a mapping

exercise to identify these building blocks without the intention of finding
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causal relationships. *** My approach is thus more closely aligned with inter-
pretivist process-tracing than with positivist process-tracing. In this first step,
the researcher establishes a timeline centered on the empirical area of interest.
In this study, the timeline captures climate diplomacy in India’s external rela-
tions, where I continuously updated the timeline with new empirical data.
The second analytical step involves systematically examining different
types of activities. This is an analytical exercise originally termed practice-
tracing by practice scholars, which has developed into praxiography. Prac-
tice-tracing is similar to following processes, but scholars instead follow
meaningful activities performed by individuals.** I align with international
practice theory in viewing practice-tracing as part of praxiography.”*® As
Pouliot notes, “as ethnographic or inductive as one may go, studying practices
implies ordering, dissecting, and organizing them in a way that ultimately con-
structs them as units of analysis within an analytical narrative.”**” It can be
difficult to determine which practices qualify for the analytical story that
emerges from the data. Therefore, this analytical task is pursued through fo-
cusing on practices performed in a domain. This requires a demanding analyt-
ical balancing act by the researcher. They need to focus on practices in a do-
main, while maintaining an inductive openness to new empirical insights. It is
important to recognize that while related to ethnography practice-oriented re-
search differs from it significantly.””® As Gadinger and Bueger note, “if eth-
nography is usually concerned with people’s way of life, praxiography is in-
terested in understanding practices and their configurations.”*?’ Thus, this an-

alytical step seeks to depict practices within the chosen cases and gradually

224 Beach, Derek, 2016. “It’s All about Mechanisms — What Process-Tracing Case Studies
Should Be Tracing.” New Political Economy 21 (5), 463-72.

225 Pouliot, Vincent, 2014. Practice tracing. Process tracing: From metaphor to analytic tool,
237-59.

226 Bueger 2014.

227 Pouliot 2014, 250.

228 Adler, Emanuel et al., 2024. Communities of Practice in World Politics: Advancing a Re-
search Agenda. Global Studies Quarterly, Vol. 4 (1), January 2024, 7.

229 Bueger and Gadinger 2018, 132.

7



interpret the meaning of these practices. The interpretation of the practices is
enabled by asking analytical questions (see Table 3 below). To be clear, inter-
preting the meaning of the practices does not equal interpreting the motives
behind them. It has higher analytical value to identify repeated patterns of ac-
tion that individuals involved in processes execute and treat as meaningful,
than it does to interpret the motives behind these practices.

By following these two analytical steps, a researcher of status dilemma dy-
namics can interpret the severity of the status dilemma dynamics. If there are
no tensions identified in the empirics, it should be concluded that status di-
lemma dynamics are absent. If there are tensions identified across all three
types of tensions, we can either conclude that there are mild or severe status
dilemma dynamics. The researcher should not count the number of tensions
to distinguish whether officials are dealing with mild or severe status dilemma
dynamics. Rather, the researcher should examine the effect of the tensions on
individuals’ actions since social tensions take different forms and can manifest
themselves in different scenarios. If individuals change their actions repeat-

edly, the researcher has likely identified severe status dilemma dynamics.
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Table 3. Guiding analytical questions

Questions Empirics for all categories
How do Indian officials learn their | Interview answers
Epistemic professions? Written and oral reflections
tensions What lessons do Indian officials by Indian officials, e.g., in
draw from past experiences? books,
What do Indian officials say about commentaries, panel interven-
their instructions? tions

Participant observations
Social media posts

Normativity What do Indian officials say about
tensions their preferred style and ways of do-
ing their jobs?

How do Indian officials motivate
their practices?

To what extent do Indian officials
defend and/or promote different
goals?

Recognition What do foreign officials say about
tensions India?

Is there a difference between what

foreign officials say in private and

in public?

To what extent do foreign officials

accept India’s green ambitions?

Source: Author’s compilation based on discussion in chapter.
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3.5. Concluding remarks

This chapter has introduced a new practice approach to the study of status
dilemmas. Drawing on practice approaches in IR, it has argued that status di-
lemma dynamics capture tensions that can be examined empirically. The new
approach contributes a theoretical concept, an analytical triangle consisting of
three forms of tension at the administrative level. These tensions shape the
everyday, lived experiences of officials in diplomacy. Consequently, the ana-
lytical focus of this approach centers on the bureaucracy instead of the politi-
cal leadership. As such, this practice approach to status dilemmas distin-
guishes itself from the original conception of the status dilemma, which was
introduced to the IR discipline a decade ago.>*°

To be clear, this practice approach to status dilemmas does not promise to
reveal confidential motives or top-down strategy implementation. The find-
ings produced by the approach and the analytical steps through which it is
operationalized are also not “the indisputable truth.” Instead, they are an in-
terpreted account of a process at the micro-level that reveals broader insights
into the challenges facing officials in their profession. Since the approach fo-
cuses on tensions rather than on understanding variation among individuals, it
excludes an examination of the quality of interactions between “brokers,”
“guardians,” and “space travelers.”?! In this study, the emphasis lies on Indian
officials managing tensions as they transform their diplomatic footprint on the
world stage. As this thesis will show, managing tensions constitutes a demand-
ing task in practice. In the next chapter, I will discuss methods, methodologi-
cal considerations, and the diversity of data points for this study, before re-
vealing the tensions that Indian officials manage as they assert India’s green

ambitions in a new era of status competition.

230 Wohlforth 2014.
231 Bueger, Hofius, Edwards, 2024, 7.
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4. Research design

4.1. Introduction

This study draws on Vincent Pouliot’s interpretivist practice tracing and
Christian Bueger’s praxiography as methodological foundations for studies
about the social life of diplomacy.*? Building on the practice agenda, this
chapter presents methods for gathering, and then systematically assessing,
data about Indian foreign climate policy in practice. To explore how India’s
green ambitions generate tensions at the administrative level in diplomatic set-
tings, this chapter presents the methodological considerations for this study.
The chapter is organized into three parts that detail how data was collected,
organized, and processed. The first part presents the methods of data collec-
tion, the second part describes the analytical approach, and the third part dis-
cusses ethical considerations that were taken into account throughout the re-
search process.

Finding sources on Indian foreign policy is often considered challenging,

making interviews particularly helpful.**

However, there are also other ways
to collect data for rigorous analysis. Through repeated in situ observations and
multiple methods of data gathering, researchers can understand the mundane
and everyday activities that form the social life of diplomacy.”** Immersing

oneself as close to practitioners as possible constitutes a core technique for the

232 Pouliot, Vincent, 2014; Bueger, Christian, 2014. Pathways to practice: praxiography and
international politics. European political science review, 6(3), 383-406.

233 Pant, Harsh V. and Avinash Paliwal, 2019. “Foreign Policy Analysis and Indian Foreign
Policy” in New Directions in India’s Foreign Policy: Theory and Praxis (ed. H.V. Pant). Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 112.

234 Neumann 2007.
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emerging research tradition encompassing “international practice theory,”
“practice-tracing,” and “praxiography.” Immersion into different sites resem-
bles “multi-sited ethnography,” a method developed by anthropologist George
Marcus. However, praxiography differs from this in that its analytical focus
centers on practice rather than cultural norms.”** Beyond deep engagement
with officials, and the writing of autoethnographies through in-depth inter-
views, researchers can also use official documents and additional interviews
to reveal the social conduct of diplomacy.”*® Through multiple methods of
data collection, this chapter demonstrates how analysis can be carried out to
find out about the different tensions in the social processes forming the status

dilemmas facing Indian officials.

4.2. Methods of data collection

The study of practice constitutes a time-consuming exercise that is best con-
ducted through a combination of different methods. Praxiographers and prac-
tice-tracers use various methods to study different kinds of practices. Practice
can be learned and taught but also observed and discussed. There is a growing
body of practice scholarship on the social life of diplomacy informed by con-
versations, observations, and training sessions in which scholars interact with
serving or retired officials or people with a deep knowledge about the diplo-
matic profession and subject under study.”*” Through such deep engagement
with practice, scholars can learn about the social life of diplomacy without

serving as diplomats themselves. By tracing diplomatic practices pertaining to

235 Marcus, George E. 1995. Ethnography in/of the World System: The Emergence of Multi-Sited
Ethnography. Annual Review of Anthropology, 24, 95-117; Bueger 2019. Praxiography, In P. At-
kinson, S. Delamont, A. Cernat, J.W. Sakshaug, & R.A. Williams (Eds.), SAGE Research Meth-
ods Foundations.

236 Nair, Deepak, 2021. “Hanging out” while studying “up”: doing ethnographic fieldwork in
international relations. International Studies Review, 23(4), 1300-1327; Huju 2023; Bremberg,
Niklas and Anna Michalski 2024. The European Union Climate Diplomacy: Evolving Practices
in a Changing Geopolitical Context. The Hague Journal of Diplomacy, 19(3), 506-535.

237 Pouliot 2016b; Bueger 2014.
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concrete cases in real time, it becomes possible to reveal tensions. This study
is not the result of multiple observations of the “here and now” as would be
performed in a classic political ethnography research tradition.** Instead, I
conducted interviews about concrete cases of diplomatic events as close in
time as possible to when these events took place. I also collected multiple
forms of artifacts related to the events, such as videos, tote bags, op-eds, and
tweets. Like Pouliot, who examined periods when “pecking order dynamics
were more likely to be debated and, consequently, empirically traceable,” 1
selected cases that occurred during my research period.**’

The method of participant observation is highly popular among practice
scholars. I considered this method as well. At an early stage of the research
project, I considered preparing a request to join the Indian bureaucracy for a
year. This would have meant taking an approach similar to that of Datta-Ray
in his research within the Indian Ministry of External Affairs during the
Manmohan Singh era, and also akin to Ross’s direct observations of Jacques
Delors’s team in the European Commission thirty years ago.**” However,
praxiography takes a skeptical approach to direct observations of practice “as
we speak,” arguing that sayings and doings are extremely difficult to observe
firsthand.**' Instead, praxiographers pursue different strategies of data collec-
tion, including the study of “manuals and handbooks — ego-documents — such
as letters and autobiographies —, or artifacts which record practice — such as
videos, paintings, or architecture.”**> The method of interviewing individuals
who have performed, experienced, or observed practice over a period of time
is widely accepted among practice scholars.** Instead of conducting a specific

type of interview, namely the “interview to the double”-technique developed

238 On political ethnography, see Schatz, Edward (ed.), 2013. Political ethnography: What im-
mersion contributes to the study of power. University of Chicago Press.

239 Pouliot 2016b, 280.

240 Deep Datta-Ray’s research was published in a book format, see Datta-Ray 2015; Ross, G.,
1994. Jacques Delors and European Integration. Polity Press: Cambridge.

241 Bueger 2014, 389-400.

242 Bueger 2014, 389.

243 Bueger 2014, 400.

77



by Nicolini, I decided to conduct semi-structured interviews with an interview
protocol.*** In line with Pouliot’s methodological advice on practice-tracing,
I conducted semi-structured interviews on concrete cases. This was because
this interview style removes the drama from the interview situation. Since
elites are often skeptical about speaking with researchers, I opted for a com-
mon style of actual interviews that respondents would likely be familiar and
comfortable with.

In the future, scholars conducting further research could turn to the archives
documenting India’s participation in climate negotiations. This approach has
been demonstrated by Sengupta and Nachiappan, who did historical research
on India’s involvement in climate negotiations.**> Such diplomatic history
scholarship would deepen the findings of my study by drawing on declassified
cables, diaries, and official documents stored in archives. Such studies would
be valuable to provide a fuller picture of the tensions that India’s green ambi-
tions induce at the administrative level. However, since the archives are cur-
rently closed, scholars must rely on other methods to learn more about Indian
climate diplomacy. In the remaining part of this chapter, I present these alter-

native approaches.

24 Nicolini, Davide, 2009. “Articulating practice through the interview to the double”, Man-
agement Learning 40(2), 195-212; Bueger 2014, 400.

245 Nachiappan, Karthik, 2019. Agenda-setting from behind: India and the framework conven-
tion on climate change. India Review, 18(5), 552-567; Sengupta, 2020.

78



4.2.1. From accidental to intended access strategy

Like other practice researchers, I had a personal network and professional ex-
perience before my PhD research began.?*® My professional background in-
formed me of the feasibility of a PhD on Indian diplomacy. During a 1.5-year
position at the Swedish Institute of International Affairs, I produced policy-
oriented research, and in response to international events, I frequently asked
myself: “What will Delhi do now?” During this time, I also arranged a high-
level dialogue between the Swedish Deputy Prime Minister Isabella Lovin and
the Indian Environment Minister Prakash Javadekar. I gained insight into the
bureaucratic attention and preparations required for ministerial interactions.
After this experience, I maintained a presence in the small European think
tank community dealing with relations with India. Thanks to digital connec-
tivity, I could remain in touch with my network of friends and academic con-
tacts in ways that would have been difficult before the internet era. Through
Twitter and subsequently X, I shared observations that [ found relevant for my
understanding of contemporary foreign affairs, thereby gaining and maintain-
ing visibility. Thus, the contours of my access strategy emerged before I de-
cided to write a PhD dissertation on India’s green ambitions in contemporary
diplomacy.

After my first year of the PhD program, I decided to focus my research on
Indian climate diplomacy and subsequently developed an access strategy
while still refining the central focus of my study. With my background and
experience conducting virtual research for my MA thesis on EU-India clean
energy relations, I aimed to be as close as possible to Indian officials and de-
velop as much familiarity with them as I could. In light of academic advice
about building rapport, I networked online through Twitter and LinkedIn as
well as in person at events.**’ In Stockholm, I attended the Strategic Forum

India and the EU-Indo Pacific Track 1.5 Dialogues, co-hosted by the Swedish

246 oh 2024; Neumann 2012.
247 See e.g., Empson 2018 about using Twitter as an access strategy.
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Institute of International Affairs. I regularly attended events sponsored by the
Indian Embassy in Stockholm, such as Independence Day celebrations, where
I always greeted Indian diplomats stationed in Sweden, fostering a mutual
sense of respect. This approach resembles Ortner’s data collection technique
in which researchers identify events where hard-to-reach individuals present
themselves to the public.>*® While Ortner sought access to Hollywood profes-
sionals, I sought access to diplomatic professionals.

With a Stockholm University accreditation for COP27, which was held in
November 2022 in Sharm el-Sheikh, Egypt, I continued my efforts to build
familiarity with Indian officials and advisors. The research trip to COP27 con-
stituted a key moment in my access strategy, as I traveled to COP27 with a
pre-planned agenda, empty notebooks, and eagerness to network. In Egypt, |
visited the India Pavilion daily and was able to build relationships with Indian
diplomats, elites, and advisors. On the first day, Indian officials looked sur-
prised to see me at their pavilion. After a few days, we began chatting and
greeting each other in the COP27 corridors. After attending the Leadership
Group for Industry Transition (LeadIT) Summit on the sidelines of COP27 —
a closed-door session, co-chaired by India and Sweden, with ministers, offi-
cials, and a handful of experts in the room — my relationship with Delhi-based
officials improved further. The research trip to Egypt provided me with nu-
merous business cards, contact details, and initial relationships with people
who would allocate time for interviews during my fieldwork in New Delhi.

Furthermore, before the main data collection period in New Delhi, I con-
sulted the academic literature and scholars with fieldwork experience in India.
As reports about academic freedom restrictions and foreign researchers’ diffi-
culties obtaining research visas reached me, [ was even more convinced of the

need for a local affiliation. A local affiliation also promised to expand my

248 Ortner, Sherry, 2010. “Access: Reflections on Studying Up in Hollywood.” Ethnography 11
(2),211-33.
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local network. After a few phone calls and email exchanges, I secured a Vis-
iting Fellowship in New Delhi with the Council on Energy, Environment, and
Water (CEEW), led by Dr. Arunabha Ghosh, who had served as advisor to the
UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres. | had met Dr. Ghosh in person at the
UN Environment Stockholm+50 and COP27 in Egypt. During the enriching
fieldwork, I learned that “CEEW has positioned itself very close to the gov-
ernment,” as an insider put it frankly.**

Instead of making several quick trips back and forth, I conducted two ex-
tended stays in New Delhi: September—December 2023 and mid-January to
mid-March 2024, with a Christmas break back in Sweden. At the host research
institute, [ was able to sharpen my research design and interview questions, as
well as identify people who could speak with me. At CEEW, I had rich con-
versations at the coffee machine and in the lunchroom, and my time there
served as an informal learning space. Gradually, the research environment
evolved from being a space where I learned about New Delhi and contempo-
rary India to a space where [ would also learn about India’s climate diplomacy.

In many ways, the research trip to Egypt and the subsequent five months
of field research in New Delhi reminded me of Souleles’ reflections about
studying elites who can be hesitant about interacting with researchers.
Souleles encountered numerous rejections in his random phone calls and
emails to private equity investors but was welcomed at conferences. “Every-
one wears suits or similar business attire and is more or less eager to meet
other people — conference networking is as welcoming as cold calling is not,”
Souleles concluded in his study.”° I also found conference networking ex-
tremely useful, especially when I did not receive any reply to my email re-

quests.

249 Author’s interview with [#25.
250 Souleles 2018, 59.
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4.2.2. Mindful and perceived positionality
The privileges of being a fully funded PhD candidate with a Swedish passport
in Delhi could be discussed extensively. Throughout my PhD years, I have
been mindful of my positionality, a factor that sometimes surprised me in its
perceived form. During my visiting fellowship in New Delhi, I once came to
an empty office during a public holiday, unaware that it was a holiday. My
local colleagues had expected that I was aware of the public holiday and had
not thought to remind me about it. One could ask whether an insider would
not have been invited to a national holiday celebration. If so, this incident sug-
gested that [ had not yet reached the status of an insider. Later, as [ was invited
to weekly sports activities, I had reached a new type of insiderness. In the
practice literature, such inclusion in informal social groups is sometimes
viewed as social acceptance of the researcher’s positionality as an insider.”"
However, in my case, I did not feel like an insider because I remained a
non-Indian national with minimal chances of gaining access to direct obser-
vations inside New Delhi’s ministries.”> While I had been inside the repre-
sentation office at the India Pavilion at COP27, and inside the Indian Embassy
in Stockholm, I never felt like an Indian professional, although I considered
myself an India expert. Therefore, the term perceived positionality has
stronger analytical value in my study than the idea of becoming an insider.
As a white male European working in a postcolonial space, I had to be
constantly aware of the colonial past. It is noteworthy that I was once told
how, for Europeans, the “colonial hangover” can make discussions with Indi-
ans difficult. A European official told me: “Maybe you as a Swede can talk to

Indians about this [technology transfer], but the colonial history constitutes an

251

Nair (2021, 1320) illustrates this type of insiderness, describing how he played basketball
with respondents.

252 To the author’s knowledge, only Deep K. Datta-Ray has been granted access to be embedded
in the Indian Ministry of External Affairs upon personal approval by the former PM Manmohan
Singh, see Deep K. Datta-Ray, 2015. The Making of Indian Diplomacy: A Critique of Eurocen-
trism, Hurst Publishers: London, 3-5.
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obstacle for our relationships with India.”*** Foreign officials emphasized the
colonial legacy. A retired Indian Ambassador even told me that I could not
ignore the “white man’s burden.”*** While my positionality as a Swede cre-
ated what was perhaps a scholarly advantage, history cannot be ignored when
reflecting on my own positionality in the knowledge production process.

During fieldwork, I realized that my access strategy of getting as close as
possible had created an external positionality for me. This external position-
ality had emerged from others recognizing me as a knowledgeable person ac-
tive in the knowledge production process. This perceived positionality was
evident in different ways: MA students from various universities would ask
for an expert interview for their theses, think tanks would invite me to panels,
and media would ask for expert commentary.

The combination of my mindful positionality and the perceived positional-
ity also affected my access to interviewees and officials. During my fieldwork,
I learned that I, as a foreign PhD student, had better access to Indian officials
and elites than Indian PhD students whom I knew from academic settings. In
many people’s eyes, Stockholm University constitutes a good university, fa-
cilitating my interactions in the elite environment of New Delhi. These posi-
tionalities and factors allowed me to find officials who would speak with me.
In contrast to researchers studying European officials in Brussels, who can
regularly meet with these officials,”® I had to invest considerable time in

building rapport with Delhi-based officials.

4.2.3. Presence in Delhi: air quality, privileges, inequalities

Conducting fieldwork in a megacity like Delhi provided a lifelong memory.
Delhi is a vibrant city that is full of inequalities, but now much cleaner than
before due to the G20 summit which India hosted in early September 2023. I

could almost smell the newly painted decorations alongside the roads of Delhi,

253 Author’s interview with I#4.
254 Author’s interview with I#22.
255 See e.g., Adler-Nissen 2014; Bremberg et al 2022.
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part of the preparations for this summit. This reminded me of my trip to Sharm
el-Sheikh, Egypt, where I had witnessed workers painting the streets ahead of
the arrival of political leaders for COP27 a year earlier. Moreover, in Delhi
my white, male privilege was evident in the fact that I did not fear sexual
harassment when traveling between meetings and social settings. While I al-
ways felt secure, female friends and contacts expressed hesitation about activ-
ities such as traveling alone in a cab in the evening.

Throughout the months in Delhi, I adapted my behavior in light of the cul-
tural differences between the Indian capital and Stockholm. I navigated Delhi
traffic daily and cherished rainfalls since they brought blue skies and hours of
fresh air. One day at the CEEW office, my colleagues and I witnessed swing-
ing lamps due to an earthquake originating in Nepal. Gradually, however, [
developed mixed feelings about spending time in Delhi in the fall due to the
extensive air pollution. As a researcher interested in international climate pol-
itics, I had wanted to experience the hazardous air that covers Delhi annually
in November. This decision resulted in an unusually high consumption of
painkillers. On a day when AQI levels ranged between 285 and 472, a col-
league told me: “We have to live with headaches and take paracetamol.”**
Air quality became a topic that people asked me about during lunch and dinner
and that I continuously reflected on in my travel diary. Like local friends and
colleagues, I also became ill for several days due to the air pollution. Besides
headaches, I suffered from severe vomiting and was highly dependent on my
kind roommate for several days. After this experience, people told me that I
understood what life was like in Delhi, almost as if I had gained respect
through my decision to stay in India during these months. After the five
months I spent in Delhi, I developed more sympathy for Indians demanding

their right to clean air.

256 Author’s field diary, 23 November 2023.
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Being a foreigner, affiliated with a well-known research institute, enabled
meetings. However, I continuously had to navigate different dilemmas per-
taining to inequalities. In Delhi traffic, I saw the gap between those children
living on the streets and myself sitting behind a locked car door. After some
months, local friends informed me that organized criminal groups sometimes
exercise control over these begging children. A similar structural inequality
struck me as I met university students and young professionals interested in
the world but with limited travel experience abroad. In these instances, I often
encouraged people to come to Europe for exchange studies or to apply for MA
scholarships in Europe. At the same time, I reflected on my privilege of having
been able to experience professional mobility and tourism in multiple coun-
tries. I also had to navigate dilemmas of inequality outside office spaces. At
dinners and lunch meetings, many Indian friends and colleagues offered to
pay as a kind gesture. As I wanted to convey my gratitude while showing re-
spect, I politely thanked my hosts the first time we met and insisted on paying
the second time.

Although some people encouraged me to wear traditional Indian clothing
at public events or receptions, I refrained from following this advice for fear
of cultural appropriation. A CEEW Diwali party and a goodbye party for my
local friends marked exceptions when I wore a traditional sleeveless jacket,

once called a Nehru jacket and nowadays renamed a Modi jacket.
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4.2.4. In situ and virtual participant observations

Unlike Neumann or Lequesne,®’ I am not an established scholar with net-
works that enable direct observations inside Indian ministries. Nonetheless, 1
drafted a request to the Indian Foreign Minister regarding direct observa-
tions.”>® After all, such requests have been approved by other countries, and
former Prime Minister (PM) Manmohan Singh personally endorsed PhD stu-
dent Datta-Ray’s access to direct observations. Upon advice from scholars,
however, I decided not to submit the request, fearing that a probable rejection
would harm my plan of interviewing Indian officials. Had I had Indian citi-
zenship, I might have been able to work in the Ministry of External Affairs
(G20 Secretariat as a consultant and thereby learn about daily activities through
direct observation and actual work. Instead of an extensive stay inside one of
the Indian ministries, I conducted participant observations at two major con-
ferences: the 9™ Raisina Dialogue and the 23" World Sustainable Develop-
ment Summit. For the analysis, | triangulated these observations with inter-
views, news items, and official documents.

Like many participants, I arrived by car. Unlike most participants at
Raisina, my driver was an Uber driver rather than a member of an embassy
staff. During WSDS, I sat close to the stage on the right side, so I could ob-
serve the diplomats seated in the front row and occasionally gain visibility
through the conference cameraman’s attention to my presence. Instead of sit-
ting in the back row as some people do, I preferred to be seen and be closer to
the actual interactions happening before me. The Raisina conference had a
longer participant list than WSDS, with more foreign ministers and delega-

tions.

257 Neumann 2012; Lequesne, C. 2019. Studying Diplomatic Practices Through The Lens Of
Direct Observation. [Research Report] SAGE Publications.

258 In India, the Foreign Minister’s formal title is External Affairs Minister (EAM). In this the-
sis, I use Foreign Minister in place of EAM to make the text more accessible to international
readers.
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While WSDS was held in the India Habitat Centre, the Raisina Dialogue
was held at the lavish five-star Taj Palace Hotel with a conference venue be-
low the ground floor, accessible through elevators from the lobby or through
the back entrance. During Raisina, most sessions are recorded and available
on YouTube afterward, so I decided to spend as much time on my feet as
possible. Moving around the elevators, I shook hands and chatted with other
participants outside the main conference hall. Periodically, I would sit down
and write some notes for myself, sometimes while sitting in the main confer-
ence hall. After a couple of hours at Raisina, I noticed a standing group of
people in the back of the conference venue. Instead of sitting down next to
someone, with a limited view, I decided to spend the next day standing at the
back of the venue, next to the doors, with a view of the 1,000 chairs. Standing
at the back provided a different overview of the conference participants and
enabled me to connect with people who could help me with my research.
While standing there, I primarily took notes on my phone since it felt less
awkward than using a manual notebook.

The notes I took during these conferences do not qualify as structured eth-
nographic field notes, according to Pachirat, who advises researchers to sepa-
rate descriptions, reflexivity, and analysis.**’ Instead, the messy handwritten
notes in my notebook and on my phone constituted the first step of my note-
taking exercise. Despite the long conference days, which often lasted between
10 and 14 hours, each evening I would quickly write a diary note about my
impressions from the conference before falling asleep. After each conference,
I wrote a memory note to myself about my impressions and saved business
cards. These documents were each 4-5 pages long, not more extensive due to
time constraints imposed by upcoming interviews and meetings in Delhi. In
addition, I sometimes sketched the conference settings with my pen and took

photos.

259 Pachirat, Timothy, 2018. Among Wolves: Ethnography and the Immersive Study of Power.

New York: Routledge, 124.

87



Furthermore, 1 conducted virtual participant observations by spending
hours on YouTube watching recordings of Indian officials speaking at differ-
ent events.”®® Through the data collection method of conference-watching on
YouTube, I could observe practices regarding India’s green ambitions in di-

plomacy even while physically far away from the conference venue.

4.2.5. Interviewing in Delhi

After a summer school on interview techniques, arranged by the European
Consortium for Political Research (ECPR), I drafted an interview protocol for
semi-structured interviews (see Appendix). The interview protocol included a
warm-up question, questions about concrete cases, questions about the inter-
viewee’s everyday activities, and some prompts. In designing this interview
protocol, I drew on Pouliot’s advice about how to carry out practice-tracing
interviews. He suggests that the questions should focus on concrete cases, ask-
ing the respondents to elaborate on these, rather than being open, free-flowing
questions. The interview protocol was designed to conduct semi-structured
interviews about three concrete cases.”®' Drawing on Leech’s advice about
how to make respondents feel at ease, when carrying out research I would
generally ask for a chat for my PhD research rather than an interview.?** The
interview protocol and data management plan were included in my application
to the national Swedish ethics review board, which approved my application
without any comments. As a sampling technique, I used snowball sampling to
find people who matched predefined sampling criteria: the person should have

insight into the actions the Indian administration has taken in any of my three

260 On virtual fieldwork, see e.g., Eggeling, K.A., 2023. Embracing the ‘inverted commas’, or
How COVID-19 can show us new directions for ethnographic ‘fieldwork’. Qualitative Re-
search, 23(5), 1342-1358; Saxena, C., 2023. Letting failure be: COVID-19, PhD fieldwork and
to not (want to) learn from failures. Singapore Journal of Tropical Geography, 44(2), 322-338.
261 Pouliot, Vincent, 2015. “Chapter 9: Practice tracing” in Process Tracing: From Metaphor
to Analytic Tool edited by Andrew Bennett and Jeffrey T. Checkel. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 237-259.

262 Leech, B., L, 2002. Asking Questions: Techniques for Semi structured Interviews. PS: Po-
litical Science and Politics, Dec 2002, 35 (4), 665-668.
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cases (as a civil servant, expert, advisor, or retired official with networks);
they should be an adult; and they should be willing to participate in my
study.?®® This meant that I did not interview any ordinary people on the streets
of Delhi about my cases. Since the people I interviewed could be considered
elites working in the capital, I skipped hiring a translator and did not see any
need to conduct quality controls of the transcripts through translation.*** The
sampling technique involved meeting with people at conferences or for lunch,
so that they could introduce me to relevant Indian and foreign officials.

Instead of the extended field visit I carried out, I could possibly have made
shorter research trips during and after India’s G20 Presidency. This would
have enabled me to follow Indian civil servants in real time. However, funding
several flights between Stockholm and India is not a minor endeavor and also
comes with additional environmental impacts. Instead, my main data collec-
tion took place between January and March 2024. In total, I conducted 36
semi-structured interviews (see Appendix), including pilot interviews.

It was rare for Indian officials to agree to meet me based on a single email.
In most cases, there was an intermediary who put me in touch with someone
who was comfortable speaking to a foreigner. Despite their hectic schedules,
Indian officials made time for conversations, with mid-level and high-level
officials speaking more freely than low-level officials. On rare occasions, |
took meetings with gatekeepers off-the-record to find interviewees who could
speak on-the-record, but I tried to minimize conversations which I was not

allowed to use in my research.”®® Indian experts and advisors replied quickly,

263 On snowballing as sampling technique, see e.g., Noy, C. 2008. Sampling knowledge: The
hermeneutics of snowball sampling in qualitative research. International Journal of social re-
search methodology, 11(4), 327-344. See also: Irgil, E., Kreft, A. K., Lee, M., Willis, C. N,
and Zvobgo, K. 2021. Field Research: A Graduate Student's Guide. International Studies Re-
view, 23(4), 1495-1517.

264 Filep, B. 2009. Interview and translation strategies: coping with multilingual settings and
data. Social Geography, 4 (1), 59-70.

265 Marland, Alex and Anna Lennox Esselment, 2019. Negotiating with gatekeepers to get in-
terviews with politicians: qualitative research recruitment in a digital media environment, Qual-
itative Research, Vol. 19 (6), 685-702. Sindre, Gyde M. 2021. “Chapter 19: Gatekeepers” in
The Companion to Peace and Conflict Fieldwork edited by R. Mac Ginty et al. (eds.), 237-248
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as did some members of the diplomatic community. Members of the diplo-
matic community were available for chats and to give me suggestions about
public information, but barely any of them wanted me to mention their name
or country. This was likely caution ahead of the national elections that took
place soon after I left India.

I met interviewees in different spaces across Delhi. Although I preferred to
meet people in neutral spaces, such as cafes or restaurants, I always asked
where the interviewee would like to meet. This flexibility took me to offices
inside the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA), including the classic MEA
premises at South Block next to the Prime Minister’s Office. I also saw the
interiors of the Ministry of Environment®®®, the Ministry of New and Renew-
able Energy, and the in-house think tank NITI Aayog. Some people preferred
to meet me outside their offices, which took me to hotel lobbies, residences,
shopping malls, and cafes across the city.

After the interviews, I wrote verbatim transcripts of the conversations
within a couple of hours or in the morning afterward. During the interviews, I
took notes by hand. On several occasions, I wrote memory notes from dinner
conversations until past midnight. In addition to what people said, I wrote
about my own impressions of the interview and non-verbal communication
during the interview, including facial expressions, and observations of the in-
terview milieu. This way, I attempted to gain insights from sitting in waiting
rooms, and from walking across the ministry corridors, things that I did every
time I met someone inside their offices. All interviewees gave their consent
which I documented when allowed to recording them, or otherwise by noting
this. Since most people preferred to speak to me without an active recording

device, I asked for consent to write down the conversation. Sixteen people

266 For readability, this study uses “Ministry of Environment™ in the manuscript. The full title
of the ministry during the Modi era is the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change
(MOEFCC).
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agreed to provide their verbal consent in a recorded file on my iPhone. How-
ever, some of the interviewees preferred not to have their voices recorded
while still providing verbal consent. In these instances, I noted their verbal
consent in my notebook with a pen. I informed every respondent about my
research interest, explaining to them that I was studying foreign policy ten-
sions and their expression in everyday activities. Every respondent agreed that
I could use their answers in my research.

Throughout the interview period, I adapted to local communication styles.
Emails became WhatsApp messages; “Dear [name]” became “Dear
Sir/Madam/Ms.” Messages on WhatsApp or personal encounters at public
events were game changers since officials often admitted that they had not
seen my email(s) to their official email addresses. In mid-February 2024, |
began adapting my language about Indian officials to use the words they use
to describe themselves as members of different services. Officials never de-
scribed themselves as bureaucrats, in contrast to experts describing officials
as bureaucrats in conversations with me. The officials are members of differ-
ent services.

Regardless of the service, low-level officials often insisted I should talk to
their bosses instead of them. Occasionally, younger low-level officials told me
that they had to ask their boss if they could talk to me, even though I had
initiated contact in Delhi. Just as members of the diplomatic community were
careful with attribution, Indian officials preferred to stay unnamed. Both for-
eign officials and domestic officials made statements which suggested that
there are limitations to what they can tell researchers. For instance, one person
remarked, “I won’t say anything critical,” while someone else told me
straightforwardly: “There is protocol.”*%’

To what extent did I tap into a culture of silence? Rather than a culture of

silence, their attitudes reflect the intrinsic limitations on their freedom of

267 Author’s interview with I#6, 1#26.
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speech as part of their profession. In fact, it would be strange if there were no
protocol because these officials, who represent the state, might have access to
confidential, non-public information. However, the conduct of diplomacy in
contemporary India might be considered a particularly demanding thing to
study. This is because, as one person said to me, Indians are “happy to talk
about [so-called flaws] in private but very sensitive to discussing our own
flaws in public. We are extraordinarily sensitive to it.””**® Limitations on the
ability of officials to speak freely can therefore be expected in diplomatic stud-
ies and in the study of Indian diplomacy.

As I entered ministries for meetings, I often registered at the reception to
receive a blue paper slip specifying my name, nationality, and the host, and
usually also bearing a photo of myself. Occasionally, the host listed on the
paper was not the same person who had agreed to meet me. I never asked the
people who met me about these slips since I feared that would cause them
unease. However, I believe that people might put another person’s name — or
their boss’s name — on the paper as an act of protection for themselves. Ac-
cording to the ink on these paper slips, registered guests were supposed to
return them after the meetings. Yet, when I tried to return the slips, the en-
trance personnel sometimes said that I could keep them. There were also in-
stances when I entered ministries for rearranged meetings without receiving a
paper slip at the entrance. There seems to be a degree of flexibility in this
administrative practice.

Walking through the ministry corridors, I often saw the Indian flag hanging
on walls, banners from India’s G20 presidency, and the Mission LiFE logo.
Surprisingly, I also saw an anti-corruption poster on the wall in the reception
area of the Ministry of Environment. These signs and visual artifacts on the
walls of the ministries provided me with additional insights into the tensions

shaping, and shaped by, India’s green ambitions at the administrative level.

268 Author’s interview with [#22.
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4.3. Abductive analysis of practice

The analysis stage of this study constituted a combination of inductive and
deductive analysis. Such a combination is common among scholars and in-
creasingly popular among social scientists, who seek new answers to social
phenomena through what is labelled as abductive analysis.**® Abductive anal-
ysis embraces the iterative process between empirics and theory. It puts the
researcher into a constant seek-and-find mode in the analysis because there is
constantly another round of interpretation. In a review article, van Hulst and
Visser suggest four principles for abductive analysis. These principles are col-
lected from fifteen years where this mode of analysis has seen increasing pop-
ularity in public administration scholarship. Van Hulst and Visser stress that
abductive scholarship tends to “(i) embrace surprises, tensions, and doubts;
(i1) use knowledge creatively to theorize; (iii) craft through methodological
bricolage; and (iv) iterate through the research process.””’® Although they
based these principles on abductive analysis in the discipline of public admin-
istration, their principles resonate with practice-oriented research about the
social life of diplomacy. We can build on their principles in the study of ten-
sions underpinning status dilemma dynamics.

When gathering empirical data in each case study, I therefore maintained
an inductive openness to different materials related to practitioners’ actions.
In carrying out analysis, I switched into a more deductive mode. I returned to
my analytical framework, whose categorization of tensions allows me to re-
veal status dilemmas in the empirical material. Instead of letting the empirics
speak to me entirely freely, I applied my analytical categories in a deductive
form of analysis. I then collected more empirical data based on initial findings.

This abductive analysis of practice enabled me to generalize insights about

269 Tavory, 1., and Timmermans, S. 2014. Abductive analysis: Theorizing qualitative research.
University of Chicago Press.

270 Van Hulst, M. and E. Lianne Visser, 2024. Abductive analysis in qualitative research. Public
Administrative Review, Vol.85, Issue 2, 568.
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Indian climate foreign policy into a case about the difficulties that green am-
bitions bring to bureaucracies.

To systematically examine the practices performed by officials in their nav-
igation of different tensions, I compiled a chronological timeline with my ob-
servations. This chronology improved my understanding of the process by
which officials navigate different forms of tensions. Over time, patterns
started to emerge in the chronology regarding how Indian officials dealt with
tensions in their climate foreign policy. To ensure that I collected a similar
amount of data for each case, I constructed a data collection grid. This data
collection grid helped me in the analysis stage because it gave me an overview
of the relevant data for each case. My data included numerous observations
about officials’ involvement in India’s climate foreign policy. Knowing that
officials often interact with the outside world while their ministers appear in
public, I kept a particular focus on the Foreign Minister and Climate Minis-
ter’s social media accounts, where I would learn about their public speaking
engagements and interactions with stakeholders. I collected press releases,
news items, photos, participant lists, tweets, newsletters, think tank reports,
and interviewed individuals.

The verbatim interview transcripts were analyzed several months after they
were produced. In this way, I created a distance from the interview moment
and ensured that my case studies were not skewed by a single interview. |
bought a license for the software MAXQDA, using this for coding the tran-
scripts, identifying tensions in the interview transcripts, and speeding up the
analysis. In coding the transcripts, I kept on asking questions about the mate-
rial.””! To ensure that the analysis in the three case studies was conducted in a
similar way, I used the same coding approach for all transcripts.

The next step of the analysis involved multiple months of writing, editing,

and rewriting. Through writing many drafts, I integrated the writing process

271 See Table 2 in this thesis, chapter 3.
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into the abductive analysis of practice. In each empirical case study, I searched
for sub-sections in the material and in the timeline. This form of analysis was
informed by the “within-case analysis” tradition, which is compatible with
abductive analysis. By pinpointing different forms of tensions in the analysis,
the larger picture slowly emerged. Through the rewriting of the sections and
chapters, the analysis revealed multiple tensions. In this writing stage, I con-
stantly asked myself: What does this tension reveal? What does this way of
navigating different forms of tensions tell us about Indian officials’ diplomatic
conduct?

To embrace surprises in line with abductive analysis,”’* I also paid attention
to respondents’ recommendations and advice to me. This meant noting when
they said things such as: “Axel, you must understand that...” or “Axel, you
should read...” By listening carefully to these responses, I gained further in-
sight into their navigation of tensions. For instance, one official recommended
that I study how climate has been handled in previous G20 presidencies. This
implied that the official could read a file on previous experiences when navi-
gating tensions.’”> Another official stressed that I should search for the term
“equity” in the New Delhi G20 declaration, suggesting that the term was de-
liberately toned down by the involved officials.”’* Yet another official recom-
mended that I read the N.K. Singh and Larry Summers report about SDGs and
climate, saying that “it resonated with our thinking.”?”” Drawing too many
insights from this kind of advice might risk reproducing reality as respondents
want to portray it, something which happens frequently when researchers rely
on elite interviews.?’® However, listening carefully to this kind of advice could
also provide deeper insights into officials’ understanding of the social life of

diplomacy.

272 Van Hulst, M. and E. Lianne Visser 2024.

273 Author’s interview with I#13.

274 Author’s interview with [#27.

275 Author’s interview with I#33.

276 Berry, J. M., 2002. Validity and Reliability Issues in Elite Interviewing. PS: Political Sci-
ence & Politics, 35 (4), 679-682.
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4.4. Ethical considerations

Research ethics in their different forms must be taken seriously. This study
was informed by numerous ethical considerations, agreeing with Fujii’s argu-
ment that political research must deal with procedural ethics and ethics in
practice. Procedural ethics involves a researcher’s checklist and formal appli-
cation to an ethics board. In Sweden (at the time of writing), the ethics board
is a national agency instead of a university-wide body reviewing ethics appli-
cations. In my case, the application entailed summaries of the research design,
a short research plan, a draft interview protocol, a procedure for getting con-
sent, a procedure for approaching respondents, and descriptions of data man-
agement. Filling out this kind of form may be considered sufficient for reach-
ing a certain standard of procedural ethics. However, the practical side of eth-
ics involves several dilemmas which can emerge throughout the research pro-
cess. Fujii describes how, during the research process and as they think about
their responsibilities as holders of information, researchers must deal with “di-
lemmas of power,” “dilemmas of proximity,” and “dilemmas of publica-
tion.”?’”” These dilemmas relate to the researchers’ positionality, treatment of
data collection, and information management. As such, the practical side of
research ethics requires the researcher to be mindful from the beginning of the
research phase until after it is concluded.

While carrying out this study, I thought about ethical considerations in their
procedural and practical forms. I continued to do so even after the approval of
the formal ethical review application. In addition to the practical aspects of
ethical research that I presented earlier in this chapter, Fujii’s reflections about
the dilemmas of proximity and power resonated with my approach to inter-

views. Instead of aiming for a high number of interviews, I invested ample

277 Fujii, L.A., 2012. Research Ethics 101: Dilemmas and Responsibilities. PS: Political Sci-
ence & Politics, 45 (4), 717-723.
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time in ensuring that I had a clear interview protocol and research design be-
fore conducting my main data collection. Through such a cautious approach
to the actual interviews, I navigated the dilemma of proximity while continu-
ing my efforts to get access to informed respondents. In the writing stage of
the analysis, I decreased my contact with interlocutors and people who could
open doors to the powerful officials for me. Through this intentional distance
from officials, I tried to ensure that I would not self-censor any analytical in-
sights.

An aspect that relates to procedural ethics is the researcher’s attitude to-
ward producing knowledge. The idea of ethnographic sensitivities overlaps
well with the self-reflexivity and awareness of existing power dynamics in the
research phase that qualitative research increasingly requires. The unspoken
principles of ethnographic research — that this should encompass no harm, and
should show respect, and awareness to historical events — bring added value
to qualitative research projects. Embracing ethnographic sensitivities is im-
portant for any practice scholar, despite the fact that practice scholarship dif-
fers from ethnography. Indeed, ethnographic sensitivities are relevant in stud-
ies of Indian diplomacy and bureaucracy since India remains a postcolonial
space marked by societal hierarchies.”’® European scholars should be aware of
India’s hierarchical societal structure where networks originating from pro-
fessional and family connections may have a different significance from that
which they have in European countries. European scholars can benefit from
learning the history of the postcolonial space, allowing them to show respect
towards indigenous knowledge and the human beings with whom they interact
during the research process. European scholars must also be aware of domes-
tic and foreign actors’ interests in understanding power structures, because
these may put the researcher in certain situations. European scholars may also

want to be aware of research visa regulations discouraging studies depicted as

278 See e.g., Huju, K., 2023. Cosmopolitan elites: Indian diplomats and the social hierarchies
of global order. Oxford University Press.
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ethnography. Scholars may benefit from treating India seriously. By stating
the need to take India seriously, I mean that researchers should cultivate a
recurring and long-term investment in understanding the country, instead of
doing a one-month research stay and then continuing research about another
country. With a long-term investment comes the opportunity to practice a
mindful attitude and gradually become a native in someone else’s eyes. Adopt-
ing the research attitude of taking India seriously may be a significant ethno-
graphic sensitivity in Indian foreign policy analysis.

Pursuing doctoral studies amid lengthy collegial discussions about using
and misusing Artificial Intelligence (Al) also made me curious about research
software alternatives. Although software promises to save precious time, it
must be approached with different forms of ethical considerations in mind. To
transcribe public panel discussions and video interviews accessed online, |
used the Al-powered tool Otter.ai for a fee. To improve my writing, [ pur-
chased a subscription to Grammarly. While considering the option of Lan-
guage Tool instead of Grammarly, I opted for Grammarly since its Al had a
better reputation. Although Grammarly is an American company, it has
adapted to European data privacy regulations in the form of GDPR, which
made me stick with Grammarly. Mindful of personal data, I avoided using Al
when producing interview transcripts or memory notes from informal conver-

sations.
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5. Background: India’s green ambitions

5.1. Introduction

The national elections in 2024 saw Modi once again elected as Indian Prime
Minister. The cabinet he led included a minister who was responsible for in-
tegrating the Ministry of External Affairs with the Ministry of Environment.
The appointment reflected the aspiration of Modi, and the Foreign Minister
Jaishankar, to turn India into a leading green power that shapes global climate
politics. Earlier, Modi had told civil servants “To think and plan long term for
the next 25 years and play a vital role for the growth of the country.”*”® He
had told them to “focus on trade and commerce, technology, innovation, en-
vironmental issues, cultural diplomacy.” In October 2023, the Indian govern-
ment had even decided to hire 200 additional diplomats until 2028.%*" In light
of these decisions, the bureaucracy in New Delhi faced a dilemma in its efforts
to shape global climate politics. Should India avoid changes and stick to its
current institutional approach to climate diplomacy? Or should the Indian For-
eign Ministry revise its management of climate diplomacy considering the
new decision and the political leadership’s wish to shape global climate poli-
tics? Which strategies should these new officials employ to gain a higher sta-

tus for India in global status competition?

279 DD India, 2023. “Indian Diplomacy: A Career in the Foreign Service,” YouTube, 23:43.
280 BT Online, 2023. “India approves major foreign service restructuring after 19 years, to add
200+ IFS officers,” Economic Times.
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This background chapter describes how there has been a gradual integration
of green ambitions into India’s climate foreign policy. The first part of the
chapter provides a brief history of India’s climate diplomacy. The second part
then discusses contemporary reactions to India’s green ambitions. The chapter
reveals different attitudes that have been shown in practice when individuals
are responding to the new green ambitions. It provides a backdrop to the case
studies about status dilemma dynamics dealt with by Indian officials which

are presented in the subsequent chapters.

5.2. A brief history

This part of the chapter describes historical moments when Indian diplomacy
has interacted with foreign counterparts. We can begin with traditional climate
diplomacy inside the UN. One of the first events here was the speech at the
UN Environment conference in Stockholm 1972 by India’s first female PM
Indira Gandhi. Following this, climate change gained global attention and in
1992 the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was in-
troduced with India’s participation. Under this convention, states agreed to
hold annual Conference of the Parties (COP) meetings.

Since the first annual COP in 1995, India has always been represented in
the negotiations. Instead of a constant delegation size, New Delhi has adjusted
the number of officials it sends to the meetings throughout the years. The size
of the Indian delegation to the annual COP conferences remained below 20
until 2002, when India hosted COP8 in New Delhi. At this meeting, the then
Indian Prime Minister Vajpayee welcomed delegates to a “land of rich cultural
and natural heritage.””' He asserted that “India is deeply committed to the

goals of sustainable development” and added that “we have one of the most

281 Ministry of External Affairs, 2002. “Speech of Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee at the
High-Level Segment of the Eighth Session of the Conference of the Parties to the UN Frame-
work Convention on Climate Change,” 30 October 2002.
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active renewable energy programs in the world.” However, the conference to
a large extent dealt with the global divide around the Kyoto Protocol, which
had been adopted in 1997 but which was never ratified by the US. This meant
that Vajpayee’s stance on taking responsibility positioned India in the negoti-
ations, rather than positioning India as an upcoming renewable energy player.
The Indian leader stressed that the emissions per capita of developing coun-
tries represented “a small fraction of those in industrialized countries.” He
therefore highlighted the differences between Global North and Global South
in a manner similar to that in Indira Gandhi’s 1972 speech. So, when India
hosted the COP it largely continued to adopt the same position it had in pre-
vious meetings.

The pro-market liberalization politician Manmohan Singh came into power
in 2004. He introduced India’s National Environment Policy in 2006. This
included the “prioritization of the right to development.”?$? After two years,
Prime Minister Singh moved his environment minister, Raja, to the Ministry
of Communication and Technology and took charge of the environment port-
folio himself. In charge of the Ministry of Environment, the Prime Minister
had the institutional control needed to launch India’s first climate strategy.
Singh produced the 2008 National Action Plan on Climate Change (NAPCC)
which listed eight national missions for India. This put climate change high
on the political agenda.

After being reelected in May 2009, Singh asked Jairam Ramesh to serve as
his Environment Minister and appointed a Special Envoy on Climate Change.
Instead of appointing an environment expert or an official from the Ministry
of Environment, Singh’s Special Envoy on Climate Change was Shyam Saran.
Saran was a retired career diplomat who had served as Foreign Secretary

(highest ranked diplomat in the foreign service) in the first Singh administra-

282 Rajamani, Lavanya, 2009. India and climate change: what India wants, needs, and needs to
do. India Review, 8(3), 342.
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tion. Although the Office of the Special Envoy was understaffed and the man-
date vague,?®® this appointment meant that a career diplomat was to actively
engage in international climate diplomacy.

Ahead of COP15 which would be held in Copenhagen in 2009, Saran trav-
eled to Washington D.C. for meetings. He gave a speech titled India’s Climate
Change Initiatives: Strategies for a Greener Future in front of American of-
ficials and experts. This speech described India’s new NAPCC as “India’s
strategy for ecologically sustainable development.” Saran concluded that a
“key element of this strategy is to bring about a strategic shift in the country’s
production and consumption processes currently based on fossil fuels, to re-
newable sources of energy.”?** While the diplomatic institutional capacity In-
dia devoted to international climate politics remained low, elements of India’s
green foreign policy ambitions were starting to unfold.

Consequently, the increasingly active Indian government opted to send
more people to climate negotiations. As Figure 2 shows, COP15 in 2009 was
a peak in terms of India’s delegation size. Despite its previous protracted op-
position in climate negotiations to voluntary commitments, at COP15 in Co-
penhagen the Indian government accepted these for the first time. It commit-
ted to curbing its per capita emissions to the average level of industrialized
countries. The former Environment Minister Ramesh even warned Prime
Minister Singh that India’s traditional power-seeking approach in climate ne-
gotiations “takes away from India’s aspirations for permanent membership of
the Security Council.”?® India’s diplomatic approach to climate change un-

derwent a moment of change. But it was a short-lived moment, since the career

283 Dubash, Navroz K., and Neha B. Joseph, 2016. Evolution of institutions for climate policy
in India. Economic and Political Weekly, 51.3, 47.

284 Embassy of India, USA, 2009. “Address by Mr. Shyam Saran Special Envoy of the Prime
Minister for Climate Change at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Washington
DC on India’s Climate Change Initiatives: Strategies for a Greener Future,” 24 March 2009.
Carnegie.
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102



diplomat Saran resigned as Special Envoy after only a year of operation in that

capacity.

Figure 2. India's delegation size in climate negotiations, 1991-2023.
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Two years later, at COP17 in Durban, Indian officials were unsuccessful ad-
vocates of the equity principle that India had cherished throughout the dec-
ades. To the Indian Environment Minister Jayanthi’s dismay, the final docu-
ment from COP17 excluded equity as a principle.?®® A person in New Delhi
recalled India’s unsuccessful climate diplomacy on equity in Durban, saying
this marked “the death of equity or maybe I should not say death but the

pause.””?%7

286 Hurrell and Sengupta 2012, 472.
287 Author’s interview with I#27.
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Besides the delegations to climate negotiations, India has entered into many
climate-related Memoranda of Understanding (MoUs) with international part-
ners throughout the years. MoUs can imply the first step towards a more ex-
tensive partnership, the intention to collaborate on a more concrete project, or
an attempt at diplomatic expectation management.?*® However, scholarship on
Indian climate diplomacy has paid minimal attention to MoUs thus far. Strik-
ingly, India entered into such MoUs both during Prime Minister Singh’s first
and second administrations, as well as during Prime Minister Modi’s first and
second administrations (see Figure 3 below).

According to a database on ‘environment and resources’ administrated by
the Ministry of External Affairs, several different ministries have entered into
climate-related MoUs and agreements in the past two decades. Strikingly, the
Ministry of New and Renewable Energy (MNRE) has signed the highest num-
ber of MoUs and agreements. Thus, while Sengupta notes the increasing en-
gagement by the MNRE in climate negotiations,?® the dataset suggests that
the ministry has agreed to engage partners beyond traditional multilateral dip-

lomatic negotiations (see Table 4 below).

288 Nordenstam, Axel. 2023. “India-EU Climate Relations: Mapping Diplomatic Engagement”
in Tracks to Transition: India’s Global Climate Strategy, edited by Constantino Xavier and
Karthik Nachiappan. Center for Social and Economic Progress, 79.

289 Sengupta, Sandeep, 2020, “Deciphering India’s Foreign Policy on Climate Change: Role of
Interests, Institutions, and Ideas” in India Rising: A Multilayered Analysis of Ideas, Interests,
and Institutions edited by Johannes Plagemann, Sandra Destradi, and Amrita Narlikar. Oxford
University Press, 184.
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Figure 3. Treaties and agreements on environment, signed by India
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Table 4. Mapping of climate-related MoUs by India’s Ministries

Ministry Number of MoUs/Agreements
Ministry of New and Renewable Energy 35
Department of Atomic Energy 29
Ministry of Environment 15
Ministry of External Affairs 7
Ministry of Power 7
Ministry of Petroleum and Natural Gas 5
Ministry of Jal Shakti 3
Indian Space Research Organization 3
Ministry of Agriculture 2
Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs 2
Atomic Energy Regulatory Board 2
Ministry of Earth Sciences 2
Ministry of Environmental Conservation 2
Ministry of Urban Development 2
Ministry of Water Resources 2
Department of Science and Technology 1
Ministry of Shipping 1
Ministry of Mines 1
Niti Aayog 1
Planning Commission 1

Source: India’s Ministry of External Affairs, Indian Treaties Database. 2005-2023.
Environment and Resources. Accessed 22 January 2024
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5.3. Internal reactions to India’s green ambitions

With the historical background in mind, it is time to discuss the different re-
actions Indian officials have had to the country’s green ambitions. This section
is based on elite interviews with Indian elites in New Delhi, providing a unique
insight into how civil servants deal with the uncertainty inherent in India’s

green ambitions.

5.3.1. A political vision, not a bureaucracy vision (yet)

Modi has a political vision that India should become a leading power which
provides solutions to global problems. But such a vision has not yet gained
broad acceptance in New Delhi. Skeptical reactions and views of India’s green
ambitions were visible in candid moments during my fieldwork. Many people
were surprised when I mentioned my research interest. Besides these initial
reactions, a more complicated story emerged during longer conversations. Re-
gardless of whether they were working at the Foreign Ministry or at other
ministries, many Indian officials maintained that India has green ambitions.
They presented a different answer from the skeptical reactions I had experi-
enced in candid moments. A few, still, were hesitant about India’s ability to
implement these green ambitions, whilst carefully avoiding comments that
could be interpreted as too critical.>*

For example, an official dealing with India’s power sector admitted that
India may have green ambitions but was “realistic about our energy security
needs.” Interestingly, they provided a European example to support this en-
ergy security angle:

We want a diversified energy mix and not [to] experience what Ger-
many had to do with its gas dependency on Russia. The German ex-
ample is a telling case of what happens if one energy source dominates

the energy mix.>!

290 Author’s interview with I#5, 1#20, 1#26.
291 Author’s interview with [#34.
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The domestic angle to India’s green ambitions was striking. Everyone I talked
to thought about where India is today and shared thoughts about India’s future
when it has grown even further. As a senior official put it: “We must be a
leader in this area since if we have no ambitions, we will not grow as we want.
[The] PM is very clear about India’s green ambitions.””? He added: “We feel
like we have, can do, and want to do a different path to development. We will
be the first country in history to grow during times of decarbonization.” Sim-
ilarly, many Indian officials contended that green growth is indeed possible
and that a climate friendly path towards becoming a leading power in the
world is possible.?”® As a civil servant put it:
India’s GDP growth has been steady. I need clean energy to add up
the GDP in the years to come and take care of our citizens. It’s also
for global good and other developing countries. The renewable energy
plans are good for my growth.>
Although Indian officials emphasized India’s green ambitions, these ambi-
tions have not changed their conception of India’s role as a developing coun-
try. As the highest ranked civil servant in the Foreign Ministry argued, India
is “unique amongst developing countries and is placing itself on the path to
realize its ambitions to be a leader in thought and action on climate.””* At the
same time as India is attempting to be such a leader, Indian officials are seek-
ing “an equitable carbon space for all developing countries.” They want this
to continue enabling developing countries to reach their rightful development
levels, just like industrialized countries.>
While India still considers itself as a developing country, New Delhi is in-
creasingly skeptical about China’s self-proclaimed role as a developing coun-

try. One official stressed that China is “different to South Africa, India, and

292 Author’s interview with I#33.

293 Author’s interview with [#13, I#19, 1#28, 1#29, I#33.

294 Author’s interview with I#28.

295 Shringla, Harsh V., 2021. “Opinion: Moving beyond Paris, India steps up its climate ambi-
tions”, op-ed, Thomson Reuters Foundation, 21 January 2021.

2% Author’s interview with I#17.

108



other developing countries.” They found it hard to accept China’s status as a
developing country because, to them, China had reached a different level.?*’
Similarly, experts maintain that China’s financial contribution to climate ac-
tion is limited, regardless of whether you look at the money it gives through
the Belt and Road Initiative, through the green climate fund, or through the
global south climate cooperation fund.?*

Some officials provided a modest way of thinking about India’s green am-
bitions. One such official thought that India was taking “our own path” and
argued that it is “doing a lot” with its national action plan, state action plan,
climate mainstreaming, and renewable energy increasing in its energy mix.>”
Yet, in between the lines, this official hoped that there would be more inter-
national support for India as it takes its own path. As they said:

Some have thoughts about what other countries can do, but we cannot
do it. India has a huge population and huge size; we’re a large emitter
in total but with a low-level per capita emission. We will still need
energy, and our GDP growth will most likely bring more emissions.
Our renewable energy capacity is growing, but we need more tech-
nology and investments. We are reaching out to partners for coopera-
tive mechanisms, just like the Paris Agreement supports, and invite
investment from abroad.>*
Another argument these officials made rested on how the green ambitions
were serving the people of India. They said this was necessary since “climate
change is very real for us in India.”?*' In a meeting room in the Indian Foreign
Ministry, a senior official stressed that India’s green ambitions had a strong

domestic reasoning:
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We have ambitions for the people in India. We have one billion peo-
ple, trying to bridge the gap between the Global North and Global
South, nation-building happening as we speak, how do you give hope
to people? We need aspirations for growth, technology for the next
generation. Just look at the moon landing, we chose the dark side of
the moon, to show new aspirations.>??
Interestingly, the domestic element did not just concern wealthy people but
also workers. During fieldwork in Delhi, several people told me about the risks
of protests by coal mine workers should coal mines close overnight. In fact,
Delhi witnessed protests by local farmers in response to national policy, im-
plying that discontented workers can raise their concerns on the streets. Such
fear of protests affects India’s external relations. In conversation with an In-
dian official, I learnt that external pressure about India’s use of coal, coal mine
closures, or phase-out of coal could backfire. This is because this external
pressure can affect the attention being given to climate change in India.’?*?
Thus, there is a strong domestic element that officials consider when thinking
about India’s climate diplomacy.

On this front, one person described India’s green ambitions as a way of
building knowledge about climate action: “All countries nowadays need to
think about development with good impact on planet versus development with
bad impact on planet. It’s partly a contradiction, but not many people in India
know about climate action.””*** This suggests that India’s green ambitions are

elite-driven and have not yet reached the broader masses in India.
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5.3.2. The ambition to become a green superpower

In the American foreign policy establishment journal Foreign Affairs, Ghosh
presented India’s green transition as an attempt to become a green super-
power.>% Discussing India’s net-zero announcement, which was made during
COP26 in Glasgow, Ghosh admits that “it will be extremely difficult to meet.”
He states that “New Delhi will have to find a way to make this leap without
spewing more carbon into the atmosphere. It will, in other words, have to grow
in a manner that no major economy has before.” Interestingly, the article is
full of expressions about the tensions surrounding India’s green ambitions that
Indian officials may face in their professional habitat.

For instance, after discussing solar capacity, Ghosh admits that “India is
unlikely to match” the green industrial policies that other countries have
adopted, such as the American Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) and the Euro-
pean Union’s Fit-for-55. He states that India cannot do this because “the coun-
try simply lacks the fiscal resources of Washington and Brussels.” Instead,
according to Ghosh, India would be more prudent to “become part of a renew-
able energy manufacturing supply chain that extends from the United States
to the European Union and from Australia to Japan.” He then goes on to state
that, at the same time, India “must be careful not to fall into the trap of green
protectionism.” Here, he points to actual domestic progress in Indian states.
Ghosh concludes that, instead of entering a great conflict with other countries,
India should build partnerships with states and international companies. That
way India can “become a green power player” that “helps design the energy
security architecture that can bring power to people and guarantee a sustaina-
ble future.”

The article is fascinating for several reasons. First, it puts India’s green
transition in a contemporary international context, accepting that India has the

world’s fourth-largest economy rather than presenting it as a low-income
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economy. Second, it sheds light on how India is pursuing its green ambitions
in both domestic and international policy, with progress made in Indian states
and various international initiatives. Third, the essay skips lengthy discussions
about historical responsibilities and instead states clearly that “India desper-
ately needs more financing.”

However, very few Indian officials who took the time to meet me had read
the essay. Although people in Delhi are known to be well-read when it comes
to political discussions, an American foreign policy journal might not attract
as many readers in Delhi as in Washington. In fact, the term “green super-
power,” which is used by Ghosh in the article, did not appear to be widely
used inside the Indian government.** This perhaps made officials unsure how
to deal with my question about the feasibility of becoming a green super-

power.

5.3.3. The cautious people
In New Delhi, I asked people about India’s potential to become a green super-
power, using the same term employed by Ghosh in the article discussed above.
I received a variety of answers which expressed the tensions involved in In-
dia’s green transitions. A recurring response to my forward-looking question
was: “how do you define a green superpower?”’ Officials were well-aware that,
if total capacity of renewable energy is taken as the main marker of a green
superpower, China would qualify rather than India.**” The China factor was
also present in responses to questions about climate governance. As one per-
son remarked: “We’re a democracy and not an autocracy like China.””**®
Several people pointed to the fact that India’s rise will take time.**’ Inter-
estingly, one expert argued that India “can be ready to become a green super-

power” in 10-15 years, adding that this could happen only after “we have built
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energy security with other resources [than coal].”*'° Some argued that India
becoming a green superpower would be easier for the country’s rich than for
its poor, since there is still a disparity.*'! Similarly, one Indian diplomat ad-
mitted that the pace at which India can achieve green transition is dependent
on available technology and funding, even if India is reducing its fossil fuel
reliance.'?

Interestingly, several people voiced cautious perspectives that showed they
felt priority should be placed on India’s economy while it could also seek op-
portunities to overlap the economic and the green agenda. For an Environment
Ministry Official, the most important element for a superpower was to have a
strong economy.’'® This official cautiously argued that if the new energy sys-
tems were green and formed a low-carbon economy, India could become a
green superpower.’'* Slightly more optimistic was a retired official from the
Ministry of New and Renewable Energy, who thought that “if we can get

green hydrogen and grow our economy, then we’re on good track.”"

5.3.4. The optimists

Professionals from the Ministry of New and Renewable Energy (MNRE) of-
fered the most optimistic and positive voices. This is unsurprising since the
significance of the Ministry would increase if India became a green super-
power. After all, before Modi became Prime Minister, the Ministry used to be
called “the ministry of subsidies” among Indian civil servants.’'® As a former
highest ranked civil servant from the ministry told me, after Modi came to
power in 2014 “the MNRE received more attention from PMO [the Prime

Minister’s Office] than before and started being seen as similar to the Ministry
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of Finance!”'” Looking ahead, the person was convinced about India’s need
for energy capacity without discarding renewable energy:
The power demand will continue to increase as we grow, but our av-
erage consumption is still lower than in the US. And renewable energy
is cheaper than other energy sources. India can and could become a
green superpower!’'®
Upon my arrival at the MNRE, I noted the modern ministry building which
had an exterior that reminded me of the financial district in Frankfurt. In the
waiting room, there were some magazines, such as Business Today and the
India-Russia Digest, on a table next to couches that looked like chesterfield
sofas.*" Sitting in a spacious and modern office, an official expressed positiv-
ity about India’s green ambitions:
We want to become a green superpower. We have a huge country,
ample land, growing consumption. If you leave China apart, we are
the fastest growing country, just see what Bloomberg reports and their
ratings. In fact, we intend to become a green superpower.**
While many officials compared India with China or the US, a former MNRE
secretary thought that if India became a green superpower this could affect the
surrounding international region. Despite not being a diplomat, the official
thought:
I actually think it will have implications for neighboring countries due
to the energy pricing market in India. You know, if the energy prices
in India are so low and the renewable capacity increases, the neigh-
borhood would probably adapt to it.**!
This neighborhood outlook reminded me that high-level civil servants some-

times can take international elements into account. While I met many low-
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level civil servants who were curious about my research and helped me with
different tasks in New Delhi, I also heard that many low-level officials tended
primarily to focus on their own work rather than India’s role in the world.
One Indian diplomat I spoke with was intrigued by the idea of India be-
coming a green superpower and skeptical about the idea of superpowers pre-
dominantly being military powers. This diplomat argued that “we need to re-
define the global definition of superpowers.”*** They contended that “being a
green superpower implies the ability to deliver public good,” so if a country
offers a solution to providing a global common good, then a country could be
a superpower.’** Thus, the diplomat provided meaning and a definition that

might fit India.

5.4. India’s new institutional capacity

Currently India has around 900 diplomats, meaning the staff of India’s For-
eign Service is approximately equal in size to that of Singapore. When the
Modi cabinet took the decision to hire 200 additional diplomats in the forth-
coming years, many commentators welcomed this. To India’s former Ambas-
sador to Russia, the upgrade reflected India’s growing economy: “We cannot
have a foreign service of the same size when we are the 10" largest.” They
pointed to the need for more expertise, since “a complex world also needs
more specialization.”*** If Delhi appoints 200 additional diplomats, the for-
eign service would be 20 percent larger and have approximately the same
number of officers as the Swedish Foreign Service. In light of these number,

it is no surprise that scholars describe India’s institutional capacity as a major
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challenge for building and deepening the country’s external relations.’*> Eu-
ropean and Indian experts view this limited diplomatic capacity as a constrain-
ing factor for deeper cooperation between India and the EU.>*® Even India’s
former Ambassador to the US told the press that “India’s diplomatic service
has been badly short staffed.”*?” At the same time, even with an increase to
1100 diplomats India’s foreign service would still be smaller than the diplo-
matic services of France, Brazil, or many other middle powers, and it would
still be tiny in comparison to those in the US or China.

Against this backdrop, retired Indian officials argue that New Delhi should
think long and hard about its climate diplomacy. For instance, the former In-
dian Ambassador Bhatia has argued that “it is simply not possible to carry
forward state-to-state relations with many members of the international com-
munity” without discussing climate and sustainability.*® A similar argument
was offered by the former Indian UN Ambassador, Puri, in a talk for prospec-
tive Indian diplomats. Puri explained that “diplomacy requires both a gener-
alist’s understanding of issues and the negotiating tactics and strategies, but it
also requires a specialist’s in-depth understanding of specific issues.”**’
Speaking on an Indian diplomacy television show, Ambassador Puri shared
memories of receiving instructions from the capital, but also creating instruc-
tions, to push for India’s national interest. When posted abroad, Puri recalled
that “it was very much about idea entrepreneurship and policy entrepreneur-
ship at the mission level. Many times, we'd never got any instructions.””**

A report by an Indian think tank gives another indication that India’s diplo-

macy will deal more with climate foreign policy in the coming years. In the
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report titled Tracks to Transition: India’s Global Climate Strategy, which was
published by the Indian think tank Center for Social and Economic Progress,
scholars describe how India’s Foreign Service increasingly devotes attention
to climate diplomacy, even whilst the Ministry of Environment leads climate
negotiations. Inside the MEA, the division United Nations Economic and So-
cial (UNES) “only has a limited role that is mostly restricted to the UNFCCC”
and India lacks a “dedicated department focused on climate.””*' The scholars
argue that the increased attention to climate diplomacy risks producing a lack
of clarity and confusion among India’s partners. To manage such uncertainty,
scholars put forward four proposals to strengthen the way in which India’s
green ambitions are presented in its diplomatic footprint worldwide:
a) A high-level special envoy for climate cooperation reporting di-
rectly to the Prime Minister.
b) A new climate cooperation division inside the Foreign Ministry.
c) A secretary-level position overseeing climate diplomacy, operat-
ing alongside four other secretaries inside the Foreign Ministry.
d) Climate wings at selected Indian representations abroad, such as
in Washington DC, Brussels, and Tokyo, responsible for imple-
menting bilateral partnerships.
I assumed that Indian officials could speak freely about how the proposals in
the report affected their routines and professional tasks. After all, it is some-
times easier to talk about proposals rather than providing in-depth descriptions
of demanding situations from the recent past. I therefore asked a number of
elites what they thought about the proposals made in the report. These reflec-
tions by officials provide a deeper view about a contemporary challenge that
Indian diplomacy is facing. These challenges were summed up by one ob-

server as follows: “the MEA’s budgetary limitation reflects a risk of a growing
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gap between India’s declared foreign policy ambition to serve as a Vishwa
Guru and its limited institutional capacity to achieve such a role in practice.”*
The answers which officials gave me also help us understand the tensions fac-
ing Indian officials dealing with climate diplomacy. In addition, while offi-
cials, regardless of nationality, tend to be hesitant about reviewing their col-

leagues, asking this question allowed me to hear reflections about the tensions

surrounding India’s climate diplomacy in practice.

Maybe we should do it
Most respondents actually avoided commenting on the proposal of a special
envoy. However, a few interviewees said that an appointment would be seen
as a re-appointment, since the career diplomat Saran had served as special
envoy in 2009.*** Back then, India was often portrayed as a naysayer in global
climate politics. Saran thought this was “a completely unfair image,” since to
him Indian officials were simply reminding foreign counterparts about their
signing of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change.*** Today, on
the other hand, India has acquired another reputation in the world. At a public
event in New Delhi, Saran now argued:
Today perhaps our image is somewhat different and that image to me
as a diplomat it seems because our in a sense location in the geopolit-
ical landscape is somewhat different from what it was at the time that
I was special envoy.**
Interestingly, Saran repeatedly told the audience about the importance of con-
vening power inside the Indian government. As he put it:
If the Ministry of External Affairs or the Ministry of Environment and
Climate is asking for the secretaries of five other ministries or six

other ministries to come together to deal with a particular issue, you
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know, maybe he will send a deputy secretary or an undersecretary.
Not much emerges out of this. What made a difference during those
two years was that as the Prime Minister’s special envoy, the office
of the special envoy had tremendous convening power. You could get
people at decision-making levels to come and sit with you and try and
resolve the issues. That is what you need.**
However, gathering people in the same room might not bring clarity. As an
insider told me: “A potential problem with the position is that it could create
tension with the Foreign Secretary” since two such high-ranked civil servants
might have different priorities, agendas, and preferred activities.”>” Another
potential challenge is to ensure that the Ministry of Environment feels re-
spected and “buys into the idea, since they are the nodal ministry for COP.”**
Thus, the relationship between the Ministry of Environment and the Ministry
of External Affairs seems to be key in the navigation of different tensions.
Surprisingly, none of the officials I spoke to argued that a special envoy
could be useful for the review of Agenda 2030, or for dealing with India’s
reputation amidst the global net-zero debate. These are topics which I thought
they might be concerned about. One interviewee reflected, however, on In-
dia’s bid to host a UN climate meeting in 2028 and thought that a special en-
voy could be helpful “if India wants an ambitious agenda for COP33.7*%
These examples illustrate how the inter-ministerial relationships, and the
bureaucratic uncertainty in New Delhi, affects Indian officials’ navigation be-
tween different ambitions. Tellingly, an insider told me that “think tanks and
2340

academics can present many ideas but it’s a bit different inside the walls.

The distribution of responsibilities among India’s ministries seems to affect
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the agency of different civil servants implementing India’s strategies towards
higher status in the world.

Such tension was also evident in answers about hiring additional civil serv-
ants dealing with climate diplomacy. As an official said: “we are mindful
about the other ministries. [The] Ministry of Environment is the nodal minis-
try now, so we need to take that into account.”*' Such sensitivity might be the
reason why many interviewees chose not to comment on the special envoy
proposal. They knew that [ was a visiting fellow at a private research institute
that offers advice to the government and that the CSEP report was reviewed
by India’s former National Security Advisor. They might have been concerned
about their own future access to such advice. Overall, interviewees displayed
cautiousness about discussing a new special envoy.

In contrast to this caution, many more openly discussed the idea of a cli-
mate diplomacy division inside the MEA. As an insider reasoned, “maybe we
should do it. We have one division — UN Economic and Social (UNES) — that
deals a lot with climate talks and climate diplomacy. Maybe we should add
climate diplomacy to the name.”** Yet, at the end of the day, officials high-
lighted that it is a political decision which has precedents with the cyber di-
plomacy division, new technologies division, and Indo-Pacific division, which
are all newly installed, functional MEA divisions.*** Thus, a future restructur-
ing of the MEA could imply the introduction of a new division on climate
diplomacy as a way to ease the implementation.

Surprisingly, the officials I spoke with did not overwhelmingly welcome
the idea of hiring additional climate diplomats. An official frankly told me “I
don’t think we have an institutional capacity problem. There are many steps
between our current 1000 diplomats and 20000 diplomats like the US has.

And we will increase our capacity as we grow.”*** At the same time as this
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official dismissed the idea of more climate diplomats, they said they thought
that energy diplomats who could talk about renewable energy “would be good
to have.”* Some officials argued that additional civil servants would not
bring clarity due to their limited understanding of climate diplomacy. They
said this made alternative approaches, such as the “whole-of-government ap-
proach” that India adopted during its G20 presidency, more appealing.**® With
a whole-of-government approach implementing different targets, the official
“responsible at the ministry must collaborate with countries that can help us
achieve these targets.”**’

At the same time, the Ministry of External Affairs already has the authority
to instruct diplomats serving abroad to pay attention to climate debates.**®
While it is more common that the Ministry of Commerce sends officials
abroad, the Ministry of New and Renewable Energy will “sometimes have
scientists in Indian embassies who could help with issues.”** Indeed, “Cli-
mate diplomats could learn more about the host country’s domestic priorities
and find new projects to collaborate on.”** A person exemplified how the
current setting might enable New Delhi’s preparations for COP33:

You could ask the Ministry of Environment to send people to embas-
sies and then return to Delhi ahead of COP33 so they would have up-
dated views from different capitals. They could staff and report back
to Delhi, as preparations for COP33. Already now, the MEA can give
instructions to the embassies to pay attention to climate debates in
their respective countries, so you don’t need special diplomats from
the Ministry of Environment. MEA could also form a core team for

COP33 a few years before it happens as preparations.**!
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Thus, the hiring of new diplomats to the Indian Foreign Service induces new
uncertainty about the extent India’s green ambitions will reflect the hiring.
The hiring committees will have to balance different wishes inside govern-
ment, where these wishes reflect different views about India’s rise to become

a leading power.

5.5. Conclusion

This chapter demonstrates how India’s green ambitions challenge the institu-
tional setup of India’s climate foreign policy. These green ambitions put pres-
sure on existing bureaucratic structures and expose the limited number of In-
dian diplomats. In this way, the ambitions alter the social dynamics of Indian
climate foreign policy that have traditionally been shaped by the relationship
between the Indian Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) and the Indian Minis-
try of Environment (MOEFCC). Through their gradual integration into the
bureaucracy, India’s green ambitions induce tensions between ministries. This
chapter has emphasized that the relationship between the MEA and the
MOEFCC is significant for India’s green ambitions and its broader interna-
tional climate agenda. Officials serving in these ministries have different
views and perspectives on India’s social status in the world and development
trajectory. The gradual integration of green ambitions into the bureaucracy
therefore creates disarray and divergent understandings among officials. In
other words, there are more moments where officials face demanding choices
and so status dilemma dynamics become more likely.

However, the political leadership’s ambition for India to pursue a green
path to heightened status has not been fully mainstreamed into the bureau-
cracy. Some officials express thoughts aligning with a green strategy for sta-
tus, whereas others remain highly skeptical. A mixed response is not entirely
problematic for India’s bureaucracy. On the contrary, it could lead to more

debate about India’s ability to become an active power in global affairs. Yet,
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the mixed response that India’s green ambitions have received illustrates the
challenges and opportunities these cause for officials working in different
ministries. The initial reactions to the integration of India’s green ambitions
into the engine room of status ambitions suggest that officials navigate numer-
ous tensions in practice. Thus, besides hiring more diplomats for the Indian
Foreign Service, the craft of diplomacy cannot be underestimated. Institu-
tional capacity can provide a better starting point for navigating the different
tensions that green ambitions induce, yet these tensions can be demanding in

practice.
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6. India’s green ambitions in climate

negotiations

6.1. Introduction

During the Modi era, which begun in 2014 and stretches to the present day,
the government has announced two significant milestones for India’s rise:
2047 and 2070. The first, 2047, is the one hundred year anniversary of inde-
pendence for modern India, and marks the year of Viksit Bharat (Developed
India) by when it is hoped that the country will be fully developed and pros-
perous. The second, 2070, is the year by which it is hoped that India will
achieve climate neutrality, when India will be a developed country and a net-
zero economy. The Modi Doctrine therefore envisions India reaching devel-
oped-country status before becoming a net-zero economy. These aspirational
goals together reflect India’s green ambitions. This chapter describes how
these green ambitions induce tensions in climate negotiations and put officials
into situations where they must navigate different forms of tension. It does so
by tracing the practices performed by Indian officials at two of the annual
climate conferences held under the UN Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC): COP27, which was held in 2022 in Sharm el Sheikh,
Egypt, and COP28, which was held in 2023 in Dubai, United Arab Emirates
(UAE).

As Indian officials prepare for, and participate in, climate negotiations, they
navigate multiple tensions that reflect status dilemma dynamics. In a nutshell,
they navigate the choice between India’s traditional approach to gaining status

and new political instructions which aim to make it a leader in global climate
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politics. There are indications that this balancing act can be demanding in cli-
mate negotiations. At COP26, which was held in 2021 in Glasgow, India faced
a difficult situation regarding whether to endorse or reject a formulation about
phasing out coal. In the end, the Indian Climate Minister rejected the formu-
lation. Afterward, The Economist noted that India became the “skunk at the
garden party” because of this rejection. At the same time, the magazine
acknowledged that Prime Minister Modi had actually “made a series of
pledges in Glasgow that, if kept, will make his country a green-energy pow-
erhouse.”? This example from Glasgow illustrates that Indian negotiators
thought they had the agency to oppose a contentious formulation at the final
hour. An Indian think tank professional admitted in private that the Indian
negotiators committed a “blunder” by impulsively rejecting the formulation
without fully comprehending the potential consequences of siding with China
and the US.3% Clearly, there is friction in the rollout of India’s green ambitions
and officials deal with this on a regular basis.

This chapter makes the argument that Indian officials navigate severe status
dilemma dynamics in climate negotiations, and that they do so because there
are multiple tensions shaping the social processes in which Indian officials
perform various practices. The chapter begins with a background section that
sets the scene for this practice analysis. It then goes on to apply the practice
approach to status dilemmas which was developed in the theory chapter of this
thesis. This theory is applied to examine three forms of tensions: epistemic
tensions, normativity tensions, and recognition tensions. Through this ap-
proach, we can better understand status dilemmas at the micro-level of Indian
climate diplomacy.

The analysis presented in this chapter makes several findings. It empha-

sizes that status dilemma dynamics have not fully transformed India’s ways
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2022.
353 Author’s interview with I#14.
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of participating in climate negotiations in formal negotiation rooms. However,
status dilemma dynamics produce change at the administrative level. Hence,
the tensions shaping, and being shaped by, India’s green ambitions induce
change whilst simultaneously preserving some existing practices. The chapter
concludes that the current administrative balance, between the new and the
old approaches to participation in climate negotiations, risks producing unin-
tended consequences for Indian climate diplomacy. This chapter is based on a
unique set of interviews, official documents, news articles, meeting reports,

and digital recordings.

6.2. India’s participation in climate negotiations

The first part of this section depicts the participation of different ministries in
climate negotiations, which is the material starting point for any navigation of
status dilemma dynamics. To understand practice, we can study the delegation
composition for climate negotiations. In essence, the Indian delegation com-
prises officials appointed by different ministries. The second part then dis-
cusses the administrative distinction between India’s climate diplomats and
India’s climate negotiators. As such, this section shines a light on intrinsic
administrative tensions in the contemporary Indian way of pursuing climate

negotiations.

6.2.1. A brief overview

The first Conference of the Parties (COP) held under the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) took place in Berlin,
in 1995. Ever since then, Indian officials have had ongoing interactions with
their counterparts in preparatory meetings and formal negotiations. At every
COP within the UNFCCC, there has been an Indian delegation comprised of
officials appointed by different ministries. The ministries whose officials at-

tend the climate negotiations engage in internal preparations ahead of COP,
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usually beginning 2-3 months before.*>* The ministries prepare texts and po-
sitions on those topics that “they have competence and responsibility for.”
This implies that they “seldom have internal comments on each other’s posi-
tions.”**> Each ministry appoints individuals as their voice, eyes, and ears in
different negotiation rooms, following different COP tracks. As the “nodal
ministry,” the Ministry of Environment coordinates the Indian delegation dur-
ing preparatory meetings and actual negotiations.**® As such, the Ministry of
Environment plays a convening role inside the Indian government and is crit-
ical for India’s participation in climate negotiations.

Figure 4 presents an overview of the involvement which different minis-
tries had in India’s participation in COP27 and COP28.*" In total, six minis-
tries were involved in preparations and sent personnel to the two conferences.
The Ministry of Finance sent two officials each year; the Ministry of Power
had a representative; the Ministry of New and Renewable Energy sent four
officials; and the Ministry of Information and Broadcasting sent a person in
charge of public relations. Interestingly, the Ministry of Environment sent a
similar number of people to both conferences, with 24 people representing the
Ministry sent to COP27 and 27 people sent to COP28. This means that the
core group of Ministry of Environment officials dealing with climate negoti-
ations was fewer than 30 people. The Ministry of External Affairs registered
18 officials for COP27 in Egypt. The following year, it registered more than
600 individuals for COP28 in the United Arab Emirates. However, a close
review of these 600 delegates revealed that 117 were Indian diplomats, while
the remaining delegates were mostly students or entreprencurs. Many of the

officials registered for both conferences were diplomats posted in the host

354 Author’s interview with I#10.

355 Author’s interview with I#10.

356 Author’s interview with I#10.

357 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 2022. “List of participants. Part
one. Parties and observer states.” FCCC/CP/2022/ INF.3 (Part I). 2 December 2022; United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 2023. “List of participants: on-site partic-
ipation,” 22 December 2023.
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countries. From this, it can clearly be seen that the individuals carrying out the
practices involved in India’s participation in climate negotiations have differ-

ent institutional origins.

Figure 4. Participation by India's Ministries, COP27 and COP28
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Figure 5 provides a comparison of India’s participation with that of other en-
vironmental powers.’® The international comparison demonstrates that, like

India, other countries also sent larger delegations to COP28 in the UAE. The

338 The calculations for this table were conducted to create a new dataset on delegation sizes.
The author produced the first version of this dataset in 2022 and expanded it with research
assistance by Snehal Shirpurkar. A journal article for this dataset is in preparation.
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Indian delegation size corresponds with that of other countries, suggesting that
Indian officials are well-aware of the significance of representation. Scholar-
ship stresses that the size of each countries’ delegation is a factor shaping their
ability to “assert, present, and defend their interests” at the COP meeting ven-

ues.>’

359 Onderco, M. 2019. “Variation in delegation size in multilateral diplomacy”, The British
Journal of Politics and International Relations, Vol. 21(2), 423.
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6.2.2. Bureaucracy overview
The bureaucratic structures involved in COPs represent several ministerial di-
visions that had existed long before the political leadership expressed green
ambitions. To understand how India’s climate diplomacy operates in practice,
this section presents an institutional overview. A core piece of background
knowledge for any official joining the Indian Foreign Service is that the Min-
istry of Environment constitutes the nodal ministry for climate negotiations.
Officials learn that this nodal ministry has engaged with multilateral environ-
mental diplomacy throughout the decades, despite not being staffed by mem-
bers of the Indian Foreign Service. Historically, Indian diplomats were called
in to assist the Indian delegation to climate negotiations at the COPs. The
preparations ahead of climate negotiation conferences are thus undertaken by
either civil servants from the Indian Administrative Service (IAS), or by non-
career bureaucrats. The latter are brought in from outside to fill the Interna-
tional Cooperation Division desks inside the Ministry of Environment’s build-
ing, which is located ten minutes by foot from Lodhi Garden in New Delhi.
The Indian way of participating in climate conferences involves a bureau-
cratic distinction between the climate negotiators and climate diplomats. An
Indian official explained this as follows:
A negotiator works within a multilateral process, under a pre-defined
framework, the UNFCCC. The climate diplomat works with bilateral
and multi-stakeholder platforms. For instance, the Ambassador has
more agency and can decide for themselves on bilateral climate diplo-
macy.*®
This serving official suggested that there was more flexibility in bilateral and
minilateral diplomatic arrangements, which occur almost separated from the
climate negotiations at a COP. However, a retired official argued that these

different diplomatic spaces hang together:

360 Author’s interview with I#1.
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The climate negotiator conveys the national positions; the climate dip-
lomat conveys the position of the country and builds acceptance for
the position among other countries. In India, we have two main min-
istries for this: The Ministry of Environment (MOEFCC) and the Min-
istry of External Affairs (MEA). The MOEFCC is the nodal ministry,
and the MEA helps and makes the positions tangible; The MEA helps
us to push for the acceptance of our positions... The job of the diplo-
mat is to sell the idea of a position.*’
However, such bureaucratic flexibility can lead to tensions between functional
and territorial divisions inside the MEA that are overseeing different positions.
Positions may co-exist since individuals high up in the internal hierarchy can
adjust. The positions can also create tension within the Foreign Ministry be-
cause different divisions and partnerships hold different degrees of internal
prestige. Bilateral relationships managed by the MEA territorial divisions, and
implemented by Indian missions abroad, offer flexibility to new initiatives and
tailor-made positions. Although the climate position inside the MEA is over-
seen by the United Nations Economic and Social (UNES) division, the terri-
torial divisions and ambassadors can set country-specific directions. Overall,
the administrative division of responsibility results in inherent tensions that
Indian officials navigate in their day-to-day activities.

The Ministry of Environment employs approximately twenty people who
oversee developments in climate diplomacy.*** Internally, there is a division
of labor between the civil servants. The Climate Change (CC) Division is
comprised of eight civil servants and five scientists and is responsible for In-
dia’s participation at COPs and the implementation of India’s National Action

Plan. The International Cooperation (IC) Division is smaller, with only six

361 Author’s interview with I#2.
362 Author’s review of websites available online, May 2024. See Ministry of Environment, For-
est and Climate Change, 2024. “Who’s Who,” website.
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civil servants responsible for bilateral cooperation, the signing of MoUs, par-
ticipation in joint working groups, and relations with the UN Environment
Programme.

Despite the Ministry of Environment’s traditional role as a nodal ministry,
any observer can find formulations about climate in various Ministry of Ex-
ternal Affairs documents and speeches. Interactions about climate change fea-
ture regularly in both the public country briefs written by Indian diplomats at
embassies, and probably also in currently confidential country briefs (alt-
hough we do not know until declassification). However, the MEA has thus far
not opened a Climate Diplomacy Division.

In the current organigram, a ministry chart, the central unit of interest for
climate diplomacy is called the United Nations Economic and Social (UNES).
The UNES Division constitutes the “functional” division responsible for cli-
mate diplomacy inside the MEA.**® The division between functional and ter-
ritorial divisions dates back to the establishment of the MEA after independ-
ence.’** Besides the Permanent Mission in New York, which looks after the
G77 grouping in which India is a member, the Indian High Commission in
Nairobi is also active in climate diplomacy at the headquarters of the United

Nations Environment Programme (UNEP).*®

An Indian official serving in a
territorial division can ““ask the functional division in MEA — the United Na-
tions Economic and Social (UNES) for climate change — for input or send
questions to them.”%

The embassies can address climate diplomacy developments in their
monthly reports to the capital or issue Demi-Official (D.O.) letters with anal-

ysis and calls for action.*®” The embassies can also send proposals back to

363 Author’s interview with I#32.

364 Khilnani, N.M. 1975. The Organization of the Indian Ministry of External Affairs, India
Quarterly, Vol. 31 (4), 385-393.

365 Author’s interview with I#17.

366 Author’s interview with I#32.

367 Rana (2000, 87) writes about these two options in a general sense in his book. I have tailored
it to climate diplomacy in the text.
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their territorial division in the capital. For instance, they might send a draft of
a joint declaration or an event invitation.**® Back in the capital, however, the
heads of the territorial divisions sometimes convene at the Foreign Secretary’s
Office to discuss policy options. These heads, in turn, can present policy op-
tions to the Foreign Minister and the Prime Minister’s Office.’® The highest
serving civil servant in the MEA, the Foreign Secretary, has regular audience
with the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO). However, thanks to the location of
the PMO next door, there are numerous opportunities for informal coordina-
tion in the corridors.*”

In addition, the Prime Minister (PM) can make announcements in speeches
that only a few people know about in advance. When the PM comments on
foreign policy, the entire bureaucracy must follow these instructions.”’! If a
professional joining the Indian Foreign Service has read about the craft of
speeches inside Furopean ministries, where the entire ministry endorses

speeches,’’?

they might be surprised by the web of instructions in New Delhi.
With this multitude of instructions, officials find themselves embedded in a
bureaucratic structure that both constrains and facilitates diplomacy.

As time passes, a young professional in the Indian Foreign Service will
likely come across senior colleagues conducting démarches on subjects to
bring attention to tensions. For instance, following a conversation among
high-level civil servants a couple of years before India’s G20 Presidency, of-
ficials pursued a démarche about the International Solar Alliance (ISA) in the

ministry corridors.’”> We have seen Indian leaders and climate diplomats talk-

ing about the ISA at COPs. However, the primary division responsible for the

368 Author’s interview with I#30.

369 Datta-Ray 2015, 218.

370 Ministry of External Affairs, 2023. “South Block,” website. Note: the PMO moved to a new
location in 2026, see The Hindu, 2026. “What is Seva Teerth? Everything You Need to Know
About the New PMO Building,” The Hindu. 14 February 2026.

371 Author’s interview with I[#11 and 1#25.

372 Neumann 2010, 73.

373 Author’s interview with I#29.
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ISA-related issues is the Economic Diplomacy & Multilateral Economic Re-
lations Division.””* A senior official at the rank of Joint Secretary, stressed
that India’s green ambitions are linked to the ISA:

ISA’s efforts in advancing solar energy are remarkable. We must pri-

oritize youth and women and foster international engagement in In-

dia’s energy vision for the Global South.*”
The International Solar Alliance is a treaty-based multilateral organization
hosted by India.”’® Yes, despite this, it is not dealt with by the UNES Division
which is a functional division inside the MEA on climate diplomacy. New
Delhi has faced criticism for maintaining control of the ISA instead of letting
the organization develop as other members wish.*”” One insider commented
to me bluntly that although the organization is called the International Solar
Alliance, in reality it is India’s solar alliance: “It says international in the title
but the rest is India.”*”® Indian officials therefore need to navigate different
views related to India’s international climate agenda in practice. The web of
bureaucracy is growing, making the navigation between different goals a con-
tinuous challenge.

Officials seeking information about the ISA can approach the organization
itself. However, they might instead be expected to approach the Economic
Diplomacy Division. If a young professional seeks guidance on international
law, such as the conventions and legal agreements that underpin the UN sys-
tem, they need to consult the Legal and Treaties Division (L&T). As an old
functional division, established in 1957, the unit advises different ministries

on international law and interprets treaties.””” Moreover, this individual will

374 Ministry of External Affairs, 2023. “Organigram”, dated December 2023.

375 International Solar Alliance, website.

376 Vyoma Jha, 2023, The Making of the International Solar Alliance: India’s Moment in the
Sun. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

377 Author’s memory note from informal chat at COP27, 7 November 2022.

378 Author’s memory note from informal chat at COP27, 8 November 2022.

379 Author’s interview with I#15. See also Shaw, Debnath, 2018. “Making of India Foreign
Policy,” Distinguished Lectures Details, Foreign Service Institute of the Ministry of External
Affairs. 13 September 2018.

136



receive instructions from the Foreign Minister’s Office, the External Affairs
Minister’s (EAM) Office, that coordinates Indian foreign policy. Like in other
countries, the Indian PMO has desk officers and advisors dealing with diplo-
macy who can also be interested in climate diplomacy. In Modi’s PMO, a
high-ranked advisor, rather than a member of the Indian Foreign Service,
looks after aspects related to climate and the environment in Modi’s interac-
tions with foreign leaders. Consequently, there are several officials involved
in dealing with India’s green credentials in global climate politics. Against the
backdrop of India’s complex institutional set-up, Indian officials engage in

climate negotiations in ways that form, and are being formed by, tensions.

6.3. Epistemic tensions

With an increasing part of India’s Foreign Service involved in bringing India’s
green ambitions abroad, friction has emerged about different ways of under-
standing these ambitions. In response to a knowledge deficit in Indian diplo-
macy, New Delhi has added climate to its recruitment and training sessions
for future Indian diplomats. However, members of the bureaucracy have var-
ying levels of knowledge about the physical spaces that matter for India’s
green ambitions. This creates limitations on attempts by India to shape global
climate politics. Moreover, officials must navigate what has been described as
the value of groupings in climate negotiations, handling India’s membership
in different groupings. Ultimately, India’s green ambitions bring about epis-
temic tensions owing to the fragmented understanding of how these ambitions

fit with existing priorities.

6.3.1. Background knowledge
Every year, thousands of young Indians sit the exam to join the civil service.

Those interested in showcasing their suitability for the Indian Foreign Service
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(IFS) take the specific UPSC exams on Political Science and International Re-
lations.*® In two, three-hour exams with a maximum mark of 250, candidates
provide answers of up to 150 words each to a set of questions. Two main
questions with respective sub-questions are mandatory, while students must
also select three questions and sub-questions from different sections. Looking
at test papers provides a unique insight into the background knowledge that
Indian civil servants are tested on before signing job contracts. Given the high
competition among candidates, due to many applicants for a low number of
job contracts, every answer matters for prospective candidates. These exams
indicate the degree to which India’s role in international climate politics, and
ambitions to be a leading power, are treated as important background
knowledge for India’s future diplomats.

A close reading of the exams administered during Jaishankar’s time as for-
eign minister suggests an evolving integration of India’s green leading power
ambitions into recruitment. Although there is no mandatory question about
India’s leading power aspirations, the exams included questions about India’s
role in international climate politics. This illustrates the wish that IFS employ-
ees have background knowledge relevant to India’s green ambitions. After
COP26 in Glasgow, every candidate had to provide an answer which dis-
cussed India’s proposals. This showed the significance of climate negotiations
for the Indian Foreign Service. The year afterward, every candidate had to
provide an answer which described their understanding of public diplomacy
for India’s long-standing goal of reaching higher standing. In 2023, every can-
didate had to comment on the phrase “environmentalism of the poor,” which
probably resulted in diverse answers. Moreover, candidates could choose to
provide answers to other questions related to India’s evolving footprint in
global climate politics. This trend suggests that the Indian Foreign Service

ensures that it can recruit talent with the knowledge and skills to act as climate

380 Government of India, 2025. Website.
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diplomats in the future. Table 5 depicts questions that India’s future diplomats

responded to during the recruitment process.

Table 5. UPSC Exam questions for Indian Foreign Service, 2020-2024

Mandatory question

Elective questions

2020 - ““4a. Examine the role of the United Na-
tions Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC) and other major efforts
by the UN to address the global environ-
mental crisis.” (15)
“8c. Critically examine the role of India in
shaping the emerging world order.” (15)
2021 “le. Discuss the five proposals made “8b. Discuss the ‘Sustainable Development
by India in the recent COP-26 confer- | Goals’ as set by the United Nations.” (15)
ence held in Glasgow.” (10)
2022 “1b. What are the main challenges “8c. Discuss India's vision of a New World
faced by the developing countries in order in the 21st century.” (15)
the era of globalisation?” (10)
“Se. Discuss the role of public diplo-
macy in the enhancement of India's
global standing.” (10)
2023 “Sb. [Comment on] Environmentalism | “3c. Narrate the various ways in which
of the poor” (10) rapid environmental degradation is posing a
serious threat to human security. [llustrate
your answer with suitable examples.” (15)
“4a. Critically examine the impact of glob-
alisation on the developing countries of the
world.” (20)
2024 - “8a. Discuss the role of environmental

movements in shaping the environmental
governance in India.” (20)

“8c. ‘India has of late, chosen to debunk
non-alignment in its pursuit of multi-align-
ment.” Comment.” (15)

Source: Author’s review of Political Science and International Relations (Paper 1 + Paper 2),
Exams available on UPSC website. Points in brackets. Assessed 8 May 2025.
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Candidates for the IFS undergo exams and interviews, then there are public
announcements of the successful candidates. These appointed people then are
given induction training in Mussoorie. Finally, the batches of new recruits
reach New Delhi for two months training at the Sushma Swaraj Institute of
Foreign Service (SSIFS). This institute is named after the popular former For-
eign Minister Sushma Swaraj. At SSIFS, newly recruited young professionals
listen to lectures, including climate sessions added in recent years.”®' These
lectures indicate the need for additional background knowledge about India’s
green ambitions. Rather than workshops or executive training programs, the
climate sessions are typically lectures.**
Without access to reading lists, I cannot say what knowledge about climate
diplomacy Indian officials acquire at different trainings. However, it might be
supposed that they closely read the thoughts of former the Foreign Secretary
and Prime Minister’s Envoy on Climate Change, Ambassador Shyam Saran.
In that case, they will receive clear advice:
We will need to ensure that any global climate change regime en-
hances rather than constrains our development prospects. This will
demand a major focus on multilateral diplomacy and in building coa-
litions of like-minded countries to pursue equitable solutions... In-
dia’s encounter with the new world around the corner need not to be
fraught with anxiety. We have the instruments to shape that world in
the service of a bright future for India.**

The ambition of shaping global climate politics is barely present in a handbook

for Indian youth interested in joining the Indian Foreign Service.*®* Chapter 6

381 Author’s email conversation with an Indian official, Sushma Swaraj Institute of Foreign
Service. December 2023.

382 Author emailed SSIFS with a request to join the trainings as an observer but was not granted
access, December 2023.

383 Saran, Shyam, 2022. “Chapter 1: The World Around the Corner: India’s Challenges in the
Post-Covid-19 Era” in India’s Foreign Policy in the Post-Covid World: Through the Eyes of
Indian Diplomats edited by Amb. Surendra Kumar, Wisdom Tree: Delhi, 7, 9

384 Chakravorty, Sandeep, 2023. International Relations & Diplomacy Primer: A Handbook for
UPSC Aspirants and Practitioners, Unique Publishers: New Delhi.
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of this handbook, titled Environment, begins with a quote by Narendra Modi.
This is not, however, a quote where he is demanding climate finance or cli-
mate justice, but instead a quote about Mission LiFE. Mission LiFE is a pro-
ject reflecting India’s green ambitions that is discussed later in this chapter.
Interestingly, the terms ‘equity’ and ‘climate justice’ are absent from the chap-
ter, and the phrase ‘common but differentiated responsibility’ only features
once. The chapter does not state that India’s position in climate diplomacy
originated with PM Indira Gandhi’s speech at the UN Environment Confer-
ence in 1972, which had been the standard line of early Indian negotiators at
climate conferences. Tellingly, it primarily informs future Indian civil serv-
ants about PM Modi and Mission LiFE. At the same time, the chapter consti-
tutes 11 percent of the book’s total pages and offers scant clues about what
shaping global climate politics entails. Nonetheless, the book received praise,
with some commentators saying its “emphasis on the climate and the environ-
ment is topical and welcome.”**’

Suppose the next generation of Indian civil servants reads other texts, such
as a former climate negotiator’s contributions and contributions by 30 other
retired Indian ambassadors. In that case, they will associate Indian climate
diplomacy with multilateral diplomacy inside the UN and see “finger-pointing
becoming the name of the game in the negotiations.”**® They will learn about
India’s compliance with the norm of common but differentiated responsibility
(CBDR), which compares favorably with China’s non-compliance. A retired
negotiator reminds readers that when New Delhi hosted a UN climate COP
for the first time in 2002, it was to “demonstrate its commitment to climate
action.”*’ In the conclusion to his reflections about India’s behavior in climate

negotiations, this former negotiator says that one of India’s negotiation

385 Swarup, Vikas, book cover of Chakravorty, 2023.

386 Sinha, Dilip 2022, “Chapter 24: India and the Global Climate Change Discourse in the Post-
Covid-19 World”, in India’s Foreign Policy in the Post-Covid World: Through the Eyes of
Indian Diplomats edited by Amb. Surendra Kumar, Wisdom Tree: Delhi, 251.

387 Sinha, 2022, 253.
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groups, the BASIC negotiation group, is “weakened.” This means that India
“will have to largely depend on its own diplomatic skills” and “be prepared
for relentless international pressure in the build-up to the twenty-sixth UN-
FCCC conference in Glasgow later this year.”***

Another type of knowledge is provided by the group of advisors to the
Prime Minister. In New Delhi, I interviewed one of them who contended that
climate diplomacy under Modi’s leadership is presented as part of India’s
“civilizational heritage.” The insider told me that such framing challenges
those viewing climate action as a “binary problem” between developed and
developing countries:

Climate has become a key feature of Indian foreign policy, very much
on the stage. It represents a shift in India’s engagement with the world.
India is seeing a rise in the international hierarchy, and we formulate
our own vision. The vision began being formulated in the late 2000s.
We have a new mindset, originating from the late 2000s and the end
of UPA government, under Jairam Ramesh. India realized that being
a naysayer in every forum harms its rise and interests. Being a
naysayer made India compete with the West. At this time, India said
‘let’s avoid that’. Under Modi, with a new government, our role in the
world is redefined. We go from being a balancing power in the world
to a leading power in the world in terms of aspirations about our role
in the world. A leading power that provides solutions to global prob-
lems. Under Modi, climate is portrayed as a civilizational heritage in
Indian policy. It is hard to present climate action as a binary problem
—us versus the developed world — when you begin thinking of climate
as something Indian civilization valued before the industrialization in

the West.*®’

388 Sinha, 2022, 258.
389 Author’s interview with I#11. Quote as per hand-written notes, typed on computer shortly
after interview.
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The political leadership therefore gets extensive input about India’s green am-
bitions and how these are related to India’s rise on the world stage. Yet, some
people inside the Indian diplomatic service contend that the idea India will
become a “leading power does not mean anything, that is why we chose that
phrase. We are not a great power, and we want to make that very clear.”* As
one insider told me, although India’s political leadership pursues the ambition
to become “a leading power that provides solutions to global problems,” some
Indian elite are skeptical. The internal dissent about India’s attempt to become
a leading power produces tensions for Indian officials attempting to bring In-
dia’s green ambitions into their way of doing climate negotiations.

Hence, Indian officials encounter various information about India’s green
ambitions. As their background knowledge is tested and developed during
training, they may develop different understandings of Indian climate diplo-
macy. The different background knowledge creates conceptual challenges re-

garding India’s green ambitions.

6.3.2. The locus problem
India’s green ambitions induce epistemic tensions, where officials have dif-
ferent views about the physical spaces in which climate diplomacy occurs —
the Jocus of climate negotiations. The existence of different physical spaces
creates friction for the roll-out of India’s green ambitions. In light of the po-
litical ambition to lead global climate discourses, Indian officials have a spec-
trum of possibilities regarding where India’s green ambitions should be pur-
sued. We can call this scenario the locus problem.

Climate diplomats maintain that climate negotiations occur in less struc-
tured formats than meeting rooms, such as in the venue corridors and at the
lunch and dinner tables. At COP27, officials from different countries inter-

acted across the venue, in the food queues, at coffee tables, and even afterward

39 Indian official cited in the podcast The World After the West: Pramit Pal Chaudhuri issued
by the European Council on Foreign Relations, recorded 25 June 2024, listened to 6 September
2024. Quote from 26:35-26:55.
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at different restaurants.*' An insider provided a surprisingly frank answer to
my question about why, in contrast to others such as the Singaporean Pavilion,
the India Pavilion at COP27 in Egypt did not host any receptions: “[The Min-
istry of Environment] just think we drink cocktails, they simply don’t get why
these informal conversations are important,” the person said and laughed.**
Indian climate negotiators focus on the meeting rooms, to the extent that the
Ministry of Environment even outsourced the India Pavilion at COP28 to an
external agency.’ Through hiring an agency, Indian climate negotiators se-
cured working hours for formal negotiations instead of being bogged down in
time-consuming public diplomacy. With three decades of engagement in cli-
mate negotiations, the Ministry of Environment officials focus on line-by-line
discussions in the meeting rooms. A climate negotiator underlined how, prior
to negotiations, “we were aware of the divisions of what different countries
would say, what developed and developing countries would say.”*** This con-
flictual understanding of different spaces constitutes an epistemic tension that
Indian officials navigate in their way of bringing India’s green ambitions to
the world.

To navigate this conflictual understanding, the Indian Ambassador in the
country hosting a COP gets a particular role. As a career diplomat with previ-
ous placement as Joint Secretary (International Cooperation) in the Ministry
of Petroleum and Natural Gas, the Indian Ambassador to the UAE had two
years for building contacts before the run-up to COP28 in Dubai.**> The Am-
bassador facilitated India’s positions in the climate negotiations through ac-

tivities outside the formal negotiation rooms. At COP27 in Sharm el Sheikh,
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the Indian Ambassador to Egypt spent ample time at his own pavilion, acting
as the host of the India Pavilion. Without access to his hourly schedule, it is
hard to determine whether he avoided informal conversations at other country
pavilions. However, since I visited the India Pavilion every day during
COP27, it was clear that the Ambassador prioritized presence at his pavilion
during COP27.%¢
At the same time, the seniority of different officials provides them with
varying background knowledge. At COP28, Indian officials had spent valua-
ble preparation time on Loss and Damage negotiations. They were still, how-
ever, unsettled by informal back-door negotiations. A climate negotiator de-
scribed this frankly: “Yes, I was [surprised]... We had prepared arguments
and speaking points, and then there was this announcement [on the first day].
It was beyond my knowledge, higher in the system than me.”*°” The negotiator
was as surprised about the Loss and Damage agreement as a think tank pro-
fessional. The civil servant and think tank professionals were reminded about
their limited insight into actual negotiations, and the possibility of back-door
negotiations as a way to sidetrack their work.>*® The Minister, nonetheless,
conveyed satisfaction about the outcome. Minister Yadav wrote the following
on his LinkedIn account with a photo depicting himself and his team smiling:
On the first day of COP28 in the UAE we started with a positive signal
of momentum. A landmark decision on the operationalization of the
Loss and Damage Fund was adopted in the opening plenary of
COP28... India strongly supports the decision to operationalize the
Loss and Damage Fund.*”’
Whether the Minister was attempting to save face, or convince his domestic

electorate about an internationally successful activity, the price of the back-
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door negotiation for the civil servants was evident. Amidst the conflictual ten-
sion about spaces, the officials had lost precious working hours.

The locus problem also affects how Indian officials involved in the negoti-
ations communicate with colleagues sitting in New Delhi. To ensure that of-
ficials in New Delhi stay up to date about the day-to-day negotiations, officials
share information with colleagues sitting in the capital. The reporting is
needed since “we still need to coordinate things although we are not there in
person.”** Besides the Minister’s public reporting in the form of blog posts,*"!
the negotiators send confidential reports back to New Delhi daily during the
negotiations.*”> Thus, the officials working abroad share their acquired
knowledge with officials sitting in the capital.

Furthermore, the different interpretations about space affect the practice of
information-sharing within the Indian delegation. The appointment of a new
senior official as Joint Secretary in the Environment Ministry led to changes
for Indian civil society actors at COP28. A think tank professional explained
to me that Indian civil society actors no longer gathered between seven and
eight every morning so that the Indian negotiators could inform and consult
with them about ongoing negotiations.** This routine change indicates re-
stricted civil society access to ongoing negotiations even for those present at
climate negotiations. At COP28, the routines for the India Pavilion also
changed under the new senior official - civil society actors did not suggest
topics and seminars, but were invited by the Ministry to arrange seminars and
events at the India Pavilion. In this way, at COP28 the Indian government
relied less on civil society actors in their efforts to lead global climate politics.

India’s green ambitions therefore have affected the daily activities of offi-

cials in not only the formal meeting rooms but also in other physical spaces.
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Navigating the usage of different spaces constitutes an integral element of any
official dealing with India’s desire to become part of the global solution to

climate change.

6.3.3. The value of groupings

Another tension concerning variation and fragmented knowledge revolves
around the value of negotiating groups for India’s green ambitions. Because
different groupings have varying significance over time, officials must navi-
gate the value of groupings in managing epistemic tensions. Such a value ul-
timately concerns the potential status backlash of different groupings. As dis-
cussed in the theory chapter, one of the risks involved in status-seeking is sta-
tus backlash that becomes so costly that it even backfires. Indian negotiators
find themselves embedded in climate negotiation groups that have had varying
significance in climate negotiations over time. They may find themselves in
groups that risk status backlash during times of revised ambitions.

The main idea for these groupings is that they form positions and negotiate
as a powerful bloc against other groups on certain aspects of a climate nego-
tiation. Since each negotiation group has red lines,*** Indian officials can in-
corporate their ministry red lines with those of a group, using the group to
negotiate for their interests. As such, Indian officials know that being active
in different groupings can be useful, especially in light of the conflictual po-
sitions between different countries. Yet, the challenge is to navigate which
grouping has the strongest value in different negotiations, which is important
because India has hard positions on some negotiating issues. Membership in
a particular negotiation group, which speaks for them, also allows Indian of-
ficials to be silent in negotiations, avoiding any potential critique from the
international press or partner countries. According to the detailed reports of
the Earth Negotiation Bulletin, produced during COP28, Indian officials were

silent in plenary sessions and negotiations with an audience. I asked an official
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about not talking in front of the cameras. The person said, “good,” smiled and
shifted the topic.*”> Another official underlined that colleagues were active in
the margins: “Oh no, we spoke when we had to. We were there, had coordi-
nation meetings and informals.”*°® One insider told me that if a grouping
“takes a decision that doesn’t satisfy India, India will veto and argue against
it 7407

However, participating in these group meetings is also a way for Indian
officials to assist other countries in the ongoing negotiations. An official ex-
plained to me how this works:

Many smaller countries, like African countries, cannot afford to send
representatives to the negotiations. They send 3-4 people funded by
the UNFCCC Secretariat. Then, we in the groupings help them and
tell them what happened in all rooms.**®
Indian officials therefore view group memberships as a way to foster relation-
ships with foreign counterparts and show the significance of solidarity in In-
dia’s green ambitions.

Indian officials sometimes face diplomatic friction while interacting with
foreign counterparts in these groupings. Such friction occurs in three group-
ings in climate negotiations. First, there is the Like-Minded Developing Coun-
tries (LMDC) group. This puts Indian officials in contact with 20 counterparts,
including counterparts from Arab countries, Latin American countries, and
some Asian partners from countries such as China, Pakistan, Sri Lanka and
Indonesia. An official said the group is “the only forum where we talk with
Pakistan and China despite the difficulties in the relationships.”**” Im-
portantly, the members “have common positions on the Paris Agreement and

similar economic status in the world economy.”*'° One insider speculated that
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“India is more active in LMDC than in G77” without specifying what this may
entail in practice.*'' They may have reached this conclusion because the In-
dian Climate Minister participated in one of the group’s preparatory coordi-
nation meetings ahead of COP27,*'? and also because Indian climate negotia-
tors participate in the group’s virtual coordination meetings throughout the
year, not just during the months ahead of the COP summits.*"?

Second, there is the large Group of 77 (G77). This emerged in the 1960s in
disarmament negotiations and has existed in multilateral climate negotiations
since the first COP in 1995. An internal briefing document about India and the
United Nations describes the historical context of the G77: “India’s status as
a founding member of the Non-Aligned Movement and the Group of 77 ce-
mented its position within the UN system as a leading advocate of the con-
cerns and aspirations of developing countries and the creation of a more equi-
table international economic and political order.”*'* This document suggests
India’s contemporary green ambitions imply active advocacy for developing
countries because of the G77 membership. Managing tensions inside the G77
constitutes a practice for Indian diplomats posted at the Permanent Mission of
India to the United Nations in New York. In contrast to LMDC’s virtual pre-
paratory meetings, the G77 coordination meetings traditionally took place in
New York before each COP. However, these G77 preparatory meetings have
become virtual recently.*'> This means that Indian officials can participate in
G77 preparatory meetings from New Delhi instead of being posted in New

York. However, since the G77 grouping has so many members and is consen-
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sus-focused, the positions it takes can be watered down and centered on com-
mon denominators in order to contain tensions.*'® This indicates that the G77
grouping has experienced status loss, since G77 is far from an exclusive
grouping and since India no longer relies on only G77 as a negotiating bloc.
Another indication of how the G77 is facing status backlash was seen when
India participated in the Group’s Annual Foreign Minister meeting ahead of
COP28. The G77 held this annual meeting in New York and agreed on a meet-
ing declaration of 343 paragraphs, approximately 20 of which concerned the
UNFCCC.*"" The Indian Foreign Minister, however, skipped the meeting and
sent a senior official instead. This official used the meeting to highlight pro-
gress during India’s G20 presidency.*'® Because of India’s ambitions, the G77
grouping was made to seem to have low value, something which could nega-
tively reflect on India in the long term. The grouping did not have high status
for India’s green ambitions at the political level. Nonetheless, Indian officials
coordinated with the G77 before and during COP28. Two days before the cli-
mate negotiations began, representatives from the G77 countries convened for
coordination meetings. The G77 had not had a preparatory meeting at COP27
due to a bomb threat to the meeting venue.*'’ This bomb threat was an unusual
irritant for G77 preparations. However, at COP28, they had a preparatory
meeting as usual. During the actual COP proceedings, officials from the G77
met “twice a day, at 9:00 and 13:00... usually there is a chair within G77 that
asks for views, which forms the common position.”**° Thus, the G77 grouping

is not immune to the risks of status backlash.
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Third, there is the BASIC grouping. This is where Indian officials interact
with Brazilian, South African, and Chinese counterparts. Interestingly, insid-
ers barely talked about this grouping, suggesting either that only a handful of
officials have insights into its group dynamics, or that the BASIC grouping is
facing status loss. At COP27, the offices of the Russian, Chinese, and South
African delegations were close to each other, enabling coordination between
them, whereas the Brazilian and the Indian offices were further away.*' An
official argued that:

China has reached a different [development] level now, we cannot re-

ally count them as a developing country anymore. China is different

from South Africa, India, and other developing countries.*??
This statement indicates that civil servants are becoming skeptical about the
BASIC grouping’s function as an exclusive club of developing countries in
climate negotiations. At the same time, during the 58" SBSTA meeting in
Bonn, a more technical climate conference held in June 2023, Indian officials
coordinated with the BASIC grouping. Officials from the different countries
discussed climate finance and the Global Stocktake ahead of COP28 in Du-
bai.**® This suggests that when officials are engaging with the BASIC group-
ing, they encounter fewer tensions in technical Bonn-based negotiations than
in political COP-based negotiations.

In sum, although the negotiation groupings were set up to manage disagree-
ments between developed and developing countries, they embody friction and
a variety of challenges for officials using them in their agendas. Through con-
tinuously showing up at negotiation meetings for these three groupings, Indian
officials maintain options to negotiate within different blocs despite the ten-

sions that India’s membership in these groupings brings to their desks. If one

421 Author’s diary notes from COP27, November 2022, 7.

422 Author’s interview with [#17.

423 Bansard, Jennifer, Cristina Mundin, Timothy Neff, Hillary Rosentreter, and Lynn Wagner,
2023. “Summary of the Bonn Climate Change Conference: 5-15 June 2023”, Earth Negotia-
tions Bulletin, 19 June 2023.

151



negotiating group falls apart for any reason, Indian officials ensure they are
not left alone in the negotiations. Yet, in recent times, both the BASIC group-
ing and the G77 have faced status loss. For Indian officials, the challenge
moving forward is whether to revitalize their status as negotiating groups, ac-
cept the contemporary value of these three groups, or build new negotiating

groups that are better fitted to India’s green ambitions.

6.4. Normativity tensions

The emergence of India’s green ambitions has induced friction about India’s
image. This concerns whether it is seen as an environmentally friendly or ob-
structive rising power in the international system. Indian officials treat climate
negotiations as a continuous process including political negotiations at COP
and technical negotiations in Bonn.*** This section reveals how India’s green
ambitions affect normativity conceptions at COP negotiations. The norma-
tivity tensions shaping, and being shaped by, India’s green ambitions concern

the India Pavilion at COPs and conflictual views on energy sources.

6.4.1. The India Pavilion: Telling the India Story to the world
We go to COP to talk here and there, telling the India story to the
world... but we have a limited role at COP negotiations.**’
While pavilions are useful for officials attempting to convince foreign coun-
terparts about the sincerity of their green ambitions, pavilions reveal norma-
tive tensions. Located in the web of other pavilions, the India Pavilion is in a
social milieu where participants walking around can compare the pavilions of
different countries. At COP27 in Sharm el Sheikh, the India Pavilion was far

from the Chinese and Pakistani Pavilions, but near to the US Center and the
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Canadian Pavilion.*** The layout was totally different at COP28 in Dubai. Par-
ticipants found the India Pavilion next to the US Center, which was located
between it and the Chinese Pavilion. The COP28 map below reveals the social

milieu of pavilions where officials and participants interacted with each other.
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The India Pavilion was set up to persuade COP participants about the positive
aspects of India’s green ambitions. It was intended to present these as norma-
tively beneficial in global efforts to combat climate change. A government
official told the press that the India Pavilion aimed to “highlight various on-
going initiatives of the government as well as its strategies for mitigation and
adaptation measures to tackle climate change.”*?” Similarly, a Ministry of En-

vironment document stated that “the concept and design of the Indian Pavilion

426 Author’s diary notes from COP27, November 2022, 7.

427 Mohan, Vishwa, 2023. “COP28: *Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam’ to be the theme of India pavil-
ion at UN climate meet in Dubai,” Times of India. 21 August 2023.

153



to be set up at COP28 shall offer a unique opportunity to showcase India’s
positive actions on climate change.”*?*

This illustrated how New Delhi cared about the pavilion and had identified
it as an opportunity to tell the world about India’s global green ambitions. The
document clarified that “since the Pavilion will be viewed internationally, due
care has to be taken in conceptualizing and managing the Pavilion.”

With the dissemination of India’s green ambitions and the stories told
about positive Indian efforts towards climate action, a major normativity ten-
sion emerged. It concerned the presentation of India’s green ambitions at the
COP summit. With a fancy pavilion, India presented itself as a leading green
power to COP27 participants walking around the conference venue that hosted
the pavilions of many different countries. Yet, Indian negotiators continuously
presented India as a country needing support rather than a leading green power
at COP27.4 Such a disconnect between India’s image in the negotiations and
the pavilions constitutes what an insider called a “status contradiction.”*° The
disconnect between these gives COP participants a conflicting impression
about India’s green ambitions. Thus, India’s green ambitions induced new
forms of tensions that negotiators in the past did not have to deal with.

Nevertheless, climate negotiators seldom visited the pavilions since the
negotiations took place in other meeting rooms, over dinner tables, and in
group conversations in the corridors.#! One Indian negotiator frankly stated
that pavilions “don’t matter for negotiations” since it is “nice here [at the Pa-
vilions], but hard inside.”*? The pavilions do matter, however, for affecting
the normative impression given to participants engaging in global climate pol-
itics at COP. An Indian official from another ministry alluded to this, stating
that talking at pavilions is a way of “telling the India story to the world.”*?
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In hindsight, an Indian official frankly explained how India presented two
different messages. Despite investing material resources and intellectual
thought into signaling India’s green ambitions to the world, it also maintained
its promotion of well-established norms. This was the case with the presenta-
tion of Mission LiFE, which is a green ambition project.** As the official said:

Mission LiFE was very important for us, indeed a priority when we
set the preparations. We even had LiFE on our Pavilion in COP27 as
the main message. At COP28, our Pavilion had the G20 presidency
slogan. But remember, despite this, we value the UNFCCC and the
Paris Agreement, since climate justice, equity, and CBDR-RC are en-
shrined in them.*
Views about the functionality of the pavilion differ between officials in dif-
ferent capacities involved in the Indian delegation to COP. As such, the pavil-
ions may be more useful for an official promoting green ambitions rather than
an official demanding climate justice.

Furthermore, the activities in pavilions reveal normativity struggles about
priority partners. On day one of COP28, Minister Yadav smiled while cutting
the ribbon to the pavilion that featured the G20 slogan and Modi’s Glasgow
pledge on its walls.**¢ In line with the ministry instructions to the public rela-
tions firm overseeing the project, the India Pavilion had a modern look with
digital screens and a theme centered on the Indian G20 presidency. However,
no foreign guest ministers joined. This was in contrast to the Chinese Pavilion
that was inaugurated by the COP28 president Sultan Al Jaber. Although Min-
ster Yadav met Al Jaber the same day, the meeting was a bilateral conversation
rather than the inauguration of the India Pavilion in front of the cameras. With

the Chinese, in contrast, Al Jaber personally joined the inauguration of their
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pavilion.*” The COP28 president therefore seemed to be acknowledging
China’s green ambitions more than those of India.

In attempts to manage the normative struggle about priority partners, Indian
diplomats and officials provided day-to-day support to their ministers partici-
pating in events at different pavilions. During these occasions, officials navi-
gated status dilemma dynamics under public scrutiny. For instance, as Minis-
ter Yadav visited the International Solar Alliance Pavilion, Indian officials
stood nearby.** Similarly, an Indian diplomat handed over speaking points to
Minister Yadav at a side-event at COP28, which he read in front of the audi-
ence.*® As the minister is more confident in Hindi than in English, these
speaking points have a significant impact on the minister’s ability to appear
as a competent political leader. This is something that the officials must con-
sider when supporting their minister. The to-do-list for a diplomat assisting
the Climate Minister at climate negotiations goes beyond speech editing. It
also includes: booking hotel rooms, arranging food, attending bilateral meet-
ings, sitting in the car with the minister, accompanying the minister at the
conference venue.** Hence, despite the limited institutional capacity of the
Indian diplomatic service, they use some working time in navigating norma-
tivity tensions.

Thus, although the pavilion served to meaningfully disseminate India’s
green ambitions, it also created new tensions that Indian officials had to navi-

gate in their attempt to affect India’s green credentials.

6.4.2. Conflictual views on energy
Another indication of normative tension arising in India’s participation at

COP28 concerns conflicting Indian views on whether and how to phase out
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coal. This tension is often revealed by officials seeking to paper over tensions
and change the subject. With two weeks left until COP28 in Dubai, the Indian
Ambassador to the UAE shared his remarks at a think tank event arranged by
the Indian think tank Observer Research Foundation (ORF), together with its
American affiliate ORF America, titled Link G20, COP28 — Two Forums That
Will Shape Global Governance.**' Speaking at the event, the Ambassador out-
lined New Delhi’s aspiration to treat COP28 as a continuation of the debates
during India’s G20 Presidency. The Ambassador gave the following argu-
ment:
The Indian G20 presidency has placed the imperative of green devel-
opment at the heart of the global governance agenda. In highlighting
the pressing needs of the Global South, India has emphasized the need
to intertwine sustainability with economic growth and human wellbe-
ing. The inclusion of the green development pact in the G20 core
agenda is a strong recognition of the disproportionate impact of cli-
mate change on developing nations and the need to support their ef-
forts to transition beyond fossil fuels collectively.
Clearly, the Ambassador was attempting to speak for low- and middle-income
countries that he grouped together as “developing countries.” He then pointed
out four priorities that India would like to see discussed at COP28, providing
a global outlook on energy transitions for these countries:
First, the vision of energy prosperity for all, and ensuring that the prin-
ciple of justice and equity remain central to the energy transition
agenda. The emerging green energy system should serve as a way to
ensure dependable and cost-effective energy access for those who
have been previously marginalized. Second, the need to effectively
address the impact of climate change on other aspects of the Global

South's development agenda. In particular, there is a pressing need to
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address the linkages between climate, health, and gender, and to iden-
tify integrated policies to address these challenges in a holistic man-
ner. Third, the need to empower green innovation as a means to pitch
technological gaps that continue to hinder deployment of green en-
ergy in the Global South. Finally, there is a need to resolve the ineq-
uities in the global financial architecture, which restrict the flow of
climate finance to countries in the Global South, which have the most
potential to scale up green energy solutions.
Indian officials also avoided speaking about coal in a media briefing that they
gave to New Delhi-based journalists on day one of COP28. This was likely
because they knew that coal was a controversial issue. In the Foreign Secre-
tary’s initial remarks, he mentioned that “India’s approach to climate action is
deeply rooted in our civilizational ethos” and highlighted various international
initiatives such as the International Solar Alliance, Mission LiFE, and the
Green Development Pact adopted at the G20 summit in September.

These points indicate how the Indian Foreign Ministry attempted to signal
to the press, and also to foreign observers watching the press briefing, that
India’s priority was to be part of the solution. Nonetheless, what hit the head-
lines internationally was a statement about coal made in response to a Reuters
journalist during the Q&A. The Foreign Secretary argued, “coal is and would
remain an important part of India’s energy mix, and it has always been, as we
move forward to meet our developmental priorities in the country.”**? India’s
stance on coal therefore reached the international press because the media
asked about it, not because Indian officials wanted to talk about it in the brief-
ing ahead of COP28.

At the think tank event in the run-up to the negotiations, the Indian Ambas-
sador in the UAE made normative statements about green energy sources and

energy transitions. Despite this, however, Indian negotiators pursued “surgical
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edits” to “remove paragraph 35” of the agreement discussed at COP28, which
had originally outlined a fossil fuel phase out by 2050.*** This way of dealing
with energy sources had an unintended effect on India’s partnerships since it
brought India and China closer. In the discussions about the first Global Stock-
take (GST) at COP28, India’s vision for energy sources supported a soft, ra-
ther than targeted, stance on coal, which was just like China’s vision. While it
made sense for Indian negotiators at the time, those of India’s partners who
were interested in providing funding to green energy sources received a re-

minder about the limits to India’s green ambitions.

6.5. Recognition tensions

This section deals with the reception of India’s green ambitions, which the
theory chapter of this thesis has termed recognition tensions. As Indian offi-
cials navigate status dilemma dynamics in climate negotiations, they interact
with foreign counterparts. In these interactions, they manage recognition ten-
sions. As one official put it, “Reputation is important because it comes from
others’ faith in you. It requires adequacy. If you can demonstrate to the world
that you can be part of the solution, then you also will be so.”*** Yet, a retired
Indian official contended that reputation should not be overstated as a source
of recognition. As the insider put it:
Prestige and reputation are not that important. The prestige of the dip-
lomat or country is not as important as the nature of the issue. I'd
rather say credibility than prestige. Credibility is linked to the sincer-
ity of the diplomat. You cannot take the credibility away from the
country as long as you follow your national interest. Of course, there

are difficult issues, such as equity, phase out of coal, IPR [Intellectual
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Property Rights], where there is legitimacy at stake. But it’s rather
legitimacy at stake than credibility or prestige.**’
Rather than discussing the sources of recognition, this section offers evidence
about tensions that Indian officials face in contemporary climate negotiations.
In previous sections, we have learned about the epistemic and normativity ten-
sions shaping status dilemma dynamics. In this section, we learn about the

recognition tensions that shape the social processes of status dilemmas.

6.5.1. Mission LiFE: A new priority with mixed reviews

The Lifestyles for Environment Mission (Mission LiFE) constitutes a project
fostering India’s green ambitions. Modi presented Mission LiFE at COP26 in
Glasgow, and the launch occurred in the run-up to COP27. By examining the
acceptance of Mission LiFE, we learn about the tensions evolving in the ex-
ternal promotion of India’s green ambitions. The Mission LiFE has produced
new status dilemma dynamics in climate diplomacy, with both Indian and for-
eign officials exploring the diplomatic interface within this new project.

In a surprise move to strengthen India’s green credentials, the Indian PM
Modi and the UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres launched the initiative
Mission LiFE at the newly constructed Statue of Unity in Modi’s home state
Gujarat in western India, in the run-up to COP27 in Egypt. On October 20,
2022, Indian officials in the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO) released the state-
ments from the event. These documents highlighted that India had received
“congratulatory video messages on the launch of Mission LiFE by the heads
of 11 nations representing all regions of the United Nations.””**°
A statement described how Modi:

Recalled that India has had a tradition of worshipping nature for thou-
sands of years. The Vedas precisely mention the importance of ele-

ments of nature like water, earth, land, fire, and water. The Prime

445 Author’s interview with I#2.
446 Press Information Bureau, 2022. “PM launches Mission LiFE at Statue of unity in Ekta
Nagar, Kevadia, Gujarat”, Prime Minister’s Office. 20 October 2022.
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Minister quoted the Atharvaveda and recited, ‘Mata Bhumiah Putro-
ham Prithivyah’ that is, the earth is our mother and we are her chil-
dren.*’
Modi emphasized that the Mission LiFE initiative serves as a “next step” in
India’s environmental protection leadership. Attending the launch was
Jaishankar, a career diplomat who had become Foreign Minister. He listened
to Modi’s argument that the political initiative was grounded in ancient Indian
philosophy.

In newspapers, and on their internal digital platforms, officials learned
about the introduction of a new political flagship program which they would
need to consider in their thinking about promoting India’s green ambitions
abroad. Similarly, foreign diplomats, fostering partnerships with India, saw
this program as a new diplomatic opening to speak about climate cooperation
with India. This was not just the diplomats of the 11 nations whose leaders
endorsed Mission LiFE at the launch** — among them French President Mac-
ron and the serving foreign policy chief of the European Commission, then
Prime Minister of Estonia, Kallas — but it was also diplomats from other coun-
tries. These diplomats started asking what Mission LiFE entailed. A diplomat
living in New Delhi reasoned: “Mission LiFE is very much about that India
wants to be seen as a global leader and redefine sustainability in the world.”**’
In private, however, other foreign officials wondered whether Mission LiFE
was just a new political campaign and felt it might have only a limited effect
on India’s green development path.*>* Although few foreign diplomats who

spoke to me expressed direct criticism of the program, informal conversations

447 Tbid.

448 Press Information Bureau, 2022. “Congratulatory Messages on the Launch of Mission LiFE
from Heads of States/Governments”, NITI Aayog. 20 October 2022.

449 Author’s interview with I#9.

430 A note on private conversations data points in the empirical analysis. The use of private
conversations in the manuscript constitutes a writing style choice while maintaining privacy for
respondents and people I talked to during the research. I protect my sources by not connecting
any interview conversation or conversation with informed people to the specific private con-
versations. | was inspired by practice scholars who presented their analysis in this way, e.g.,
Pouliot 2016b.
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with officials from different countries showed their mixed views on India’s
green credentials. When viewed through the lens of the theoretical framework
developed in this thesis, these mixed views can be classified as recognition
tensions. These tensions are revealed in varying answers to three questions:
To what extent does Mission LiFE build societal acceptance inside India to
gradually phase out coal? To what extent does Mission LiFE serve as window-
dressing, especially in light of the lobbying by the fossil-fuel industry in India?
How can international partners support Mission LiFE in a way that fosters an
environmentally friendly development path and accelerates India’s green tran-
sition?

Mission LiFE became part of India’s efforts to build acceptance for its
green ambitions. After this, Ministry of Environment officials quickly ensured
that India’s visibility on the sidelines of the formal negotiations in Egypt at
COP27 included the initiative. One Indian climate negotiator described this:
“We even had Mission LiFE on our Pavilion in COP27 as the main message
since it was a priority and very important to us.”**' Another official stated that,
“Nobody is opposed to the idea since it does not require obligations.”*** Sim-
ilarly, Indian diplomats started talking about Mission LiFE abroad. In Stock-
holm and elsewhere, officials started speaking about the new initiative.*** This
suggests that the Indian Foreign Service was using Mission LiFE as a public
diplomacy tool, which in this study can be treated as part of acceptance build-
ing.

Indian officials have not yet managed to mobilize enough signatories for a
UN General Assembly resolution about an International Day for Lifestyles for

the Environment.*** However, their daily activities display their drive to build

451 Author’s interview with I#18.

452 Author’s interview with I#17.

453 See e.g., Embassy of India, Sweden, 2023. “Sustainability Dialogues: Decarbonizing Devel-
opment Automotive: Remarks by Ambassador,” speech, 18 April 2023.

454 Niti Aayog and Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change, 2022. “LiFE: Life-
style for Environment”, Brochure. The objective to adopt an International LiFE Day is men-
tioned in the Niti Aayog planning brochure on Mission LiFE, 17.
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acceptance for India’s green ambitions in the form of Mission LiFE. Annual
reports from the Ministry of Environment indicate partial external acceptance
for Mission LiFE. Indian officials have actually ensured international
acknowledgements by the IPCC, G7, G20, and the Shanghai Cooperation Or-
ganization.*> Similarly, the United Nations Environment Assembly adopted
a resolution on Mission LiFE on March 1, 2024, co-sponsored by Sri Lanka
and Bolivia. The project serves as a bridge-building attempt to manage recog-
nition tensions.

Indeed, Indian diplomacy sought endorsements for Mission LiFE in vari-
ous diplomatic settings. Although Minister Lekhi had not attended climate ne-

gotiations in the past ten years,**

she agreed to promote India’s green ambi-
tions at an exclusive think tank forum sponsored by the Croatian Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, attended by national representatives from 17 countries.*” At
the 6™ Dubrovnik Forum in 2023, she said:
India is one country which has achieved its target of renewables of 40
percent, nine years before the requisite time, and we did not stop there.
The Prime Minister started a campaign called LiFE, which is sustain-
able living, and sustainable living in terms of life for environment.**®
The promotion at the Dubrovnik Forum was not an isolated attempt. A few
days before the 58" SBSTA Meeting in Bonn, an annual technical climate
conference which Indian climate negotiators always attend, the BRICS For-

eign Ministers convened in South Africa. The Indian Foreign Minister asked

for their endorsement of India’s new flagship project.*”® The BRICS, however,

455 Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change, 2023, Year-end Review. 22 Dec 2023.
456 Author searched for her name without success in the official UNFCCC lists of participation,
2012-2022.

457 Government of the Republic of Croatia, 2023. “List of Participants”, Dubrovnik Forum. 7-
8 July 2023.

458 Ministry of External Affairs, 2023. “Remarks by Ministry of State for External Affairs, Smt.
Meenakshi Lekhi at the Dubrovnik Forum 2023,” website. 10 July 2023; Author’s note: the
MEA press release states “life or environment” but Mission LiFE refers to lifestyles for envi-
ronment. Thus, I have interpreted this as a typo and added an f'in the quote.

459 Ministry of External Affairs, 2023. “Opening remarks by External Affairs Minister, Dr. S.
Jaishankar at BRICS Foreign Ministers’ Meeting,” 1 June 2023.
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rejected the Indian outreach and Mission LiFE was absent from the joint state-
ment issued after the meeting.460 However, during the same month, Indian di-
plomacy received an endorsement in the US. When Modi visited Washington,
D.C. on a state visit, invited by US President Biden, climate featured in the
discussions among other issues. The joint statement had a separate section on
partnership on the clean energy transition, with seven paragraphs dedicated to
“climate action and clean energy leaders.” President Biden said that he:
Welcomed Prime Minister Modi’s Lifestyle for Environment initia-
tive (LiFE) as a successful national model to address the impacts of
climate change, biodiversity loss, desertification and land degrada-
tion, and resolved to work together to implement the G20 High Level
Principles on Lifestyles for Sustainable Development.*"
As such, Indian diplomacy has overall received varying degrees of acceptance
abroad.

The domestic angle is essential to understanding why Mission LiFE in-
duces recognition tensions. In light of the tensions emerging, officials at the
in-house think tank Niti Aayog produced internal planning documents outlin-
ing concrete, measurable milestones for the initiative. The Niti Aayog policy
planners had grand expectations for the new project. In a public brochure,
published in 2022, they outlined how 400 million people would be mobilized
within two years. Then, within four years, or by 2028 and a year before na-
tional elections, “at least one billion Indians and other global citizens” would
“take individual and collective action for protecting and conserving the envi-
ronment.”*%? In the four years after the report, during Indians were expected

to be mobilized according to the initial plans, the Niti Aayog planners have

460 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2023. “Joint Statement of the BRICS
Ministers of Foreign Affairs and International Relations, Cape Town, South Africa, 1 June
2023,” website. 2 June 2023.

461 Ministry of External Affairs, 2023. “India-USA Joint Statement during the Official State
visit of Prime Minister, Shri Narendra Modi to USA”, 23 June 2023.

462 Niti Aayog and Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change, 2022. “LiFE Lifestyle
for Environment,” Brochure, 8, 13.
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not yet published any progress report. In February 2024, a Ministry of Envi-
ronment official contended that “we don’t need to scale up everything” on the
stage of the 23" World Sustainable Development Summit, indicating dissent
about the original grand plans for Mission LiFE.**

Initially, PMO officials instructed the in-house government think tank Niti
Aayog to implement Mission LiFE. Over time, however, the PMO has sepa-
rated the implementation into two governmental bodies: the Ministry of Envi-
ronment and Niti Aayog, the former is responsible for national implementa-
tion, the latter is in charge of promotion abroad. However, an insider told me
that “something happened,” without specifying what, such that the interna-
tional element of implementing the project had now been returned to the Min-
istry of Environment.*** By bringing Mission LiFE back to the Ministry of
Environment, the PMO pressured the ministry officials to speak more about
Mission LiFE. However, the return also implied that a less influential body
inside the Indian government would implement Mission LiFE. Instead of add-
ing manpower to the implementation of Mission LiFE, the flagship project
was sent to an understaffed ministry that lacks resources to respond to all re-
quests from India’s partners.

Despite its grand plans to build a critical mass of Indians in favor of pro-
tecting the environment, Mission LiFE has thus far been a public diplomacy
campaign rather than a campaign for domestic change. This lack of domestic
change has induced recognition tensions about the limits of India’s green am-
bitions in contemporary diplomacy. Consequently, Mission LiFE sustained
the interest of Indian officials and their foreign counterparts for a couple of
years, but it has also led to so much recognition tension that it produces severe

status dilemma dynamics.

463 Author’s field note from 23" World Sustainable Development Summit, 11 February 2024.
464 Author’s interview with I#9.
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6.5.2. Signing or rejecting partnerships

During seemingly innocent moments in the preparatory phase ahead of climate
negotiations, Indian officials find themselves navigating recognition tensions
in negotiations about different documents. Signing declarations constitutes a
fast, instinctive practice that reveals common knowledge about India’s posi-
tions. As an official put it frankly, “We do not sign declarations that are against
our positions, especially on mitigation.”** In the run-up to the formal negoti-
ations, government officials craft different forms of temporal partnerships ex-
pressed in declarations. These declarations are sometimes launched together
with issue-based coalitions. The practice of signing and rejecting constitutes
a way for Indian officials to navigate tensions inherent in India’s quest to be
recognized as an environmental power with green ambitions.

For example, in the preparations for COP28, some European officials were
sitting in the offices of DG Energy (DG ENER), a Directorate General (DG)
in the European Commission, in Brussels. Although the EU’s participation in
climate negotiations is prepared by another DG — the DG Climate Action (DG
CLIMA) — officials dealing with energy politics invested resources and time
into crafting a new global renewable energy and energy efficiency pledge.**®
As the Indian embassy in Brussels received the draft, they sent a diplomatic
cable back to the capital. As the cable reached a unit inside the Indian Foreign
Ministry, an official realized that another unit had to have a say on the pro-
posal.*” The cable travelled from a territorial division to the functional United
Nations Economic and Social (UNES) division that coordinates India’s inter-
national climate engagements. Had the energy declaration from Brussels
reached New Delhi a year earlier, things might have been easier. But officials

in New Delhi were surprised since the G20 countries had signed a similar

465 Author’s interview with I#18.
466 European Commission, 2023. “Global Renewables and Energy Efficiency Pledge.”
467 Author’s interview with I#32.
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pledge in the Green Development Pact adopted at the G20 summit in New
Delhi a few months earlier.

Officials sitting in New Delhi thought they had experienced a backlash to
the Green Development Pact. Instead of championing the Green Development
Pact at COP28, 100 plus countries, including many G20 countries, decided to
sign the Brussels-formulated Energy Declaration. The Green Development
Pact included the ambitious goal of tripling renewable energy supply, had
been ignored in Brussels. Consequently, New Delhi decided not to sign the
Energy Declaration. In light of India rejecting the declaration’s wording on
coal, and Brussels not accommodating the G20 summit formulations, India
decided to oppose the energy declaration.*®® India refused to change its red
line about coal formulations at the cost of not being part of the energy decla-
ration.*® As Indian officials rejected the new pledge, they experienced the
limits of the Green Development Pact endorsed during India’s G20 presi-
dency.

If the energy declaration represented a status backlash, other declarations
suggest that India’s partners accommodated India’s green ambitions. India
joined declarations on finance and hydrogen, but skipped pledges on agricul-
ture since Indian officials still contend that its farming sector must develop
without a constraining pledge.*’® One official that I spoke to looked me in the
eyes and said: “Mitigation is not a good idea for us since our agriculture sector
is still developing and our society has not developed enough for mitiga-
tion.””*”'In this way, there is a tension between India’s green ambitions and the
actual practices of officials. India’s green ambitions have an effect on the prac-

tice of signing partnerships. However, parts of the Indian bureaucracy endorse

468 Author’s interview with I#24.

469 The Wire Staff, 2023. “’I respect the Science in Everything I Do’, Clarifies COP28 Prez;
India Skips Two Declarations,” The Wire. 4 December 2023.

470 Author’s interview with I#18.

471 Author’s interview with I#18.
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or reject declarations based on their own understandings of India’s develop-

mental status, rather than based on the country’s green ambitions.

6.5.3. Foreign endorsements

Different endorsements by foreign officials manifest the recognition tensions
in practice. Around the world, officials sitting in their Prime Minister’s offices
enable social interactions between their leaders and the Indian Prime Minister
on the sidelines of climate negotiations. They signal recognition of India’s
green ambitions by enabling meetings between their leaders and the Indian
Prime Minister Modi. Insiders refer to these meetings as interactions at “the
political level” in contrast to the “technical level.” Although this practice was
impossible at COP27, as Modi did not participate in person, foreign officials
from nineteen countries engaged in interactions with the Indian PM at
COP28.*7 Inside the Indian Ministry of External Affairs, officials noted that
the “PM only stayed for a short period, so he could not attend some invita-
tions.”*”* The geographical variation among these twenty countries indicates
that the Indian PMO takes a global outlook in their efforts to build acceptance
for India’s green ambitions. These meetings induce administrative burdens but
also uncertainties for officials working on India’s bilateral relationships who
could not participate. Usually, India’s ambassador sits in the room when Modi
meets a foreign leader. However, during these meetings on the sidelines of
climate negotiations, India’s Foreign Minister Jaishankar, and the national se-
curity advisor Doval, participated in the meetings.*’* Thus, foreign counter-
parts conveyed their acceptance of India’s green ambitions directly to Modi

and his two closest aides, even though the Indian ambassador in their country

472 According to the author’s data collection of photos from COP28, Modi met representatives
from: the Netherlands, Bahrain, Jordan, Tajikistan, Sri Lanka, the United Kingdom (King
Charles, Rishi Sunak, Tony Blair and David Cameron), Ethiopia, Italy, Brazil, Vietnam, Mal-
dives, France, UAE, Sweden, Israel, Switzerland, Turkey, Barbados, Guyana, European Com-
mission (von der Leyen). See Modi, Narendra (@narendramodi), 2023 in bibliography.

473 Author’s interview with I#17.

474 Modi, Narendra (@narendramodi). 2023. "In the midst of COP-28 proceedings, caught up
with President Ranil Wickremesinghe of Sri Lanka." Post. X (formerly Twitter), December 1.
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could not hear or witness the conversation firsthand. Instead, the diplomats
responsible for bilateral relations must rely on written meeting notes, photos,
and oral recollections from the meetings.

Besides these bilateral meetings, foreign officials prepare speeches that
their leaders present in the presence of their Indian counterparts. At the launch
of the Green Credits Initiative, the President of the European Council, Michel,
expressed his gratitude to Modi during a speech:

We believe in working together to address common challenges in a
respectful way. Thank you, Prime Minister Mr. Modi for bringing us
together today. You can count on the European Union. Thank you for
your leadership.*”>
Showing up and uttering such accommodating words indicates recognition of
India’s green ambitions. The foreign leaders strengthened Modi’s green cre-
dentials by endorsing India’s green ambitions with their participation. New
Delhi had invited other leaders too, but an official admitted afterward that “we
were a bit tight on time in our outreach.”*’®

Despite the social interactions at the political level, foreign officials under-
score the difference between the political and the technical level as a major
point of friction. Several interviewees told me that despite the ambitious po-
litical level, Indian officials involved with technical negotiations still talk
about their developing country status and historical responsibilities held by
developed countries.*’” This contradiction between the political and the tech-
nical level irritated a foreign official who even argued that Indian officials
present “two faces in global climate politics: the leading power face and the
poor country face.”*’® The foreign official thought these faces represented an

identity crisis: “They don’t know their identity!” With this identity crisis in

475 Ministry of External Affairs, India, 2023. “High-level event on Green Credits Programme
at #COP28 World Climate Actions Summit,” YouTube, 23:55-24:12.
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mind, combined with grand slogans about smart cities and green hydrogen,
the person was dismayed, believing India’s green ambitions were “blah, blah,
blah.”

Some foreign diplomats in New Delhi pay attention to public discussions
about India’s participation in the upcoming climate negotiations.*’* The allo-
cated resources indicate the seriousness with which foreign diplomats take
multilateral climate diplomacy. This implies reading the news, listening to
webinars, sometimes joining events, and speaking with stakeholders. Ahead
of COP28, British diplomats prepared an opinion piece that the Indian Express
published halfway through the negotiations.**® Highlighting cooperation with
India, the British High Commissioner to India suggested three areas for British
Indian co-leadership: stopping any global temperature rise, mobilizing climate
finance for developing countries, and biodiversity. In these areas, India and
the UK could lead “for our benefit and for the benefit of the world.” The Brit-
ish Ambassador concluded with a wish: “And just as the UK continues to cut
its greenhouse gas emissions, which are now nearly half of what they were in
1990, so India can inspire the world through its clean energy transition.” The
high-level meetings between the British leaders and Modi at COP28 were,
thus, accompanied by public writing by British diplomats in New Delhi. The
British diplomats accepted India’s green ambitions.

We can also learn about tensions shaping India’s green ambitions by stud-
ying events in New Delhi. During fieldwork in New Delhi, I witnessed foreign
diplomats attending the 23™ World Sustainable Development Summit
(WSDS), sponsored by the Indian Ministry of Environment, and arranged by
their think tank, The Energy and Resource Institute (TERI). On the speaker’s
list there were not only Indian speakers. Sri Lanka sent a senior official as a

speaker because their minister was managing a domestic scandal. The Spanish

479 Author’s participant observation as speaker at an event about COP28, arranged by the Center
for Social and Economic Progress (CSEP).
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Ecology Minister traveled from Madrid. A Sustainable Energy Minister came
from Kiribati and a politician from Fiji. At this event, I noted participation by
foreign officials, indicating their interest in India’s green ambitions and at-
tempts to build partnerships with India. However, they were probably sur-
prised that barely any Indian speaker at this flagship event talked about India
as a leading power shaping global climate politics.*®' While the logo of Mis-
sion LiFE decorated the main stage, India’s green ambition to become a lead-

ing power in climate cooperation barely featured in the conversations onstage.

6.6. Conclusion

This chapter has examined India’s green ambitions in contemporary climate
negotiations. The analysis reveals that Indian officials find themselves in se-
vere status dilemma dynamics since they encounter multiple forms of ten-
sions. The management of one tension will only reduce this form of tension
but not eliminate a more demanding operational challenge: the navigation of
status dilemmas. This chapter has used a practice lens to study status dilem-
mas, revealing a conceptual clash in India’s contemporary approach to inter-
national climate negotiations. This is a clash between the Indian officials that
follow the new instructions, about climate being part of India’s civilizational
heritage, and the officials that follow older instructions, about climate being
part of India’s role in the community of developing countries.

Indian officials may be able to learn about the nature of climate diplomacy,
to understand India’s domestic needs, or to conceive of how partners will react
to India’s stances in a changing world. But, navigating one of these elements
is not sufficient to navigate a green status dilemma. In fact, practical mastery
or competence in Pouliot’s vocabulary, requires constant attention. Thus, to

master the severe status dilemma dynamics, Indian officials must cope with

481 Author’s memory notes from 23" World Sustainable Development Summit, New Delhi,
February 2024.
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the lack of a common ground on the standards of competence in a diluted
system like the global climate regime.

A theoretical insight from the analysis concerns the structure in which sta-
tus dilemma dynamics operate. In the fluid international system, relationship
linkages emerge in the management of these social dynamics. These linkages
manifest themselves in forms of interaction between individual officials.
These relationship linkages should not be mistaken for “issue linkages” in the
negotiation literature.**> Relationship linkages induce expectations and per-
ceptions at the individual level. They operate at the individual level of analysis
but are affected by structures constraining them. To clarify, these relationships
linkages were produced by the Foreign Office’s distribution of work with out-
reach to bilateral partners. The distribution of work pertaining to India’s green
ambitions in climate negotiations forges new relationship linkages for India’s
role in the world. However, these relationship linkages come with risks of sta-
tus backlash if officials misinterpret them. For instance, by arguing together
with China about loose coal formulations, Indian officials used their relation-
ship linkage with China to deal with tensions. Yet, by supporting the same
positions as China in the COP28 negotiation about coal in the Global Stock-
take, Indian officials missed the chance to boost their green credentials in their
relationship linkages with other partners. The collaboration with China ena-
bled them to ease the normativity tension about coal, but accelerated recogni-
tion tensions about India’s green ambitions among other partners.

As an unintended consequence of India’s green ambitions on the world
stage, diplomatic friction has taken a new form. Several Western partners en-
dorse India’s green ambitions and welcome a more active Indian role in the
international system. In effect, negotiation groupings that once were corner-
stones in Indian climate diplomacy face a pressing risk of status backlash. Old

groupings had a role in the past that might not be suitable today. Moreover,

482 Keohane, Robert O. and Joseph S. Nye Jr. 1973. Power and interdependence, Survival, 15:4,
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the new diplomatic milieu for Indian officials produces multiple tensions that
Indian diplomats attempt to manage through acts of acceptance building. The
contemporary project for such acceptance building is the Mission LiFE, a pro-
gram that has thus far only had a partial impact on building acceptance abroad
for India’s green ambitions, due to the lukewarm reception in various capitals
worldwide. This chapter has revealed how India attempts to build acceptance
for its green ambitions in formal climate negotiations. The next chapter pro-
vides insights into acceptance building in the G20 process. The status dilemma
dynamics shaping India’s green ambitions in climate negotiations require

plenty of bureaucratic attention.
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7. The green assertion during India’s G20

presidency

7.1. Introduction

Everything we did for G20, we wanted to do in India. We wanted to
bring change in India, the goal was to do for India, not just for G20!
The domestic change element was very important to us.*** — Indian

official interviewed by author

Despite the issues and chaos, Indians will always make things happen
on the last day. On the last day, things will happen. There is a relevant
saying: Indians start planning their weddings on the day they begin!
And then, there is a massive show! G20 was just like that. Say that
something is urgent, and it will happen.*** — Indian expert interviewed

by author

This chapter uses a practice lens, focused on status dilemmas,*® to examine
how Indian officials navigated the tensions that emerged in India’s green am-
bitions during its first-ever presidency of the Group of 20 (G20). In the prep-
arations and during the presidency, Indian officials were exposed to various
tensions that form the social processes of status dilemma dynamics. This chap-
ter argues that Indian officials faced a major status dilemma in the execution

of the country’s first-ever G20 presidency. This dilemma revolved around

483 Author’s interview with I#19.
484 Author’s interview with I#27.
485 Presented in chapter 3 in this thesis.
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how to present India to the world: Would they present it as a poor, developing
country, needing financial assistance for its green transition? Or would they
present it as a proud nation on the rise? Would they attempt to present India
as part of the solution in global efforts to combat climate change? Or would
they present it as a country that is vulnerable to climate change? This case
study reveals how Indian officials managed this green status dilemma during
the administration of India’s G20 presidency.

Behind the scenes, Indian officials had been trying to secure India’s first
G20 presidency for several years. In 2015, a Ministry of Finance official told
the press, “China is chairing the G20 this time, followed by Germany in 2017,
and then...the chair will pass on to India for 2018.”**¢ This did not happen.
The next G20 member in line was Argentina, which seemingly was unwilling
to swap its G20 presidency with India. An unnamed official admitted to the
press that there were logistical hurdles:

We do not have a world-class convention center yet. The one in

Dwarka will take time, and then you have the elections in 2019.

Therefore, it would be safer to make a bid to host the 2021 or 2022

meeting. We want to showcase our best and therefore it would be bet-

ter to postpone it and not make a serious bid for the 2019 meeting.**’
Consequently, Indian officials kept waiting for a more opportune moment,
aware of both domestic and international expectations. The political leader-
ship accepted the delay. As time passed, Indian officials convinced their coun-
terparts about India’s willingness to host the G20 presidency in 2022, con-
firmed at the Osaka G20 summit in 2019.%

486 Mehra, Puja, 2015. “India to hold G20 Chair in 2018, Delhi may play host”, The Hindu. 1
October 2015.
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However, a year later, in the run-up to the summit in Saudi Arabia, Indian
officials contacted Indonesian counterparts with a proposal to swap presiden-
cies. Officials in Jakarta were receptive. An insider explained, “Jakarta did not
want to have both ASEAN and G20 presidency during the same year. Jakarta
talked to Cambodia about swapping ASEAN presidencies and considered it
but decided to go with India instead.”**’ The possibility of swapping presiden-
cies enabled the political leaders of both countries to use the G20 as a platform

0 Officials knew their political leaders

for domestic election campaigning.
sought campaign opportunities. However, in New Delhi, the swapping had an
additional advantage since it decreased the stress on the bureaucracy. One of-
ficial described the issue, stating that India “had come directly from the pan-
demic and simply had to switch with Indonesia,” and adding “we were not
prepared for it.”*”! With the swap, Indian officials gained more time for man-
aging different goals in the margins of the G20 negotiations.

With COVID lockdowns fresh in their minds, officials considered domestic
politics and how India could develop with partners in a post-COVID world.**?
At the height of the first wave of COVID-19, in May 2020, the Prime Minister
announced the mission of self-reliant India (A¢tmanirbhar Bharat), bringing
isolationist connotations to public debate. In response, the Foreign Minister
repeatedly clarified that Indian nationalism supported international partner-
ships. In light of foreign observers becoming confused about the meaning of
self-reliant India, a few clarifying lines made it into a speech delivered by the
Foreign Minister at the Bloomberg India Economic Forum in October 2020.

In front of foreign diplomats, the Minister reiterated that self-reliant India “is

not about protectionism; it is about building greater strengths at home to play
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more effectively abroad.” He then went on to discuss US-India relations and
India’s involvement in the Quad.*

In global climate politics, officials found themselves navigating net-zero
politics. Foreign counterparts inquired of Indian officials about their plans to
announce a net-zero goal. India eventually announced this, albeit later than
many other countries.*”* Some Indian civil servants worried that India would
be portrayed as a “green problem” in international media.*”> The worry was
significant because being seen as a green problem would imply a status back-
lash for India in world affairs. Moreover, a little under ten months before India
took over the G20 presidency, Russia invaded Ukraine. This shifted the atten-
tion of many bureaucracies worldwide to the war in Europe and away from
numerous other pressing issues, including climate action and recovery from

the pandemic.

7.2.  Background: Getting India ready for the world

The vision for India’s G20 presidency evolved in the Ministry of External Af-
fairs and inside the Prime Minister’s Office. The ideas shaping the execution
can be traced back to a small group of Indian officials who convened for prep-
arations. They had noted the headlines in the international press about their
Climate Minister Yadav’s veto act during COP26 in November 2021, when
he blocked formulations about phasing out coal from being included in an
agreement. However, this publicity barely concerned the group.*”® After all,
before COP26, a top-level official had already outlined opportunities to pre-
sent solar panel projects through the International Solar Alliance. This official

encouraged the ISA to plan for the summit in 2023.*7 Instead of worrying
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about the COP26 situation, the officials focused on how they could best or-
ganize the G20 presidency to respond to a dysfunctional multilateral system
that was bogged down in conflict with the war in Ukraine. They also discussed
how they could use the presidency to overcome the difficulties bringing re-
form as a temporary member of the United Nations Security Council 2021-
2022. As the group had a “couple of months with uncertain priorities,” they
decided to wait for Modi’s announcement regarding what approach should be
taken.*”®

However, waiting for the Prime Minister’s Office created ambiguity. This
was because the G20 process occurred amidst multiple tensions in global af-
fairs. This ambiguity made it necessary to reassure foreign diplomats asking
for the presidency agenda, and domestic stakeholders planning for their activ-
ities during the presidency. The chief coordinator of the Ministry of External
Affairs (MEA) G20 Secretariat therefore agreed to deliver two speeches at
Indian think tanks. At the Observer Research Foundation (ORF), the official
gave a speech with 28 bullet points and priorities, including climate, digital,
and health.*”> At the Indian Council of World Affairs (ICWA), the official
gave a similar speech with 33 bullet points, once again with climate, digital,
and health as some of the priorities.’”® This practice of sharing the reasoning
inside the MEA in prepared speeches in semi-public settings enabled Indian
officials to share their thinking with foreign diplomats seated in the audience.
But the ambiguity remained. Listing priorities in public speeches also enabled
the Indian bureaucracy to inform domestic stakeholders about the ongoing
preparations, yet the long list showed an unwillingness to pick points. An in-

sider admitted that “[the speech at ICWA] did not say much about priorities
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for the G20 presidency. There were too many points!”*"' However, consider-
ing this list, Indian officials sought “concepts and ideas that worked globally
and would bring change domestically.”*** The inclusion of climate action il-
lustrated the impact that India’s green ambitions had on the G20 presidency.
There were several more months of internal preparations, with ongoing dis-
cussions about how officials could handle different tensions during the presi-
dency. After this, Indian civil servants learned that the PM would announce
the priorities for India’s presidency at the G20 summit in Bali. To reduce the
administrative confusion and provide more political steering, the PMO had
identified Bali summit as an opportunity to announce the priorities two weeks
before India formally took over the presidency. The timing was critical be-
cause the G20 Bali summit occurred during the climate negotiations at COP27
in Egypt. The Indian climate negotiators, at that time involved with the climate
negotiations in Sharm el Sheikh, learned that their PM had announced that
renewable energy, green development, and Mission LiFE were priority issues
for the forthcoming Indian G20 presidency, alongside a set of other issues.
These three elements were the parts of India’s green ambitions that made their
way into the G20 presidency. Indian diplomats in Egypt could breathe a sigh
of relief, since the theme of the India Pavilion was Mission LiFE. However,
they also realized that Indian officials active in negotiations in Egypt risked
being under greater scrutiny. Hence, the political instruction from the Prime
Minister to the officials regarding the G20 priorities also had a strong norma-
tive message: Do not devote all your time to old climate diplomacy, with
speaking points merely about equity and CBDR-RC; devote your efforts to
building a new image about India’s positive contributions to global climate
action. The normative vision for Indian climate diplomacy had received new

political steering to bolster India’s green credentials.
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Shortly after the Prime Minister’s political instructions about how the offi-
cials should manage status dynamics in the G20 process, officials at the G20
Secretariat undertook a new task. They sought to compile a list of policy op-
tions and insights ahead of the presidency. To do this, Indian officials con-
sulted global research institutes such as the Brookings Institution and the Car-
negie Endowment for International Peace, asking about their wish lists from
the Indian G20 presidency. Having conducted this mapping exercise, civil
servants sent an internal report to the PMO, which approved the list with
global perspectives on the presidency. To remind the civil servants at desks
across New Delhi’s ministries about the international relevance of the presi-
dency, the G20 Secretariat officials sent the internal report to the ministries.’*®
Interestingly, the ministries received this internal report as a reminder after
producing their own issue papers, a practice that served as background
knowledge production in the run-up to the presidency.’® This meant that be-
fore the negotiations inside the working group meetings began, Indian offi-
cials had familiarized themselves with international perspectives on the pro-
cesses they were about to coordinate. The G20 Secretariat officials had iden-
tified a need to provide further instructions to the ministry officials about deal-
ing with status dynamics in the working groups. They worked hard since “G20
was about getting the world ready for India, and India ready for the world.””"*

India’s G20 presidency was not inexpensive. The Indian government allo-
cated US$ 119 million. The budget was almost three times as large as Indone-
sia’s spending of US$ 44 million, and larger than Germany’s 72 million euro

presidency a few years earlier.’”® Such a budget allocation indicates that the
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Indian government took the presidency seriously, realizing that it could help
strengthen India’s footprint in the world. At the same time, not all Indian of-
ficials saw the advantage of presenting India as a significant force in global
affairs. Some Indian civil servants thought the presidency did not result in
much beyond “a tourism event with all the events happening all around In-
dia.”*"” However, other insiders thought that hosting events across India was
a deliberate tactic: “we were hoping that they [the G20 delegates] would return
and have good memories.””” Although the summit in September received the
most international publicity, more than 200 meetings occurred across the host
country during the presidency which was between December 2022 and No-
vember 2023. One insider summarized India’s aims with the presidency: “We
wanted to showcase the path India is on, its diversity, and success stories rel-
evant for developing countries.” This indicates how officials tried to use the

presidency to boost India’s reputation.’”

7.3. Epistemic tensions

The first form of tension can be captured analytically by studying the use and
production of knowledge by Indian officials. Background knowledge gives us
intriguing insights into how officials approach their day-to-day operations.
During the G20 presidency, Indian officials found ways to deal with a
knowledge deficit by establishing a temporary secretariat and producing in-

ternal background papers.

7.3.1. Background knowledge
Before the presidency, knowledge about the nuts and bolts of the G20 process
constituted exclusive expertise, held by just a few officials in the G20 Division

in the Ministry of External Affairs and the Department of Economic Affairs
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in the Ministry of Finance. The expertise lay with mid-career and senior pro-
fessionals, since low-level officials “move now and then,” and there was “no
collective memory of G20 presidencies before.””'® Learning the G20 process
per se was neither a primary goal during introductory training nor during the
subsequent specialized education officials undertook across India. In the re-
cruitment process for the civil service, Indian officials take the prestigious
UPSC exam which tests background knowledge on a broad array of issues.
After passing this exam, Indian officials receive specialized training ahead of
their jobs in the ministries with minimal background knowledge about the G20
process. Different branches of Indian bureaucracy require different tests as
part of this exam. After this, officials undergo further administrative education
at the Lal Bahadur Shastri National Academy of Administration in Shimla,
Northern India. One official described to me what they do in Mussoorie, as
the Academy is called informally: “We are taught to follow instructions and
do paperwork mostly. Just ensure that things proceed.””'" The background
knowledge about the G20 process held by members of the administrative ser-
vices was therefore very limited.

With such a low level of background knowledge as a starting point, Indian
diplomats continued their standard modus operandi during the G20 presi-
dency. Despite being neither trained in diplomacy, nor members of the Indian
foreign service, non-diplomats also stepped in. For instance, an IAS officer
with professional experience from a state government worked with interna-
tional cooperation in a ministry.’'? In another ministry, an official involved
had spent most of his career in the private sector before working with interna-
tional affairs inside the government.’’® These officials came from different
branches of the Indian civil service. The Ministry of Finance hires members

of the Indian Economic Service. The Ministry of External Affairs comprises
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members of the Indian Foreign Service (IFS) and regular staff.*'* In compari-
son, the Indian Administrative Service (IAS) employs 400,000 individuals
across India who alternate between the local, regional, provincial, and national
governments during their careers as civil servants.’'> Thus, officials from dif-
ferent branches of Indian civil service — with different background knowledge
and recruitment — faced the task of advancing India’s green ambitions in social

processes. They were the ones dealing with status dilemma dynamics.

7.3.2. The G20 Secretariat inside the Ministry of External Affairs
The Foreign Office was not negligent in addressing the lack of background
knowledge in different Indian government departments. An insider explained
that the Foreign Office realized that the varying knowledge levels could cause
problems during the presidency.’'® Consequently, it established a G20 Secre-
tariat as a new institutional body that could bridge different foreign policy
goals.’'” The new institutional body enabled Indian diplomats to navigate ten-
sions much more extensively than just monitoring the logistics, not least by
coordinating officials involved across New Delhi’s ministries. Led by the G20
Sherpa and the deputy head, the Chief Coordinator, the body was predomi-
nantly staffed by officers from the IFS and the IAS.*'® Insiders thought that
the Secretariat was not composed of many people, but that it had very compe-
tent people and was well-staffed by Indian standards.*"

Realizing the need for in-house knowledge from an international perspec-

tive, MEA published a call for experts and hired a handful of people to support
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the Secretariat’s day-to-day operations.’® As such, the ministry hired experts
who had never experienced the internal hierarchies of Indian bureaucracy pro-
fessionally before. International consultancies and philanthropies also offered
staff on loan. For instance, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation deployed a
consultant to assist with the operations inside the Foreign Office.’*' These in-
dividuals continuously balanced different priorities. The staffing of the Secre-
tariat shows that New Delhi wanted a knowledgeable group of people in
charge of coordination inside the government.

Fairly early, however, a few consultants quit “in frustration” since they
were dissatisfied with the inner functioning. A person with insight thought
that these consultants “wanted to be close to power,” implying that their roles
provided access to power.’** There were increasing returns for those consult-
ants who stayed and worked hard. For instance, a consultant co-authored an
op-ed with the G20 Sherpa at the end of the presidency.’* This illustrates that
people could raise their social ranking in informal social hierarchies by man-
aging the tensions from India’s green ambitions, despite being low in the for-
mal hierarchies. While such informal high status was reached relatively
quickly, it was short-lived and temporary since the consultants were not re-
warded with exciting new positions, unlike the civil servants who performed
well.

Indian officials identified the need for knowledge on climate-related issues.
An insider explained how this worked: “We put climate as a priority deliber-
ately, we wanted to draw attention to the need for climate finance. We wanted

to define the global discussion on climate.”*** Given such a green ambition, it
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made sense that the G20 Secretariat had a unit devoted to climate diplomacy.
This unit became the unit that dealt with various kinds of tensions forming the
green status dilemma that Indian officials navigated throughout the presi-
dency. Officials also consulted trusted experts to understand contemporary
tensions in global climate politics better.’** In regular phone conversations and
occasional meetings, officials reached out to research institutes such as the
Observer Research Foundation (ORF), the Council on Energy, Environment
and Water (CEEW), the Research and Information System for Developing
Countries (RIS), and the Energy and Resource Institute (TERI). Many experts
at these institutes contributed with analyses to the think tank track of the G20
process called T20.7*° Experts hired by some of these research institutes also
participated in working group meetings throughout the presidency. Hence, the
embedding of India’s green ambitions into the G20 chairmanship produced a
need to strengthen the Foreign Office’s expertise on climate foreign policy.
The G20 Secretariat had internal hierarchies that facilitated the navigation
of tensions on a day-to-day basis. Many people referred to “the Sherpa office,”

99 ¢

“the Secretariat,” “the Sherpa” and mentioned these internal hierarchies. As
one person put it, “The internal hierarchy was visible inside the office: differ-
ent people had desks and seats dependent on internal hierarchy. The seating
represented personnel hierarchy.”*’ On visits to the MEA building that hosted
the G20 Secretariat, I noted the different seating arrangements, with open of-
fice space for consultants, individual offices for higher-ranked officials, and

different waiting rooms dependent on the host of the individual meeting.’*®
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The office space hosted consultants and low-level officials during the presi-
dency. Higher-level officials had offices in another part of the building. On
every desk there was a phone allowing the official to receive immediate inter-
nal instructions. Personnel could store papers in the office cupboards next to
their desks. The civil servants working in this office landscape would observe
an Indian flag whenever they looked at the central clock on the glass wall in
front of the meeting room. This way the staff could be reminded of an essential
national symbol every day and, possibly, feel a sense of national pride as they
dealt with different tensions in their profession.

It was necessary to ensure that officials understood the relationship be-
tween India’s green ambitions and the other ambitions that the political lead-
ership had announced for the G20 presidency. To do this, the officials serving
the G20 Secretariat inside the Foreign Ministry faced a diplomatic concur. In
the first week of the presidency, the top-ranked official, the Sherpa, walked
through the corridors towards the room with the Indian flag hanging on the
wall. The Sherpa instructed the staff: “We are not looking for India-centric
input, but international content!” He announced an internal exam a few days
later.’* With the announcement came stress, a stress that “people who have
taken the UPSC exam [the Indian civil service entry exam] can imagine.”>*°
For the following days, the officials had to study. One person told me that
“there was no naming and shaming” and their jobs “did not depend on it, but
there were informal grades.””*' The reading material was not the latest IPCC
report, or speeches by Indian leaders, but 13 issue papers produced by Indian
ministries. With this internal test, the officials “understood the seriousness” of
India’s first-ever G20 presidency.> This test enabled the Indian Foreign Ser-
vice to update its knowledge base, review the internal issue papers, and ensure

that India could run a G20 presidency with green ambitions.
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7.3.3. The production of internal papers

To prepare themselves for diplomatic interaction during the actual presidency,
Indian officials produced internal papers ahead of the presidency.’** These is-
sue papers enabled the Indian bureaucracy to produce an updated knowledge
base ahead of the upcoming G20 negotiations on various issues. Moreover,
writing issue papers enabled the people sitting in the engine room of status
ambitions to identify potential conflictual positions between ministries. In the
final months leading up to the presidency, a limited number of staff inside the
MEA G20 Secretariat began writing internal background papers based on pri-
orities announced by the Prime Minister. However, instead of following the
instructions and guidance that the MEA G20 Secretariat provided in such in-
ternal papers, the ministries produced their own papers informed by their own
language and priorities.’** As “line ministries” — the term used in the bureau-
cratic lingo for ministries responsible for different issues in New Delhi — they
were included in the implementation of India’s G20 presidency despite the
fact there was also a special task force in the G20 Secretariat. This meant that
officials were sitting at their desks in different buildings across New Delhi,
thinking about implementing priorities during the presidency.

This wider approach led to new, demanding situations. As a person said,
“The problem was that the ministries did not listen to what experts [working
in the MEA G20 Secretariat] wrote in their internal issue papers.”**> Conse-
quently, the officials working inside the Secretariat had to “ensure that these
issue papers worked internationally, not contradicting each other” while
knowing that “bureaucrats love handling files and thinking about their next
position.”**® The officials dealing with India’s G20 presidency therefore had

to navigate the wish lists of multiple ministries. These lists were based on
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varying understandings of the international context for the G20 presidency, on
top of the PM’s priorities. This issue paper production process reveals epis-
temic tensions at the administrative level. Officials had to decide between dif-
ferent options for how they would deal with knowledge. Officials could abide
by instructions, decide the implementation procedure themselves, or let some-
one else deal with the issue. These three different approaches which Indian
officials took reflect the ways in which they dealt with epistemic tensions in
practice.

In light of the sprawling wish lists and the risks of misarranging the historic
presidency, the MEA implemented a division of labor between the Secretariat
and the ministries. Different ministries were allocated the responsibility for
different working group negotiations. These took place alongside the Sherpa
track of the G20 process. The Secretariat oversaw the arrangements and paid
attention to “small details so countries would not be offended,” which in-
cluded such things as arrangements of flags.’*’ Meanwhile, the ministries set
up venues for the different working groups of the G20 process, arranged meet-

ings, and produced issue papers for the negotiations.

7.4. Normativity tensions

The second form of tensions relates to conceptions about visions. This section
describes the ways in which Indian officials dealt with normativity tensions
during the G20 presidency. It highlights the significance of normative contes-
tation in the dilemmas which Indian officials face as they pursue green status

ambitions.
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7.4.1. Interministerial ways of administration

During the G20 presidency one clear normative tension became visible. This
was when one ministry defended its traditional role in the interministerial hi-
erarchy inside government, while another ministry gained convening power
among different ministries in New Delhi. Stressing its special competence as
the nodal ministry for climate negotiations, which it had maintained for sev-
eral decades, the Ministry of Environment brought to the G20 process its mul-
tilateral negotiation experience gained from handling UN climate negotiations
(the UNFCCC and its annual COPs). To Ministry of Environment officials,
the G20 presidency was a side-negotiation occurring alongside the significant
negotiations at the COPs. As such, these officials had a particular attitude to
interministerial coordination in the Environment, Climate and Sustainability
Working Group: “We have done this before; we don’t need to consult all the
time.”*® This attitude, however, varied among staff inside the ministry. Low-
level officials ignored or did not prioritize coordination attempts, whereas
higher-level officials made time for interministerial coordination.”* The Min-
istry of Environment therefore had preferences about how to conduct climate
diplomacy in multilateral negotiations, grounded in many years of negotia-
tions. Normative differences between ministries revealed themselves during
the presidency, with officials behaving differently depending on their minis-
try’s affiliation.

With substantially less expertise, and barely any prior exposure to multilat-
eral negotiations, officials at the Ministry of Power preferred another way of
engaging in interministerial coordination. These Ministry of Power officials
decided to lead interministerial coordination meetings during the presidency
to ensure that the talks inside the Energy Transitions Working Group pro-
ceeded as New Delhi preferred. In both in-person and virtual meetings, the

Ministry of Power convened a small group of officials tasked to steer this
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working group. The core group occasionally included G20 Secretariat staff
from the Ministry of External Affairs, and encompassed officials from the
Ministry of Power, Ministry of Coal, Ministry of Mines, Ministry of Petro-
leum and Natural Gas, and Ministry of New and Renewable Energy. In this
way, the ministry strengthened its convening power and positioned itself as a
ministry that managed the tension between India’s global ambitions and In-
dia’s domestic energy needs with interministerial coordination. Hence, the
green ambitions promoted during India’s chairmanship resulted in different
administration strategies among officials.

It is noteworthy that the Ministry of Coal was included in the core group,
despite New Delhi emphasizing that climate action was a presidency priority.
The green ambitions were insufficiently forceful for the exclusion of the Coal
Ministry. This indicates that there are limits to green ambitions in a country
that still relies on coal to a high degree in its energy mix. A Ministry of Power
official explained:

We are realistic about our energy security needs. We want a diversi-
fied energy mix and not experience what Germany had to do with its
gas dependency on Russia. Germany is a telling case of what happens
if one energy source dominates the energy mix.**’
These limits to India’s green ambitions risk producing negative reactions from
the international community since some parts of this regard coal as environ-
mentally unfriendly. As such, an unintended consequence of the tension man-
agement in practice is the production of a new risk: the risk of status backlash
in the eyes of other international actors.

Another surprise effect was that the green ambitions strengthened the Min-
istry of Power and the Ministry of New and Renewable Energy, rather than
the Ministry of Environment. In addition to playing a convening role, Ministry

of Power officials teamed up with their “sister ministry,” the Ministry of New
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and Renewable Energy.**' This bolstered the standing of both ministries in the
interministerial hierarchy. The advanced partnership between the Ministry of
Power and the Ministry of New and Renewable Energy was significant, as the
latter had received more attention from the Prime Minister’s Office during the
Modi era than it had seen before. It was a prudent move from officials at the
Ministry of Power to team up with a ministry that had “started to be seen as
similar to the Ministry of Finance” within the interministerial hierarchy in
New Delhi.**?

In a nutshell, the different ways civil servants approached interministerial
coordination had unexpected effects. The Ministry of Power gained convening
power among other ministries during the Indian G20 presidency. Meanwhile,
the Ministry of Environment defended its position as the nodal ministry for
climate negotiations. Although the ministries all implemented the political in-
structions provided by the political leadership, their modes of implementation
were informed by working practices that had begun evolving even before
Modi started to assert India’s global ambitions on the world stage. Still, their
various styles of administration were put under the spotlight by India’s green

ambitions.

7.4.2. Modern working practices for India’s global ambitions

During the G20 presidency, there were attempts to change the administrative
norms to make bureaucratic procedures fit India’s global ambitions. The vi-
sion of a new way of doing things reflected India’s ambition to become a more
effective green leader in contemporary world politics. Some visionary low-
level officials dreamed about transforming Indian bureaucracy from the in-
side. They thought that the working practices of Indian bureaucracy were old-
fashioned and in need of an update for India’s global ambitions. With the es-

tablishment of the G20 Secretariat as a coordinating body, they “wanted to get
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rid of the slow, paper-oriented approach” with files sent back and forth inside
the government.’** This push for change to bureaucratic norms caused tension
between these low-level officials and senior officials who were used to the
existing way of doing things. As they dealt with a multi-purpose G20 presi-
dency, the visionaries realized they did not have time to craft files, write texts,
send documents, and wait for the next person. Their vision of a new bureau-
cratic approach to India’s external relations was an emancipatory idea, be-
cause the dependency on papers was part of the legacy of the British Raj. This
way of working had ensured that the Indian bureaucratic system remained “old
and slow.”*** The vision being proposed was a reform to ways of doing things
inside government. It showed a tension between traditional communication,
through the circulation of files, and contemporary methods such as WhatsApp
communication inside bureaucratic structures.’*® It is too early, however, to
assess whether this group of people were able to bring change to the bureau-
cratic system. It remains unclear whether they enabled this system to trans-
form itself from within, updating itself in a way geared towards executing In-
dia’s green ambitions on the world stage.

The new vision also challenged a traditional norm where, inside of the gov-
ernment, the responsibility always lies “with the next guy.” The officials serv-
ing in the Secretariat took responsibility by working long days and occasional
nights. One official explained to me that the “G20 presidency occurs every 20
years or so, so you better make the most of it when you can!”>*® Hard-working
career diplomats who performed well during the presidency were rewarded

with prestigious positions inside the government.
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7.4.3. The Green Development Pact
We can also gain new insights about India’s green status dilemma through
study of the social processes that produced one of the key outcomes of the
presidency. This was the Green Development Pact for a Sustainable Future
(Green Development Pact) which G20 countries endorsed at the New Delhi
G20 Summit, held on 9 and 10 September, 2023. Several months into the pres-
idency, Indian officials tested the idea of aiming for a Green Development
Pact as a main green deliverable. This was an opportunity for India’s green
ambitions to make it into the final summit outcomes. Most G20 members fa-
vored a declaration as a deliverable, although some were surprised by the con-
tent. “We did not expect it,” a G20 diplomat told me frankly.’*’ Argentina,
Mexico, and another country opposed the idea of calling it a “green” develop-
ment pact.**® A European official recalled that the negotiation became primar-
ily a negotiation between China and India. The negotiators from these two
countries invested great effort into getting their own formulations included in
the negotiated text, rather than endorsing the formulations of the other side.**’
The tensions between different G20 members became clear in the working
groups and the ministerial meetings. Some G20 diplomats were surprised and
hesitant about India’s suggestion for a new G20 declaration. Indian officials
therefore had to assuage different forms of normative tensions through talks
inside the working groups which took place in the lead up to the summit.
Indian officials had several reasons to invest efforts and resources into for-
mulating the document. One expert argued that producing a Green Develop-
ment Pact “signaled India’s intent to reclaim the narrative and space in global
climate space.”” Another expert emphasized that the declaration brought

public attention to climate-friendly energy options instead of coal.>' As such,
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the declaration clearly showed that India seeks to be seen as embracing green
development instead of being seen as building multiple new coal plants annu-
ally as China has done.’** Although the Indian G20 Sherpa lauded the adoption
of the pact in opinion pieces in Indian papers afterward, insiders admitted that
the declaration lacked operational elements.’>® At the same time, the declara-
tion was called a pact, not an agreement.

Normative struggles took place in four working groups: the Environment
and Climate Sustainability Working Group, the Energy Transitions Working
Group, the Development Working Group, and the Disaster Risk Reduction
Working Group. Working group negotiations were chaired by Indian officials
employed at different ministries in charge of preparing each meeting. The
draft text negotiated in these four working groups eventually evolved into the
foundation document for the Green Development Pact. The schedule for this

process is reconstructed in Table 6.

552 Author’s interview with [#20.
553 Author’s interview with I#20 and [#27.
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Table 6. Working Group Meetings leading up to the Green Development Pact

1*WG 2M WG WG 4" WG | Ministerial
Development 13-16 Dec 6-9 April, 8-11 May, | 6-9 June, | 12 June,
Working Group | 2022, Kumarakom | Goa New Varanasi
Mumbai* Delhi
Disaster Risk 30 March-1 23-25 May, 24-26 N/A N/A
Reduction April, Mumbai July,
Working Group | Gandhinagar Chennai
Energy Transi- | 5-7 February, | 3 April, 15-17 19-20 22 July,
tions Working Bengaluru Gandhinagar | May, July, Goa
Group Mumbai Goa
Environment 9-11 Febru- 29 March, 21-23 28 July, 28 July,
and Climate ary, Banga- Gandhinagar | May, Chennai | Chennai
Sustainability luru Mumbai
Working Group

Source: Author's compilation of press releases. All dates in 2023, except for *.

The declaration consists of three introductory paragraphs.” It starts with the
following sentence:

Recognizing that the prosperity and well-being of present and future

generations depends on our current development and other policy

choices and actions, we resolve to pursue environmentally sustainable

and inclusive economic growth and development in an integrated ho-

listic and balanced manner.

The text begins by describing the Paris Agreement and the norms of equity

and common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities

354 Ministry of External Affairs, 2023. G20 New Delhi Leaders’ Declaration: New Delhi, India,
9-10 September 2023, 11-19.

196




(CBDR-RC). The introductory section then states that “timeframes for peak-
ing may be shaped by sustainable development, poverty eradication needs,
equity, and in line with different national circumstances.” As such, the intro-
duction draws on the [IPCC AR6 Synthesis Report’s warning about peaking
emissions while highlighting the importance of national circumstances. It is
noteworthy that the declaration excludes the words green growth. This tells us
that the G20 negotiators did not see eye to eye about those words. Instead, the
introduction shows that the G20 negotiators found normative common ground
on the term economic growth. Interestingly, the G20 negotiators also found
common ground on the inclusion of the norms of equity and CBDR-RC, con-
cepts that are traditionally conflict points in multilateral climate diplomacy.

The declaration discusses a collection of different themes. It consists of
eight pages, divided into 14 blocks of text. After the introduction, these are
structured with these headings: a) Macroeconomic risks stemming from cli-
mate change and transition pathways, b) Mainstreaming Lifestyles for Sus-
tainable Development (LiFE), c) Designing a Circular Economy World, d)
Implementing Clean, Sustainable, Just, Affordable & Inclusive Energy Tran-
sitions, e) Delivering on Climate and Sustainable Finance, f) Conserving, Pro-
tecting, Sustainably Using and Restoring Ecosystems, g) Harnessing and Pre-
serving the Ocean-based Economy, h) Ending Plastic Pollution, i) Financing
Cities of Tomorrow, j) Reducing Disaster Risk and Building Resilient Infra-
structure.

As such, instead of a niche declaration with limited scope, the declaration
adopted at the G20 summit in New Delhi was broad and addressed a number
of different subjects. It is hard to say whether Indian officials interpreted pre-
vious statements about green ambitions as lacking force or being too general.
However, in this declaration the statements about green ambitions go beyond
old formulations about climate justice. The declaration reflects the breadth of
India’s contemporary green ambitions, reminding readers that India would

like to influence global climate politics. Producing a new global declaration
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became a way for Indian officials to assert India’s green ambitions to the

world.

7.5. Recognition tensions

The third form of tension seen in the status dilemma dynamics which were
evident during India’s G20 presidency concerns how other actors received and
recognized its green ambitions. The analytical lens employed in this thesis
understands the varying foreign views about India’s green ambitions as recog-
nition tensions. This section shows that during the G20 presidency recognition
tensions were wide-ranging. These tensions were related to other countries’
expectations, India’s participation in groupings, and new priorities. Indian of-
ficials navigated these tensions by building acceptance in social interactions
with foreign counterparts.

The G20 presidency was a prestige project for the Modi administration. As
part of this, a group of people designed a G20 presidency slogan and logo.
However, this slogan produced recognition tensions. In November 2022, the
Prime Minister’s Office announced the theme of the presidency: the Sanskrit
words Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam, which can be translated into English as 7The
world is one family.’”> The Ministry of External Affairs opted for a catchier
translation: One Earth, One Family, One Future>*® A foreign expert com-
mented on the slogan: “I’ve seen it everywhere on the streets in Delhi. But
haven’t really thought about the meaning.”*” Another foreign expert had a
stronger view, stating that “people just saw Modi’s face, not the slogan — G20
was all about Modi.”**® Such sentiment was, however, not shared by Indian

officials and insiders who thought the slogan reflected India’s new ambitions

355 Prime Ministry of India, 2022. “Unveiling of The Logo, Theme and Website of India’s G20
Presidency”, 8 November 2022. Website.

336 Haidar, Suhasini, 2023. “Centre defends use of Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam in G-20 logo as
China raises objections,” The Hindu. 12 August 2023.

337 Author’s interview with I#8.

558 Author’s interview with I#16.
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to shape global issues. An insider emphasized that the slogan represented “an
articulation of a role for India” and showcased “the self-image India wants to
portray to the world.”>** Foreign officials viewed the slogan as part of an elec-
tion campaign, with photos of Modi and posters ahead of national elections in
2024, whereas domestic officials attempted to strengthen India’s ties with the

world.

7.5.1. Dealing with expectations

Building recognition for India’s green ambitions during the G20 presidency
became a task for Indian officials interacting with the diplomatic community
in New Delhi, for diplomats posted at Indian embassies in G20 member capi-
tals, and for officials directly involved in the working groups. Although cli-
mate change is a global challenge that is affecting economies worldwide, some
G20 members were skeptical about India’s proposal to address the issue dur-
ing its presidency. However, Indian officials had noted that several G20 pres-
idencies had discussed climate in the past and that “our economies must be
green economies... so we thought climate had to be discussed in G20.”%% In-
dian officials therefore navigated initial foreign skepticism by making refer-
ence to, and showing their conformity with, previous experiences of the G20
process.

Ironically, Indian officials faced a challenge from foreign diplomats who
wanted to strengthen their bilateral relationships with India, but wanted to do
so at the same time as New Delhi prepared for the G20 presidency. Some
heads of missions were unfamiliar with the G20 process since they had never
been involved in the G20 before. This mean it was “not easy to convey infor-
mation.”*' For foreign diplomats serving in India, learning the style of diplo-
matic interactions in the capital was more valuable than understanding the

G20 process. Diplomats posted to India focused on building relationships with

559 Author’s interview with [#11.
560 Author’s interview with [#19.
561 Author’s interview with [#34.
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India rather than multilateral G20 negotiations.>> A foreign diplomat even
suggested that there is inherent ambiguity in the diplomatic style in New
Delhi. Bluntly expressed, the diplomat said “You never really know when a
decision is made in Delhi. The confirmation can come in a WhatsApp call, an
email, or a public press release.””** While Indian officials were building ac-
ceptance for their green push, they also had to manage expectations held by
foreign diplomats working in New Delhi. In a hospitality gesture four days
before the presidency began, more than 40 diplomats from international or-
ganizations and embassies in New Delhi convened at a resort in the Andaman
and Nicobar Islands for briefings on the presidency.’** The Indian govern-
ment’s decision to provide numerous briefings in this vacation paradise was a
way to ensure that foreign diplomats posted in New Delhi had an updated view
of the G20 presidency. The briefings also offered Indian officials a chance to
gain external recognition.

Indian missions ensured that foreign counterparts received information
about the G20 presidency from their embassies in New Delhi and directly from
the Indian ambassadors posted in G20 countries. The Indian Prime Minister
issued invitation letters to foreign counterparts, and Indian ambassadors
handed over the letters personally to political leaders in the G20 capitals.’%
Broadly, the missions had a minor role, talking about G20 at events and as-
sisting with logistics.*® The Indian Embassy in Stockholm hosted an event
during which Indian and Swedish officials shared their thoughts about the
presidency.’” In this way, the Foreign Service sought to proactively prevent

any type of rejection of India’s G20 presidency agenda.

362 Author’s interview with [#6.

363 Author’s interview with I#30.

364 Haidar, Suhasini, 2022. “Government takes G20 diplomats to Andaman for preview brief-
ing,” The Hindu, 27 November 2022. Ministry of External Affairs, 2022. “Special Briefing for
envoys of G20 and invitee countries and International Organisations on India’s upcoming G20
Presidency,” 26 November 2022.

365 Author’s interview with I#19.

366 Author’s interview with I#13 and I#19.

367 Author participated in the meeting in January 2023, see Embassy of India Stockholm, 2023.
“India’s G20 Presidency,” January. LinkedIn post.
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Building acceptance for India’s G20 agenda also had a logistical element,
one which involved a mixture of promise and peril. On the one hand, hosting
G20 enabled India to welcome international guests and present the idea of a
planet-friendly India evolving on the world stage. On the other hand, the ad-
ministrative burden of arranging logistics for ministers and foreign officials
became a peril that few people wanted to discuss. “There was sometimes
chaos, just like on the streets in Delhi,” a G20 diplomat told me, comparing
the logistics during India’s presidency with the infamously disorderly Delhi
traffic.’® At the same time, the G20 diplomat thought that Indian civil servants
working in New Delhi and in different states across India “probably provided
the best service possible.” However, for some ministers coming from abroad
the service was considered insufficient.’® The initial logistical disarray re-
mained on some foreign officials’ minds during the presidency. Impressions
made at the beginning became latent tensions that Indian officials had to nav-

igate as they cultivated recognition for India’s presidency agenda.

7.5.2. Navigating groupings involved in geopolitics

A significant task for Indian officials working on the presidency was to navi-
gate the geopolitical turbulence between different groupings. Like multilateral
climate negotiations at the UN climate COPs, the G20 process involved group-
ings active in the working groups and the ministerial negotiations.’” Indian
officials chairing the discussions noted tensions between the G7 and Saudi
Arabia, which was supported by Russia. Initially, some officials in New Delhi
were surprised that G20 members brought their geopolitical competition into
the meetings. This was the case for the US and China, and for Europe and

Russia.>”!

568 Author’s interview with [#30.
569 Author’s interview with [#30.
570 Author’s interview with I#13.
571 Author’s interview with I#20.
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Throughout the negotiations, the Saudis emerged as tough negotiators who
strongly opposed peaking of fossil fuel emissions, tripling renewable energy,
and phasing out fossil fuels, since they had built their economy on fossil
fuels.”’* With thorough opposition, the negotiations in the energy track failed
to reach a consensus on phasing down fossil fuels at both the administrative
and the ministerial negotiating levels.””* An observer told the Indian press,
“The US-China track did not work well. There is Saudi resistance on fossil
fuels, and there is generally a lot of resistance on financing transition.””’* The
resistance to financing transitions came from the US, which “argued for cli-
mate finance in developing countries instead of climate finance for developing
countries.”””® At the same time, another G7 member, Canada, argued exten-
sively with Saudi Arabia about peaking throughout the negotiations.”’® An
anonymous observer told the Indian press that such tensions between G20
members contributed to a “diluted summary from the chair, which is India.”
This observer added that “India, however, has been very supportive of renew-
able energy targets and other issues.””’”” Overall, these events show that pro-
moting climate action in the working groups was extremely demanding.

With this friction, mid-level and senior Indian officials handed over the
task of forming a consensus between August and September to the Indian G20
Sherpa. “It was not an easy job,” the Sherpa told me. He explained that “We
had to find a consensus by pushing Saudi Arabia that Russia supported, push
China back, manage the US that the G7 supported, and speak for developing
countries in the Global South who were usually not at the table.””’® Thus, In-
dian officials had to navigate tensions over positions as well as over words

used in the negotiated text. For instance, a G20 country preferred the word
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“challenge” over “crisis” in the declaration. In the end, to resolve this, the
declaration stated the following: “We commit to urgently accelerate our ac-
tions to address environmental crises and challenges including climate
change.”””

In parallel to the tensions between different groupings on energy as a way
to accelerate climate action, Indian officials faced a challenge from G7 nego-
tiators pushing for statements on Ukraine. The negotiations in different work-
ing groups were primarily focused on climate action. Yet, despite this, Euro-
pean diplomats consistently prioritized their support for Ukraine, irritating In-
dian officials.’®® An Indian official described how European representatives
had consistently said, “Russia’s aggression against Ukraine has influenced
[followed by statements].”*' The official asked me: “We see the point of stat-
ing it once, but seriously, what will it do if you keep on stating it during every
meeting?” Another insider argued that Brussels made a mistake by extensively
focusing on Ukraine during the presidency, since it gave the impression that
Europeans messed up India’s presidency.’® For Indians attempting to build
recognition for India’s green push during its presidency, the European support
for Ukraine took attention away from the green agenda.

Despite the frustration in New Delhi, Indian officials pushed until the final
hour for a statement about the tripling of renewable energy capacity to be in-
cluded in the Green Development Pact. With a paragraph stating the need for
accelerated renewable energy capacity, Indian officials were satisfied for the
time being. However, in the following months, they were reminded of the lack
of long-term acceptance of India’s efforts to push renewable energy capacity
to be built worldwide. In Brussels, the European Commission formulated a

statement and received support from numerous countries for a similar proposal

379 Author’s interview with [#33; Ministry of External Affairs, 2023. G20 New Delhi Leaders’
Declaration, New Delhi, India, 9-10 September 2023, 11.
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announced at COP28. However, the EU statement combined the tripling of
renewable energy with a phasing out fossil fuel energy, which “is a no-go for
India.”** Consequently, Indian officials decided not to sign the EU pledge
and, possibly, felt a small quantity of grief.

Another example of attempts by Indian officials to build recognition was
their push, during the G20 presidency, for greater support to be offered to de-
veloping countries worldwide. Early in the presidency, in January 2023, India
hosted the first virtual Voice of the Global South Summit, with representatives
from 125 countries participating in ten different sessions. “Balancing growth
with environment friendly lifestyles (LiFE)” was the title for the environmen-
tal session that had a select group of participants representing Ethiopia,
Guinea, Kiribati, Kyrgyzstan, Madagascar, Marshall Islands, Moldova, North
Macedonia, Palau, Sao Tome and Principe, Seychelles, Tajikistan, Togo, and
Tuvalu.’® Indian diplomats had been in touch with their foreign counterparts
before the sessions, not least to float the idea of a summit and extend the invi-
tations. The list of participating countries tells us how Indian officials at-
tempted to broaden the number of engaged foreign diplomats and officials
during the G20 presidency. Indian diplomacy stepped up India’s global out-
reach to demonstrate that India values its reputation amongst all countries of
the globe rather than just its reputation among G20 members.

The summit participants excluded the other BRICS countries (Brazil, Rus-
sia, China, and South Africa) but included European countries in the Balkans.
Serbia, a former state of Yugoslavia, participated, as did the NATO-member
North Macedonia, its neighbor Albania, and the former neutral country Mol-
dova. Consultation with officials from these countries, often at the highest po-
litical level, provided Indian officials with a new argument in the G20 negoti-

ations: the leadership of the Global South. At the end of the G20 presidency,
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Indian officials circulated invitations roughly three weeks before the second
summit, which enabled feedback conversations.*®> However, despite these two
summits, foreign diplomats told me that Global South countries do not neces-
sarily accept that India’s Global South leadership role is as extensive as India
itself presents it to be.*® However, the Voice of the Global South Summit
received sufficient appreciation among India’s partners to be reconvened for
a third iteration in August 2024, eight months after the end of India’s G20
presidency. Talking to developing countries was a way to listen to the con-
cerns of countries absent from G20 meetings. It was a way to remind more
than 100 countries that India remains committed to South-South cooperation,
and a way for India to compete with China for leadership within this major
group of countries. Indian officials therefore had many reasons to talk to non-
G20 members during their presidency and this showed another way in which

they tried to navigate recognition tensions.

7.5.3. Pushing Mission LiFE

There was a lukewarm initial diplomatic reception of India’s initiative Mis-
sion LiFE (Lifestyles for Environment) among G20 members. Yet despite this,
India’s green ambitions during its G20 presidency led to new diplomatic con-
versations about Mission LiFE.**’ By putting Mission LiFE on the agenda in
three working groups, New Delhi pushed foreign officials to craft statements
about lifestyles for the environment. The discussions in the Development, En-
vironment, and Energy Working Groups and their respective ministerial meet-
ings culminated in the High-Level Principles on Lifestyles for Sustainable De-
velopment, which the G20 New Delhi Declaration then included in an annex.
As the title reveals, Indian officials were able to build recognition for the prin-
ciples, but not for the project itself, largely because the principles refer to sus-

tainable development rather than the environment. Through pushing Mission

585 Author’s interview with I#30.
386 Author’s interview with I#30; Author’s memory notes from WSDS 2024.
387 See chapter 6 for the background of Mission LiFE.
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LiFE during India’s G20 presidency, an insider thought India pioneered a new
kind of climate agenda.’®® At the same time, a G20 diplomat thought that In-
dia’s green leadership ambitions were contradictory because India continues
to import coal and palm oil despite its ambitious targets and Mission LiFE.**

Negotiations focused on G20 High-Level Principles on Lifestyle for Envi-
ronment were held in the Development Working Group meetings in April and
May 2023.%° Following this, the Varanasi Developmental Ministerial Meet-
ing in June 2023 endorsed the G20 High-Level Principles on Lifestyles for
Sustainable Development.*”’ The ten-page document covers many issues, but
does not mention Mission LiFE explicitly, indicating that G20 countries did
not reach consensus about endorsing this. Despite the efforts by Indian offi-
cials and their advisors, they only secured external endorsements on their draft
text on sustainable development principles, and not on principles for the envi-
ronment. In this setting, Mission LiFE did not have sufficient recognition to
gain a place in the G20 declaration.

Soon after the Varanasi Ministerial Meeting, the G20 Chief Coordinator,
Harsh Vardhan Shringla, talked about India’s attempt to bridge the developed
and developing world at the Kigali Global Dialogue. Describing climate
change as a global challenge, the official argued that green development, cli-
mate finance, and Mission LiFE were priorities for India’s G20 presidency.***
After Shringla’s virtual outreach, Indian officials quickly drafted text ahead
of the climate ministerial meeting in Chennai in July. They saw a window of
opportunity just before the European G20 officials headed for summer vaca-
tion. At the Chennai ministerial, G20 officials debated specific formulations

through the night. A European official told me that they were up until 4 a.m.

388 Author’s interview with I#19.

389 Author’s interview with I#30.

39 Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, 2023. “G20 Series #48, India’s G20 Presidency,
2" Development Working Group Meeting,” Press Information Bureau. 9 May 2023.

391 Ministry of External Affairs, 2023. “Varanasi Development Ministerial: G20 High Level
Principles on Lifestyles for Sustainable Development”, 12 June 2023.
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for the negotiations since there were struggles about CBDR-RC and free trade

formulations.*** Eventually, the officials accepted the formulation:
We note the importance of the transition to sustainable lifestyles and
sustainable patterns of consumption and production for efforts to ad-
dress climate change, as noted in the Sharm el-Sheikh Implementation
Plan, pollution, desertification, and biodiversity loss in line with the
Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework. We stress the
importance of achieving SDG 12 on Sustainable Consumption and
Production. We note with appreciation the G20 High-Level Principles
on Lifestyles for Sustainable Development.

In the run-up to the Environment Ministerial negotiations, Indian officials

turned on a video message to participants of the 4™ Environment Working

Group Meeting with Modi explaining that Indian citizens will be rewarded

for green activities as part of their support for Mission LiFE. In front of for-

eign delegates, Modi said:
Last year, along with the UN Secretary-General, I launched Mission
LiFE — Lifestyle for Environment. Mission LiFE, as a global mass
movement, will nudge individual and collective action to protect and
preserve the environment. In India, environment-friendly actions by
any person, company or a local body will not go unnoticed. It can now
earn them green credits under the recently announced ‘Green Credit
Programme.’ This will mean that activities like tree plantation, water
conservation, and sustainable agriculture can now generate revenue
for individuals, local bodies and others.>**

A week carlier, officials had prepared speaking points on LiFE that Modi used

during the Energy Ministerial Meeting:

593 Author’s interview with I#9.
594 Prime Minister of India, 2023. Text of PM’s address at the G20 Environment and Climate
Sustainability Ministerial Meeting. 28 July 2023.
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Caring for your surroundings can be natural. It can also be cultural. In
India, it’s a part of our traditional wisdom. And that is where Mission
LiFE gets its strength from. A Lifestyle for Environment will make
each one of us a climate champion.*”
Indian officials were therefore repeatedly reminded about Modi’s preference
for Mission LiFE. During the G20 presidency, they used Modi’s message to
remind foreign delegates about their preference for Mission LiFE. At the sum-
mit in September 2023, a group of Indian officials demonstrated their roles as
successful officials in the engine room of status ambitions, helping to show-
case India’s green ambitions. Through organic discussions in the working
groups, they navigated recognition tensions and secured high-level principles
for the first time in history.

Even after the G20 New Delhi summit, the efforts to build recognition for
India’s green ambitions continued. In September 2023, a week after the sum-
mit, all members of the UN gathered for the General Assembly. In this meet-
ing, climate action featured prominently among India’s announced priori-
ties.’*® While climate action was labeled under the separate heading “develop-
mental issues and climate action,” neither climate justice nor climate finance
qualified for the list of 52 priorities. Tellingly, LiFE featured in a separate
point prepared by Indian diplomacy:

India is a leader in Climate Action. Great momentum in this regard
was added with the launch of the ‘Lifestyle for Environment (LiFE)’
initiative, by the Prime Minister and the UNSG in October 2022. Mis-
sion LiFE envisions making individual behavior change the center of

the climate action narrative and sustainable lifestyles a global mass
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movement, thus inviting measurable and scalable behavior change so-
lutions to drive climate-friendly actions among individuals and com-
munities.
When Indian diplomacy attempted to portray itself in the best light in New
York, Indian officials utilized Mission LiFE as a positive Indian initiative.
Furthermore, in the final phase of India’s G20 presidency, Indian officials
arranged a Parliamentary Forum for parliamentarians from G20 members. The
first point on the agenda related to LiFE. This included a presentation of LiFE
by a senior Ministry of Environment official, followed by interventions by
speakers from the following countries: Australia, Brazil, Saudi Arabia, Bang-
ladesh, Nigeria, South Africa, Mauritius, Oman, Indonesia, the Russian Fed-
eration, and Mexico.”’ During these interventions, foreign speakers had a
chance to showcase their environmental efforts and endorse India’s push for
lifestyles for the environment. Notably, during this session, environmental
powers such as the US, the European Union, Germany, and China, were not
assigned speaking slots. Instead, the vice-chairperson of the European Parlia-
ment spoke just before the Chinese deputy speaker in the agenda point on
Agenda 2030. Moreover, when these parliamentarians were invited to speak,
the Indian officials had put “Sustainable Energy Transition-Gateway to Green
Future” in the headline instead of any traditional climate diplomacy norm that
Indian diplomacy has pushed for historically, such as climate justice or eq-
uity.>”® This clearly shows how Indian officials continuously tried to build
recognition for the Indian approach to climate action during the entire duration
of the Indian G20 presidency. However, this analysis has also revealed that

building recognition in practice was not an easy task.
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7.5.4. The aftermath: The continuation of acceptance building**’
India’s G20 Presidency formally ended at midnight on 30 November 2023,
when Brazil took over the presidency. However, the civil servants in New
Delhi did not forget the diplomatic experience and decided to continue with
their acceptance building. The practice of building acceptance had proved to
be a rewarding strategy for navigating recognition tensions. However, tension
emerged between the Ministry of Environment, the Ministry of Petroleum and
Natural Gas, and the Ministry of External Affairs about India’s outreach to
foreign partners and attempts to advance India’s green ambitions during its
presidency. Within a few weeks, the three ministries hosted international con-
ferences to attract foreign attention to India. During the same week as the 23™
World Sustainable Development Summit (WSDS) in New Delhi, the 2™ India
Energy Week took place in Goa. The Ministry of Environment has supported
the former since it first took place in 2001, while the Ministry of Petroleum
and Natural Gas supports the latter. According to a senior insider, despite sup-
porting WSDS, Ministry of Environment officials attended the India Energy
Week instead.®® During a coffee break at WSDS, a diplomat told me that Goa
was more prominent with country pavilions and foreign delegations attended
mainly by the private sector.®”' So, for the Indian officials dealing with logis-
tics, February was truly intensive, with three significant conferences requiring
bureaucratic attention to logistics simultaneously. Foreign diplomats serving
in India had to gamble about which conference to attend, just as they must
continuously gamble about what role India sees for itself in global climate
politics. The ambiguity about India’s green ambitions has continued.
Tensions between the different approaches of ministries to India’s green
ambitions have been visible to foreign observers at times. Despite the division

of labor at climate negotiations, between the Ministry of Environment and the
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Ministry of External Affairs,

the director general of the Ministry of Envi-
ronment-affiliated think tank The Energy and Resource Institute (TERI) en-
couraged foreign diplomats to behave in a certain way with India. At the
WSDS, the think tank representative argued that partners “need to help us”
deal with climate change.®”® Through this practice, the person reminded dip-
lomats sitting in the front row that India requires foreign assistance. However,
the Indian government has developed a skeptical attitude toward aid in the
past 15 years, so the Ministry of External Affairs prepared a statement as part
of a speech for foreign delegates attending the Raisina Dialogue downplaying
the call for help. Instead of requesting aid, the ministry representative argued
that partners must say “development partnerships” because “we do not use the
words grants or aid” and argued against traditional aid packages.®®* Hence,
Indian officials conveyed two conflicting messages to India’s partners. While
one could debate to what extent this constituted a turf battle between the two
ministries, the tension between the ministries forming India’s climate diplo-
macy was evident. At the same time, I neither witnessed nor heard of any
reaction from the Ministry of Environment. The question is whether the min-
istry understood the adjusted message to India’s foreign partners. Nonetheless,
the conference enabled Indian ministry officials to manage recognition ten-
sions.

Two weeks after the 23" World Sustainable Development Week (WSDS),
the 9™ Raisina Dialogue supported by the Ministry of External Affairs took
place in New Delhi, gathering foreign delegations and visiting ministers from
abroad.®”> The Raisina Dialogue was “a conference of conversations, not a

conference targeting an agreement or any concrete outcome,” I wrote in my
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diary afterward.®”® Indeed, the G20 presidency featured in discussions at
“Raisina,” as the conference is referred to by word of mouth. “India prioritized
G20 over BRICS last year,” an expert who had talked to several Indian offi-
cials said in a 7:30 a.m. session in a room with approximately 30 seats but
double the number of participants, including myself. Interestingly, the expert
claimed that BRICS is facing a “status loss since BRICS has opened up to
more members and status is built on exclusivity.”*”” Thus, India’s G20 presi-
dency made Indian officials more inclined to pick up the phone and engage
with G20 counterparts than with officials from BRICS countries. It remains to

be seen whether such a prioritization at the administrative level continues.

7.6.  Conclusion

As India’s green ambitions were brought to the G20 process, they produced a
significant green status dilemma. India’s first-ever G20 presidency was a mar-
athon of tension navigation. The wide-ranging tensions about India’s green
ambitions suggest that Indian officials found themselves navigating severe
status dilemma dynamics. As officials managed different tensions in their day-
to-day operations, they continuously implemented their political leadership’s
green drive. Throughout the presidency, Indian officials navigated tensions by
presenting India in a positive light, talking to as many partners as possible,
and working hard under pressure from the Prime Minister’s Office. However,
the bureaucracy was exposed to tensions in their social interactions among
colleagues as well as in exchanges with foreign counterparts. In their attempt
to avoid status backlash for themselves, their ministries, and India’s position
in the multipolar world, Indian officials were far from silent; they sought guid-

ance from knowledgeable people and learned foreign perspectives. This act of

606 Author’s fieldnote, 24 February 2024.
607 Author’s fieldnote, 24 February 2024.
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navigation reveals how officials can navigate status dilemmas in a changing
world.

In a nutshell, the analysis reveals that India’s green ambitions during the
presidency were constrained by internal bureaucratic structures and external
expectations while also strengthened by internal flexibility and external en-
dorsements. Such a duality enabled a marathon of tensions in the social pro-
cesses forming the presidency. Such a marathon suggests that Indian officials
navigated severe status dilemma dynamics rather than status dilemmas in their
milder form.

In practice, this navigation was made possible through a set of measures
that enabled daily activities needed at the administrative level. New Delhi ap-
pointed a Sherpa with a strong personal reputation, created the G20 Secretariat
that played the role of a special task force within the Foreign Ministry, tasked
Indian diplomats abroad to share invitations and calendars with foreign coun-
terparts, and ensured that the political leadership treated G20 as part of their
political calendar. Thus, despite the administrative turmoil that some foreign
counterparts experienced, the Indian Foreign Service invested a lot of effort
into navigating tensions in practice during the presidency. These daily activi-
ties may be remembered ahead of future multilateral gatherings in India, such
as the COP33 climate negotiations in 2028.

However, the navigation of different tensions also produced the risks of
status backlash for different actors within Indian climate diplomacy. The Min-
istry of Environment asserted its traditional role in climate negotiations in
their attempt to avoid status backfiring in the New Delhi hierarchy between
different ministries. Significantly, Indian bureaucracy pushed for the green
agenda during India’s G20 presidency to avoid any major status backlash for
India in a changing world. An official argued that India’s green ambitions
were for India itself, but this chapter illustrates that these ambitions were also
exposed to international partners. The status dilemma dynamics were, un-

doubtedly, demanding.
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8. Green ambitions before the 16™ India-

EU Summit

&.1. Introduction

Name signs, coffee mugs, biscuits, and miniature flags had been placed on a
long table. Ten officials sat facing each other — five from each side — with their
folders and arguments ready for deliberations. On a November day in 2022,
five Indian officials welcomed five European officials to New Delhi for the
9'" India-European Union (EU) Foreign Policy & Security Consultations. The
delegation on the European side, which was led by a senior official of the
European External Action Service (EEAS), found themselves in a room with
Indian counterparts from the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA). This was an
important meeting for the Indian officials in charge of India’s relationship
with the EU. The 15" India-EU summit had taken place virtually two years
earlier. After this, the Indian side had coordinated on numerous ministerial
visits to India by representatives from EU member states. They had also
worked to facilitate the Indian Prime Minister Modi’s participation in the In-
dia-EU Leaders’ Meeting in Porto 2021. Moreover, they had helped to arrange
the European Commission President von der Leyen’s visit to New Delhi in
April 2022. The timing was right to start talking about the next India-EU sum-

mit and to react to each other’s foreign policy goals.*®

608 Twitter, 2022. Randhir Jaiswal @MEAIndia, tweet, 22 November 2022.
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This chapter examines how officials navigated status dilemma dynamics in
a contemporary case of summit preparations. The green status dilemma con-
cerned the role of green ambitions in the bilateral relationship. This dilemma
revolves around a question: How would Indian officials balance between
pushing for their own green ambitions and reacting to European green ambi-
tions? In this chapter, we will learn about how Indian officials navigated dif-
ferent tensions in diplomatic settings. In this case, the dilemma appeared as
modest epistemic tensions, highly critical normativity tensions, and relatively
mild recognition tensions. This case is therefore an example of a softer status
dilemma dynamic than those seen in the previous empirical chapters.

As the first summit after the COVID pandemic, the diplomatic context in
which preparations were made for the summit was extraordinary. The global
climate crisis continued, heatwaves struck populations across Europe and In-
dia, and there was renewed turbulence between the US and China.

However, by far the largest factor shaping the context in which diplomacy
took place was President Putin’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022, and the different
approaches by Indian and European officials to this event. Consequently, the
bilateral India-EU relationship had undergone an endurance test characterized
by significant dissatisfaction on both sides. On the European side, there were
complaints about the stances Indian officials took on Russia. On the Indian
side, there were complaints about the singular focus Europeans placed on the
war. However, the continuous trips that ministers from EU member states still
made to New Delhi indicated to their Indian counterparts that not condemning
Russia’s invasion and trading in Russian oil were acceptable at a base level.

Officials on both sides evaluated the first two phases of the India-EU Clean
Energy and Climate Partnership (CECP). They agreed on a workplan between
2025 and 2028, in which period the third phase of the climate partnership
would be carried out. In parallel, the tentative date for the 16™ India-EU sum-
mit shifted multiple times, with commentators speculating about when it

would take place. It was finally held in January 2026. Yet, already when I
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spoke with them in March 2024, Indian officials expressed hopes that they
could agree on a forward-looking plan during the next summit. An official
explained to me that New Delhi was focused on agreeing upon an updated
roadmap, since the existing one was due to expire in 2025.°”” Despite welcom-
ing the idea of a new roadmap, another insider admitted that there was still
scope for negotiations about the joint statement in the final hours before the

summit.'°

By studying how these officials prepared for the summit, we can
dissect the tensions they experienced in the run-up period.®'' The social pro-
cesses leading up to a summit continued for an extended period of time, in
contrast to the other cases studied in the previous chapters. This is a relevant
additional case to study as part of the examination of India’s green status di-

lemma in this thesis because of these social processes.

8.2.  Background: From inertia to a bureaucratic grid

Indian and European officials have interacted in summit preparations since the
run-up to the first EU-India summit in Lisbon, 2000.6> After the fourth summit
in 2004, an event that “almost never happened,” the officials prepared an up-
grade of the bilateral relationship to a strategic partnership.®'* Since then, a
strategic partnership has underpinned India’s bilateral relationship with the
European Union, which can be seen as a collective of EU institutions and
member states. In addition to this EU-level strategic partnership, Indian offi-

cials have also nurtured their bilateral strategic partnerships with France and

09 Author’s interview with I#32.

619 Author’s interview with I#16.

611 The 16" India-EU summit occurred on 27 January 2026, in New Delhi. This chapter was
written prior to the summit.

%12 For a comprehensive overview of the bilateral EU-India relationship, see Gieg, Philipp,
Ummu Salma Bava, Timo Lowinger, Gisela Miiller-Brandeck-Bocquet, Manuel Pietzko, and
Anja Ziirn, 2021. EU-India Relations. Cham: Springer International Publishing.

613 Mukherjee, Bhaswati, 2019. India and EU: An Insider’s View. Indian Council on World
Affairs, New Delhi: Vij Books, 87.
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Germany, as well as other bilateral relationships with EU member states.®'*
Yet, the limited outcomes of these relationships led some observers to label
relations between India and Europe as “a loveless arranged marriage.”*'s

At the 13" summit in March 2016, officials agreed on the first phase of the
Clean Energy and Climate Partnership (CECP).¢¢ Since the inception of
CECP, Indian and European civil servants have negotiated joint statements,
established a roadmap, and interacted in various diplomatic formats to pro-
duce concrete climate action. The settings for these social interactions include
the Energy Panel, the Climate Change Dialogue, and the Working Group for
Clean and Green Technologies of the Trade and Technology Council (TTC).¢""
Brussels and New Delhi have given each other increased bureaucratic atten-
tion. However, despite this, experts have claimed that “until now attempts to
strengthen ties have been hampered by bureaucratic inertia on both sides as
well as a lack of clear strategic rationale.”®'® But this argument about a lack of
progress in relations somewhat underplays the 2018 European Strategy on In-
dia. This endorsed India’s climate action efforts and was something that Indian
officials also welcomed.®”® Before this strategy was released, the Indian Am-
bassador in Brussels had suggested there “was a feeling that the EU was all

about dialogues with little capacity to implement things on the ground.”¢? This

614 For an overview of India’s engagements with EU member states, see Aspengren, Henrik
Chetan, Emil Lidén, Axel Nordenstam, 2021. Circles of EU-India Engagement: How member
states cooperate with India on global issues, Swedish Institute of International Affairs. Ul Pa-
pers no. 1, February 2021. 1-29.

615 Khandekar, Gauri, 2011. The EU and India: A loveless arranged marriage. FRIDE Policy
Brief No. 90. Foundation for International Relations and Foreign Dialogue.

616 Mukherjee 2019, 209.

617 For an overview, see Nordenstam, Axel, 2023. “India-EU Climate Relations: Mapping Dip-
lomatic Engagement” in Tracks to Transition: India’s Global Climate Strategy, edited by Con-
stantino Xavier and Karthik Nachiappan. Center for Social and Economic Progress. 75-85.

618 Crabtree, James, 2025. In the wake of Trump: The EU’s chance to redefine its India rela-
tionship, Commentary, European Council on Foreign Relations (ECFR).

619 Mohan, Garima, 2019. Prospects for the New EU Strategy on India: Game changer or busi-
ness as usual? Ifri Asie.Visions 108. French Institute of International Relations.

620 Indian official cited in Winand, Pascaline, 2021. “A Partnership Between Two Large Ele-
phants? Opportunities and Challenges in India-EU Relations” in EU-India Relations, 114.
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kind of sentiment made the strategy, and what it said about implementation,
particularly interesting for New Delhi.

In this context, the President of the European Commission, Ursula von der
Leyen’s historic visit to India in February 2025 provides a backdrop for the
16™ EU-India summit. The President, together with her College of 20 Euro-
pean Commissioners, visited New Delhi for high-level inter-governmental
consultations, a second ministerial Trade and Technology Council (TTC)
meeting, and deliberations ahead of the forthcoming EU-India Strategic
Agenda. Prior to their arrival, Indian officials at the highest administrative
level were convened by the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO) for internal delib-
erations and presentations by ministry officials on key issues.?! During the
visit, officials normally sitting in offices in New Delhi and Brussels interacted
face-to-face, getting a reminder that email and phone exchanges could result
in proper meetings.

Indian officials had traditionally been more comfortable with bilateral re-
lationships with EU member states. However, by welcoming the College of
Commissioners from Brussels, the political leadership in New Delhi inter-
acted with politicians at the EU level. The political leadership in Brussels, on
the other hand, signaled their priorities to India by giving it special treatment
and arranging for the entire College of Commissioners to visit. This was the
first time that the commissioners had all travelled together to a country in Asia.
Although the visit received little media attention outside of India, which re-
duced public awareness, the meetings made the headlines of the European
Commission’s daily news center.®> The Indian Ambassador in Brussels

thought “it is good that there is greater interest in the EU towards India.”2

21 Mishra, Ravi Dutta, 2025. “At top secretaries’ meeting ahead of delegation visit, focus on
cohesive, collaborative approach,” The Indian Express. 277 February 2025.

622 Buropean Commission, 2025. Press Center: Daily News 28 / 02 / 2025.

623 Foy, Henry, 2025. “Why the EU is reaching out to India in search of new friends”, Financial
Times. 27 February 2025.
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The College-to-government meeting therefore brought bureaucratic attention
to both Brussels and New Delhi.
Three months later, during a trip to Berlin, the Indian Foreign Minister de-
scribed why the College’s visit was so important. He explained that when 21
commissioners meet 21 counterpart:
It immediately sets up a kind of grid between the Indian system and
the EU system... All sorts of issues — digital issues, labor issues, sus-
tainability issues, women's development issues — all these start mov-
ing because now people are talking to each other instead of funneling
everything through one or two channels.®?

The main effect of these interactions was the creation of bureaucratic grids.

The next three sections of this chapter describe the multiple tensions that
officials navigated in their preparations for the 16" India-EU summit, which
was historic for the trade deal announcement, but also featured discussions of
the green agenda. These sections show that summit preparations entail more

than simply calendar politics for officials interacting with each other.

8.3. Epistemic tensions

As outlined in the theory chapter of this thesis, status dilemma dynamics can
be studied through the way they appear in three forms of tensions. The first
are epistemic tensions that can be revealed through background knowledge.
This part of the chapter begins by discussing the epistemic tensions shaping
the bilateral India-EU relationship, then continues with discussions of the nor-

mativity tensions and recognition tensions that also impact on these relations.

624 Ministry of External Affairs, 2025. “Transcript of EAM’s interaction at German Council on
Foreign Relations (DGAP)”, May 24, 2025.
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8.3.1. The steering level challenge

One knowledge tension shaping social interactions is that concerning the level

at which to deal with issues. In their interactions with European counterparts,

Indian officials experience this tension as a question of choosing between mul-

tilateral and bilateral diplomacy. An Indian diplomat reflected:
Gradually, I realized that Brussels viewed the climate cooperation
with us in relation to next COP summit rather than the next India-EU
summit. For them, COP steered the conversation. For us, we sought
practical cooperation rather than rulesmaking positions. With our
practical approach, we wanted to build up our renewable energy ca-
pacity with cooperation with the Commission.***

This quotation suggests that officials have different preconceived ideas about

where results should be presented or agreed upon.

Yet, for Indian officials, the tension is also a matter of navigating the bu-
reaucratic structures comprising the European Union (EU). They need to de-
termine whether subjects and issues should be dealt with at the EU-level,
through interactions with civil servants representing EU institutions, or at the
bilateral level, with the EU member state representatives. I call this knowledge
tension the steering level challenge. It is a tension that emerges from the em-
bedded institutional complexity in India-EU relations, largely because the Eu-
ropean side is comprised of both EU member states and EU institutions. This
challenge is particularly pressing for Indian diplomats implementing India’s
green ambitions because there is no climate diplomacy division inside the
Ministry of External Affairs.

To deal with the steering level challenge, the Indian Ministry of External
Affairs has traditionally had three divisions that deal with diplomatic relations

with European countries. The Europe West Division oversees relations with

625 Author’s interview with [#21.
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the EU institutions and a handful of EU member states. Meanwhile, the Cen-
tral Europe Division oversees relations with some other EU member states.
Moreover, the Eurasia Division deals with matters concerning Ukraine and
Russia.®?® Yet, since the EU-India summit in 2020, officials in the Indian Min-
istry of External Affairs have started to think about the steering level challenge
differently. Today, diplomatic relations with European countries are dealt with
by the Europe West Division, the Southern Europe Division, the Central Eu-
rope Division, the Northern Europe Division, and the Eurasia Division.®”” By
categorizing different European countries into different divisions, Indian offi-
cials attempt to navigate the steering level challenge and make better sense of
the European audience.

Officials working in these divisions have different approaches to staying
up to date. Besides the regular reporting that they receive from Indian missions
in Brussels and other European capitals, they occasionally compile lists of
publications with recent analysis about EU-India relations. Through reading
external analysis, they seek new ideas, update their knowledge base, and look
for input that they could include into the internal preparations.®*® Similarly,
diplomats occasionally participate in think tank dialogues to get an updated
view, convey their thoughts to a wider audience and test arguments ahead of
formal negotiations.®” In the run-up to the summit, they likely read that an
expert was arguing that “many Brussels bureaucrats working on India-related
issues still perceive the country as difficult. Experience with New Delhi keeps
them pessimistic about gains from the partnership.”®* This expert has also

argued that European officials need to be prepared for discussions, saying that

626 Ministry of External Affairs, 2023. “Organogram of the Ministry of External Affairs,” 11
May 2023.

627 Ministry of External Affairs, 2025. “Divisions,” website page.

628 Author’s interview with I#30.

629 European Policy Centre, 2025. “EU-India relations: What’s next after the European Com-
mission’s historic visit”, policy dialogue, 20 March 2025. Recording available on YouTube:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iEkIDpzoQ_Y

630 Mohan, Garima, 2024. “Can the EU Elevate Its Partnership with India?”, German Marshall
Fund, Insights. 27 November 2024.
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these officials “should be provided a timeline for clear deliverables that can
be presented to and approved by political leaders at every EU-India sum-
mit.”®! At the same time, Indian public intellectuals have produced articles
that argue for the need to work with Europe. One such article stated that Eu-
rope can be “a valuable partner for India.”®** In this way, external knowledge
has informed the diplomatic approach which Indian officials take to the steer-
ing level challenge. The production and circulation of information has enabled

Indian officials to navigate knowledge tensions.

8.3.2. Recruiting colleagues

As the partnership with the European Union grows, the Indian Foreign Service
ensures there is a knowledge base inside the Ministry of External Affairs by
being mindful about their hirings. Through reviewing background knowledge
levels in the recruitment processes, the Foreign Ministry prepares itself for
future interactions with European counterparts.

Background knowledge constitutes a core element that helps officials to
navigate tensions in diplomatic settings. Since competence in the form of
background knowledge facilitates the management of status dilemmas, certain
expertise was sought in the entry exams taken by aspiring diplomats. European
Studies is embedded into the UPSC civil service exam and young Indians tak-
ing the exam can showcase their knowledge about India-EU relations. In the
exams titled Political Science and International Relations, which are the entry
exams for the Indian Foreign Service, candidates answer mandatory questions
but can also choose a set of questions to manifest their insights. Between 2021
and 2024, these elective questions included: “Explain India’s relations with

the European Union in the context of Brexit”***; “The Russian-Ukraine crisis

631 Mohan 2024.

632 Mohan, C. Raja, 2025. “In Trump’s world, India and Europe need each other”, The Indian
Express, 27 February 2025.

33 Union Public Service Commission, 2021, Political Science and International Relations,
HXS-B-POLI (Paper 2), 4c.
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has cast a dark shadow on the energy needs of the member states of the Euro-
pean Union (EU). Comment”®*; “Account for the rise of the European Union
as a highly influential regional organization”**; “Do you agree with the view
that the EU has thus far proved to be the most successful experiment in the
regional integration processes? Account for its successes and also some of the
recent challenges that it is faced with.”®*° The inclusion of elective essay ques-
tions on EU-related topics every year indicates that the Indian Foreign Service
has identified the need to continuously recruit professionals with valuable

background knowledge about India’s strategic partnership with the EU.

8.3.3 Updated background knowledge
In mid-September 2025, European and Indian officials working on India-EU
relations checked their smartphones and computers. The new European strat-
egy on India was public. They had seen earlier drafts before, heard the Com-
mission President von der Leyen advocating for deepened India-EU ties in her
state of the union speech a week earlier, and seen the European diplomats from
the Political and Security Committee visit New Delhi two weeks earlier. Now,
they could read the opening lines:
The visit of the College of Commissioners to India in February 2025
laid the foundation for a new chapter in EU-India relations. During
this landmark visit — the first of its kind to the Indo-Pacific — both
sides committed to raising the Strategic Partnership to a higher level
to boost shared prosperity, strengthen security, and tackle major

global challenges together.%*’

034 Union Public Service Commission, 2022, Political Science and International Relations;

CRNA-S-POLI 22 (Paper 2), 4c.

035 Union Public Service Commission, 2023, Political Science and International Relations;
SKYC-B-POLI (Paper 2), 3b.

36 Union Public Service Commission, 2024, Political Science and International Relations;
PHKM-B-POL (Paper 2), 4c.

37 European Commission, 2025. Joint Communication to the European Parliament and the
Council on a New Strategic EU-India Agenda, JOIN (2025) 50 final, 17 September 2025.
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As the Indian officials read the new strategy, they noted a key sentence at the
end of the strategic document: “Building on these proposals, the EU stands
ready to work with India on developing a Joint EU-India Comprehensive Stra-
tegic Agenda which could be adopted at the next EU-India Summit.”®**

The document was structured around five pillars with Pillar 1 referring to
prosperity and sustainability, including the desire to expand clean energy co-
operation. Indian officials could read that “the EU welcomes the expression
of leadership in India’s intention to host COP33 in 2028.” But the document
made no mention of the Indian project Mission LiFE, which was a core part
of its green ambitions. The document was released on the Indian Prime Min-
ister’s 75" birthday. On the day of its release, the Commission President von
der Leyen congratulated Modi on his birthday and told him about the new
strategic agenda, which Modi endorsed in a phone call.®** With this new doc-
ument and leadership phone call in mind, officials in Brussels and New Delhi
realized that they needed to refresh their understanding of India-EU relations
ahead of the coming summit.

One approach was to engage in direct dialogue with each other. A week
after the release of the new strategic document, a delegation of young Indian
diplomats visited the European Diplomatic Academy.**’ As they updated
themselves about the European proposal, they also interacted with the Presi-
dent of the Academy, Mogherini. As the former foreign policy chief of the
European Union, she shared her perspective on India-EU relations with the
diplomats and responded to questions. Similarly, a group of senior Indian dip-

lomats traveled to the European External Action Service (EEAS) in Brussels

638 European Commission, 2025.

639 Ministry of External Affairs, 2025. President of the European Commission Ursula von der
Leyen conveys warm birthday greetings to Prime Minister Modi (September 17, 2025), press
release, 17 September 2025.

640 Twitter/X 2025. European Union Diplomatic Academy @EUDiploAcademy, tweet, 24 Sep-
tember 2025.
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for the annual review of the EU-India strategic partnership, as well as for for-
eign policy and security consultations.**' Updating each other about the efforts
in the run-up to the summit was crucial to navigate the geopolitical fog that
shaped status competition in the world.

Besides these bilateral meetings, a broader pattern emerged in the fall of
2025. Several think tanks, both private and public, convened events about In-
dia-EU relations with participants from government, academia, and the private
sector. Strikingly, no famous think tanks which were specialized in climate
diplomacy, decarbonization, or green transitions arranged any events. Table 7
below documents events that occurred in the run-up to the summit, after the
publication of the new European strategic document. Officials and policy ex-
perts engaged in conversations about the future of India-EU relations, discuss-
ing facets of the strategic partnership. There were both opportunities and chal-
lenges ahead, with these partly about how India would present its green ambi-
tions to a European audience. This meant that in the bureaucracies on both
sides, there was a major need for updated background knowledge. This was
required for the whole diplomatic community involved. However, it was par-
ticularly necessary for the senior Indian official who was appointed as Secre-
tary West in late August 2025. This person was responsible for navigating
different foreign policy goals in preparations for the summit which were going
on inside the Indian Foreign Ministry.

At the same time as these conversations occurred, skepticism toward Euro-
pean green ambitions floated among serving and retired Indian officials. A
retired Indian Ambassador, with substantial experience from postings in Eu-

rope noted the following:

41 Ministry of External Affairs, 2025. “Secretary (West) Shri Sibi George co-chaired the 6th
India—European Union (EU) Strategic Partnership Review Meeting”, 19 November 2025. News
item; European External Action Service, 2025. "EU-India: Joint Press Release on the 11th For-
eign Policy and Security Consultations and the 6th Strategic Partnership Review Meeting in
Brussels", 25 November 2025. Joint press release.
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[The EU] was supposed to take on the global leadership role as the
only ‘green superpower’... Far from charting a path toward climate
leadership, the Green Deal has exposed the European Union’s struc-
tural weakness and its inability to reconcile environmental ambitions
with economic, democratic, and geopolitical realities. Over the past
two years, opposition to the Green Deal has exploded in Europe —
from farmers, industry groups and ordinary citizens and to populist
political parties.**

In this blog post, the retired official continued:
Recent reversals include watering down soil and chemical safety reg-
ulations, repurposing climate funds for military spending, watering
down biodiversity protections, and removing the phrase ‘Green Deal’
from the European Parliament’s reports... The signs are clear: Eu-
rope’s purported ‘green revolution’ is in retreat.

The next section of this chapter addresses the struggles that Indian officials

have confronted as they have responded to European green ambitions.

642 Kumar, Mohan, 2025. “The world has abandoned the fight against climate change”. Blog-
post. 11 July 2025.
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Table 7. Think tank events in the run-up to the 16th India-EU summit

Date Thematic Organizer Location
(2025)
24 Sept Green Horizons: Leveraging Heinrich Boll Stiftung and Online
the EU-India Partnership on Council for Strategic and De-
Climate Action fense Research (CSDR)
25 Sept India after Trump: America’s European Council on Foreign Online
Turn, China’s Challenge, and Relations (ECFR)
Europe’s Opportunity
29 Sept Navigating India-EU Strategic | India’s World Magazine and New
Ties Heinrich Boll Stiftung Delhi
9-10 Oct EU-India Strategic Dialogue European Institute for Security | Brussels
Studies (EUISS)
10 Oct The New Strategic EU-India Manohar Parrikar Institute for New
Agenda Defense Studies and Analyses Delhi
(MP-IDSA)
17 Oct The New Strategic EU-India Indian Council on World New
Agenda Affairs (ICWA) Delhi
4 Nov Evolving Landscape: (Re) IRSEM Europe Brussels
Thinking Europe’s Security
Role in the Indo-Pacific
18 Nov EU-India Day German Institute for Interna- Brussels
tional and Security Affairs
(SWP)
1-2 Dec Brussels Indo-Pacific Dialogue | Center for Security, Diplomacy | Brussels
and Strategy with the Brussels
School of Governance
5 Dec The Partnership Moment: European Council on Foreign Berlin

Building a Shared Agenda in a
Shifting World Order

Relations (ECFR) and Carnegie
India

Source: Author’s compilation.

8.4. Normativity tensions

This section examines two incidents that reveal normativity tensions in the

run-up to the India-EU summit which was being planned for early 2026. The

first case, which can be termed the CBAM clash, illustrates how Indian offi-

cials have reacted to European green ambitions. The second case concerns the
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trade talks between the EU and India, where green ambitions featured promi-
nently, especially in the Trade and Sustainable Development (TSD) chapter.
In both cases, there are clear normativity tensions present in the interactions
between Indian and European officials. These tensions are excellent examples
of the kind of demanding situations, or dilemmas, that officials can face when
they must balance different strategies. The normativity tensions can both ease
and escalate as events unfold, because they form an important part of the status

dilemma dynamics that are produced by India’s green ambitions.

8.4.1. The CBAM clash

This section details the normativity tensions that emerged in reactions to the
European Commission’s attempt to decrease carbon leakage. This attempt was
part of how the Commission aimed to implement its own green ambitions, an
aspect of the Fit for 55-package of legislative proposals and the European
Green Deal. One mechanism proposed as part of this attempt was called the
Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM). In a nutshell, CBAM at-
tempts to prevent carbon leakage by regulating emissions associated with
goods imported into the EU. India’s reactions to CBAM reveal deeper norma-
tivity tensions about regulating emissions. Indian officials reacted to this Eu-
ropean legislation instead of concentrating their efforts on promoting India’s
green ambitions in Brussels and lobbying for European financial investments.
The Indian steel sector pushed the government to speak out. According to an
insider, the Indian embassy in Brussels was not able to deal with CBAM, de-
spite the fact that the Ministry of Environment had seconded a person to the
embassy.**® The normativity tensions about CBAM generated statements by
ministers and conversations between officials. European officials even trans-
lated a CBAM guidebook into Hindi.®** In this way, CBAM became a clash

that civil servants had to navigate.

43 Author’s interview with I#20.
644 Guidance package in Hindi.
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The EU launched the European Green Deal in 2019. Following the an-
nouncement in 2019, over 600 stakeholders provided input to European offi-
cials in a public consultation held in 2020.%*° In July 2021, the European Com-
mission published a legislative proposal that bodies of the European Union
deliberated in different meeting rooms across Brussels. In June 2023, the
CBAM began its transitional phase before becoming fully operational in 2026.
Soon after the publication of the legislative proposal, Indian officials commu-
nicated with foreign officials from the informal BRICS grouping (consisting
of Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) who wanted to take a public
stance against CBAM. Among these officials, there was both a sense of ur-
gency and divergent understandings of what CBAM would imply in practice.
In preparations for a virtual meeting for the environment ministers of five
BRICS countries in August 2021,%¢ officials crafted a statement that men-
tioned CBAM. In this five-page document, with 22 bullet points, a single sen-
tence made international headlines: “We noted with grave concern the pro-
posals for introducing trade barriers, such as unilateral carbon border adjust-
ment, that are discriminatory.”®’ With this formulation, officials from the
BRICS countries established a common position against CBAM. Just two
months after the EU had introduced the legislative proposal, Indian officials
followed the BRICS-line, rather than negotiating patiently behind the scenes
in Brussels.

The opposition to CBAM continued. China hosted a virtual high-level
meeting on climate change in May 2022. The joint statement from the meeting

underlined their principled opposition. The officials from BRICS countries
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typed on their laptops that CBAM is “incompatible with multilateral rules un-
der the World Trade Organization.”*** Subsequently, Indian diplomats in Ge-
neva and officials sitting in New Delhi contemplated turning to the World
Trade Organization (WTO) in an oppositional move. At the same time, Indian
officials reached out directly to European counterparts in different capitals.
The normativity tensions were visible in both multilateral diplomacy and bi-
lateral diplomacy.

The friction about CBAM continued at the WTO. In Geneva, Indian offi-
cials argued that “CBAM is in violation of special and differential treatment
provisions of the WTO that advocates longer time periods for implementing
agreements and commitments for developing nations to safeguard the trade
interests of developing countries.”®* This was an argument against the imple-
mentation timeline for CBAM which had been outlined by the EU. Making a
statement like this was less confrontational than filing a formal complaint.

Instead of a formal complaint to the WTO, Indian officials raised their con-
cerns directly with their European counterparts. They said that CBAM was
“not helpful” and constituted a “trade barrier” for economic relations.®*® The
Indian Finance Minister voiced objections while downplaying the risk the
CBAM would hamper the trade talks between India and the EU, saying “I’m
sure it won’t be escalated to the level of hurting the talks.”®' The powerful
Finance Ministry therefore understood there was a danger CBAM tensions
could spill over to the trade talks, but denied the potential for an escalation.

The normative tensions around CBAM affected the ongoing social pro-
cesses taking place to bring about deepened India-EU trade talks. The Euro-

pean chief negotiator later attempted to explain this demanding situation. He
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651 Reed et al. 2024.

231



said his counterpart, the Indian chief negotiator, had continuously maintained
that the EU must do something concrete for India on CBAM, because other-
wise “there shall be no agreement between the EU and India.”*** Indian offi-
cials tried to ease the normativity tensions about CBAM by asking European
counterparts for either exemptions or longer transition periods.®>* The Indian
argument reflected a principled position, which was then framed as a condi-
tional argument to deal with the friction.

Finding a compromise to ease the normativity tensions was by no means
easy. Researchers at the think tank Observer Research Foundation published
an article about what not to do in the EU-India strategic partnership. This fea-
tured the following warning: “Trying to force India’s hand on [CBAM] — a
country committed to addressing climate change in its own right — will not
help the bilateral relationship.”***

Some Indian newspapers ran articles about New Delhi’s plans to file a for-
mal complaint against CBAM at the WTO. However, despite this, India re-
frained from doing so. The first formal complaint against CBAM at the WTO
was filed by Russian, and not Indian, officials.®>> One reason for this cautious
attitude may be that Indian officials had become increasingly pragmatic and
able to see new opportunities. As Indian experts put it, “for India, CBAM
poses a threat, no doubt, but also offers a proverbial opportunity...The oppor-
tunity in CBAM is whether India and other countries are able to initiate their

own carbon trading systems or carbon price.”%*®
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Yet, the CBAM friction made it into the Indian statement during the
WTO’s Trade Policy Review meeting in June 2023. At this meeting, officials
from over fifty countries had produced questions and comments to European
counterparts. The Indian representative started his statement politely, convey-
ing “our deep appreciation to the EU delegation in Geneva, ably led by my
friend H.E. Jodo Aguiar Machado and his colleagues, for their excellent work
and close cooperation with our delegation.”®*” After highlighting that the EU
is India’s second-largest trading partner, the official described CBAM as an
“irritant acting as barriers preventing us from achieving the full potential of
our economic partnership.”®® The Indian delegation therefore chose to in-
clude criticism of CBAM in their statement instead of filing a formal com-
plaint.
Another reason for the eased normativity tensions can be traced to social
interactions between Indian officials and Furopean officials working at the
EU’s Directorate-General for Taxation and Customs Union (DG TAXUD),
the organization responsible for the CBAM implementation. Moreover, Eu-
ropean experts contend that the EU provided countries with incentives to agree
with CBAM:
[It could] offer reinforced cooperation on the implementation of
CBAM, either as part of the trade agreement or separately. It could
also start discussions with countries that have already or are develop-
ing domestic carbon markets (as is the case for India), to develop a
framework for cooperation on decarbonization commitments.**

A former EU official even argued that the cooperation on the implementation

could include other benefits for countries:
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Measures to reduce the administrative burden on SMEs, technical as-
sistance to support India in the development of its carbon pricing
scheme, facilitation of accreditation and early consultation about fu-
ture regulatory developments. Together with the support for invest-
ment in energy-intensive industries, such as green steel intermediate
products, this could go a long way towards alleviating Indian con-
cerns. In the medium term, a climate coalition could provide an alter-
native to the application of CBAM."

Despite the initial normativity tensions, solution-minded officials gradually

came see the CBAM clash as an invitation to transform the tensions into do-

mestic change and an additional push to ink new deals.

Indian officials sought ways to protect domestic interests while accepting
that CBAM would remain. Even in the final push to carry out the trade talks,
however, Indian trade negotiators tried to introduce some formulations related
to this. For instance, they wanted a statement about the reciprocal effects of
carbon tax to ensure that European exporters were faced with similar taxes to
those applied to Indian exporters.®®® The next section of this chapter discusses
these trade talks in more detail.

In sum, the EU’s efforts to pursue green ambitions by regulating emissions
in the form of carbon leakage caused demanding normativity tensions for In-
dian officials. The normativity tensions manifested themselves in social inter-
actions with foreign counterparts, not least from third actors, such as officials
from BRICS countries. This section has shown that Indian officials began with
a principled stance, but have increasingly become more pragmatic as they
have navigated the ongoing normativity tensions which arose as part of the

CBAM clash.
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8.4.2. The TSD chapter in the trade talks

This section describes the normativity tensions which emerged about includ-
ing a sustainability chapter in the trade deal negotiations. In June 2022, the
trade negotiations resumed after eight years in which they had lain dormant.
Negotiations about 24 chapters towards a free trade agreement restarted. One
of these chapters is vital for understanding the normativity tensions surround-
ing green ambitions. This is the Trade and Sustainable Development (TSD)
chapter. This section of the chapter draws on public reports issued by the Eu-
ropean Commission from the different rounds of talks, interviews, and docu-
ments, to describe the normativity tensions. Unfortunately, the Indian govern-
ment does not publish public reports from the negotiation rounds.

The analysis describes how Indian officials contested a script performed by
European officials representing a specific executive branch of the European
Commission. This administrative script implied efforts to shape the trade
agreement. This was the Directorate General for Trade, commonly called DG
Trade, which is a powerful branch since it negotiates trade deals for the entire
EU. In practice, the efforts by DG Trade sought the inclusion of environmental
protection norms, similar to those which were enshrined in the trade agree-
ments that the EU had reached with all its trading partner worldwide. Despite
India’s own ambitions, the trade negotiators contested these efforts continu-
ously.

The normativity tensions, which concerned including a chapter on environ-
mental protection and environmental standards, were sparked by a proposal
by the European side. Indian officials received a draft proposal for a TSD
chapter from Brussels.®® Indian officials had to react to a draft text that they
likely wished they had never received. They may have remembered their op-
position to similar clauses in the first phase of the trade negotiations before

they were frozen.
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Understanding that the TSD chapter was essential for the Europeans, the
officials engaged in tit-for-tat discussions about the details. They told their
counterparts that they could not accept “the possibility of sanctions for breach-
ing TSD commitments, and therefore a binding dispute settle mechanism.” ***
An insider admitted, “the EU proposed a very ambitious draft that India
couldn’t accept since it was too ambitious. The EU needs to take a few steps
back, and India must meet the position.”*® The skepticism reflected the fear
which Indian officials had of “hidden protectionist measures,” a fear which
their European counterparts addressed by clarifying their formulations.**

As a way of navigating the normativity tensions, Indian officials started
thinking about a new possibility: to rewrite the entire chapter. An insider con-
tended, “we need a new chapter on sustainability for the FTA to proceed.”
They felt that the rewritten chapter could “work as a template for developing-
developed countries trade deals.”®®’ An Indian expert realized that the norma-
tivity tensions about the chapter might stop the entire trade deal. She suggested
that “the EU needs to reconsider whether non-trade issues such as labor stand-
ards and sustainability clauses in trade agreements are appropriate methods of
achieving environmental and other goals in a fraught geopolitical environ-
ment, or whether a more compact deal may be more pragmatic.”**® This was
no minor thought in New Delhi, but a thought that originated from the norma-

tivity tensions in practice.
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Weeks afterwards, Indian officials actively participated in five days of ne-
gotiations. The chief negotiators have been described as “playing a more ac-
tive role” in the negotiation on the TSD at this point.®®® Just like in the sixth
round, officials:

Reviewed progress on the TSD chapter as well as related EU-funded
programs and projects in India. Negotiators agreed on several provi-
sions and exchanged proposals aiming at bridging the very substan-
tive divergences that remain.*”
Interestingly, there are no reports of discussions regarding forthcoming Indian
projects in Europe, where these projects could help accelerate the implemen-
tation of the European Green Deal.

An attempt to ease the normativity tensions occurred after ten rounds of
negotiations. At this point, the European Commission reports indicated “good
progress was made in a large number of areas of the TSD chapter, with nego-
tiators bringing their respective positions closer.”®”! Yet, despite the progress
in the negotiations, some European stakeholders thought they could maintain
normative preferences. The lead EU negotiator told Members of the European
Parliament that India could “in no way” agree on sustainability clauses in the
trade negotiations like other trade partners, implying that Europeans could not
expect agreements on sanctions and dispute settlements, on legally binding
provisions, or on any involvement of civil society.®’> Shortly after this, the
European Economic and Social Committee (EESC), an advisory body, issued
a report regarding their discussions of EU-India relations. The EESC stake-
holders had met the Indian Ambassador in Brussels,*” but despite this they
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took a principled stance. In the report, the EESC concluded that “the FTA
must uphold an ambitious TSD chapter of labor rights and climate and envi-
ronment protections with the structural monitoring and advisory role for civil
society organizations including the social partners on both sides.”®”* This
shows how, even though the lead negotiator had made a desperate call for less
internal pressure, some stakeholders maintained their normative stance re-
garding the inclusion of a sustainability chapter in the trade talks. The norma-
tivity tensions remained, despite the attempts to ease them.

The tensions about efforts to include passages on sustainability in any trade
agreement reflected normativity tensions. However, these normativity ten-
sions concerned the bureaucratic efforts by one branch of the EU to shape the
contents of the agreement, rather than actual cooperation with Brussels. Indian
officials continued to show up at the negotiations, showing their willingness

and patience for finding compromises.

8.5. Recognition tensions

Despite the CBAM clash and the trade negotiation difficulties, European offi-
cials endorsed India’s green ambitions on several occasions in the run-up to
the summit. In practice, recognition tensions sparked action by a coalition of
the willing and the production of a new strategic document. The outreach trip
involving European officials and the new strategy reveal how India’s green

ambitions produced recognition tensions.

8.5.1. Signaling cooperative will
Previously, the bilateral climate relationship between India and the EU had
been constrained by disagreements in multilateral climate negotiations. De-

spite this historical friction, in the decade prior to the trade agreement Indian
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officials had accepted many climate-related partnerships with EU institutions
and member states.®”” In practice, this was a signal of willingness to cooperate
that some foreign officials recognized.

In January 2024, Indian diplomats in Brussels followed a plenary session
in the European Parliament that resulted in a new resolution on EU-India re-
lations. The resolution stressed the importance of the strategic partnership and
eased the normative tensions at the administrative level. It emphasized that
“India is providing an important example for the world by showing that sim-
ultaneously combating climate change and pursuing a development agenda is
possible.”®’® Moreover, it stated the need to “enhance cooperation on climate
and energy issues with India as a key partner in the global fight against climate
change and biodiversity degradation and in a green transition towards renew-
able energy and climate neutrality, with due regard to their impact on the most
vulnerable.” These statements, prepared by European civil servants and en-
dorsed by the European Parliament, suggested there was a political will to ease
tensions and proceed with cooperation, despite previous friction. Indian dip-
lomats in Brussels experienced a breath of relief.

A few months after the historic visit by the College of the European Com-
mission, the EU Ambassador to India stood in front of Indian policymakers
and industry representatives participating in the 2025 India Net Zero Forum.®”’
The career diplomat began by reminding the audience of the common ground
between India and the EU:

Climate action and decarbonization is one of the key arecas where

Prime Minister Modi and European Commission President von der
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Leyen asked for deeper cooperation when they met in February dur-
ing the unprecedented EU-India College-to-Government meeting. Be-
cause it holds great potential for our bilateral cooperation, and be-
cause it is crucial for our planet and our people.
The EU Ambassador applauded India’s efforts with the International Solar
Alliance. He went on to say that “the European Union deeply respects India’s
Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) and the unique context in which
these commitments have been made.” The use of the words “deeply respects”
showed the diplomat’s recognition of India’s green ambitions, but they also
reflected his awareness of the historical friction. In fact, his job was to facili-
tate cooperation, not create friction. The concluding part of the speech dis-
played further recognition of India’s green ambitions. The Ambassador con-
cluded that the:
EU and its Member States look forward to continuing to work with
India on the implementation of its decarbonization ambition. The
level of India’s ambition will be the determining factor in whether the
world as a whole is able to meet its collective objectives in the years
and decades to come.
In a nutshell, the Ambassador gave a speech which had been written by Euro-
pean diplomats who were willing to accommodate India’s green ambitions.
The Ambassador knew that his colleagues were positive toward enhanced cli-
mate cooperation. He had participated in the 10th India-EU Energy Panel six
months earlier, where the third phase of the India-EU Clean Energy and Cli-
mate Partnership (CECP) was adopted.®”® In Brussels, more than twenty offi-
cials attended this India-EU Energy Panel.®”” Indian officials from the Minis-
try of Environment were busy with the final negotiations at COP29 in Baku,

which was taking place on the same day. This meant that Indian officials from
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the Ministry of External Affairs, the Ministry of New and Renewable Energy,
and the Ministry of Power attended the meeting in Brussels instead. They re-
viewed recent years of cooperation and agreed on five priority areas for 2025-
2028: green hydrogen, offshore wind, regional connectivity with electricity
integration, energy efficiency, and energy and climate diplomacy. During the
meetings, they also expressed their appreciation for those EU member states
that had engaged in the International Solar Alliance. The participation during
this meeting, and the agreed work plan, showed recognition of India’s green
ambitions among European officials.

Meetings and speeches did not solve all of the existing tensions shaping the
social processes occurring before the India-EU summit. The interpersonal re-
lationships between Ministry of Environment officials and their European
counterparts took a turn when they were sidelined while the India-EU Clean
Energy and Climate Partnership’s next phase was agreed upon in Brussels.
The absence of Indian Ministry of Environment officials reflected the fact that
India has only a limited number of officials working on international cooper-
ation in this Ministry. It also reflected the constrained working relationship

between EU officials and the Indian Ministry of Environment at that time.

8.5.2. The coalition of the willing Europeans

Diplomats from a small group of EU member states, bearing in mind the
CBAM clash and the positive Indian reaction to the European Commission
visit, decided to form a coalition of the willing. They showed in practice that
some Europeans had a supportive attitude toward India’s green ambitions.

In April 2025, a group of senior EU officials went to India to conduct mini-
lateral climate diplomacy within the broader EU-India strategic partnership.
This group was comprised of officials from Germany, the Netherlands, Swe-
den, and Brussels. These EU member states all had existing climate partner-
ships with India. Those involved in this diplomacy knew that Indian officials

experienced what has been termed a steering level challenge regarding their
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navigation between India-European Commission relations and India-EU
member state relations. They therefore excluded officials from the Directorate
Generales (DGs) in Brussels dealing with CBAM (DG TAXUD), climate ne-
gotiations (DG CLIMA), and climate finance (DG INTPA, DG CLIMA). In-
stead, the European External Action Service (EEAS) assigned a senior official
to join the outreach trip. Because the EEAS had formed an internal task force
for relations with India and had coordinated the preparations ahead of the In-
dia-summit, it made sense for it to partake in the outreach trip. Besides the
CBAM clash, this group of Europeans also had in mind the third work plan
for the India-EU Clean Energy & Climate Partnership for 2025-2028, some-
thing which India and the EU had agreed upon during meetings in Brussels in
November 2024.°%

In New Delhi, Indian officials from several ministries and research institu-
tions agreed to meet. Officials from the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO), the
Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change (MOEFCC), and the
Ministry of New and Renewable Energy (MNRE) allocated time for meet-
ings.®®! At the meeting with the MNRE, members of the group of senior EU
officials “commended India for its remarkable progress in the renewable en-
ergy sector, recognizing it as a valuable opportunity to learn from India’s in-
novative strides.” The MNRE published this statement from the EU officials
on their social media account. During an interaction with six MNRE officials,
the Europeans heard the highest ranked official place emphasis on “India’s
deep-rooted, nature-aligned lifestyle” and heard him underline “the im-
portance of technology transfer and collaborative research to further advance
scientific solutions for the planet’s well-being.”®** The Swedish official par-

ticipating in this meeting thought that it was “truly impressive to see India’s
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achievements in renewable energy.” However, this official did not comment
on India’s reliance on coal for its energy security. They spoke about how the
Swedish Energy Agency was open to cooperation.®®
After the meetings, which were held in the government buildings in New
Delhi, the foreign officials talked to a select group of journalists. A quote from
the EEAS Special Envoy for Climate and Environment revealed the tense tone
of some of the conversations:
Coming from the EU, you [India] do not always have to like us. We
do not have the monopoly on virtue but neither on vice. What you see
is what you get. We fulfill our treaties. As Prime Minister Modi and
the EC President have reiterated, we are big democracies, huge plu-
ralist societies with an intent to uphold the multilateral order.®**
This statement reveals that some of the conversations between Indian and Eu-
ropean officials during this visit still displayed signs of recognition tensions.
In sum, a single outreach visit may not have entirely solved the recognition
tensions that India experienced in its relations with Europe. However, this visit
showed India that there was a coalition of European partners willing to support

India’s green ambitions.

8.5.3. The 2025 European India Strategy

The European side attempted to ease tensions and update their approach to
India. To do so, European officials saw that they might take advantage of the
fact that the European Commission started a new mandate in 2024.%*> At the
beginning of the 2024-2029 mandate, European officials sitting in Brussels
discussed an agenda that involved active European diplomacy and presence

around the world for the next five years. The section titled “A Global Europe:
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Leveraging Our Power and Partnerships” stressed that “the EU needs to be
more assertive in pursuing its strategic interests.”

Considering this, Europeans felt they needed a new strategic document for
their relationship with India. They needed a strategy that would “pinpoint ar-
eas of common strategic interest and the initiatives that will help to secure
those interests, in line with joint priorities.” European officials realized that
their partnership with India needed reassurance and reinforcement if the two
sides were to continue the deepening of relations. Therefore, Brussels-based
officials at the European External Action Service (EEAS) formed a new task
force that produced the drafts for this new strategic document. To ensure that
the officials writing the formulation were knowledgeable about India, the
EEAS South Asia Division was made responsible.

The task force had to keep in mind both those interested in deepening rela-
tionships and also those who wanted to avoid a grand foreign policy mistake,
like that the EU had made with China in the past. The mandate for the new
strategic document was to depict India as “a key partner in Asia.”** However,
despite this, an insider has argued that there are competing views about India
within Europe.®®” Another respondent argued that Europeans must avoid build-
ing another systemic rival and economic competitor, the way China has be-
come for the EU.%* They said that the EU must become more strategic with
India. In this way, the production of a new strategic document revealed a num-
ber of recognition tensions among European civil servants.

Before the drafting process began, European diplomats asked their Indian
counterparts about their thoughts on the strategy and learned that New Delhi
welcomed the initiative.®®® European officials learned from the think tank com-

munity in New Delhi that there was a hope that their unilateral document
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would be “more targeted and operational” than the previous bilateral roadmap
to 2025, a document which featured over 100 bullet points.®° The social inter-
actions about the new strategic document therefore started before the actual
drafting had even begun.

In the consultation process that took place before the writing of the new
strategy, it became clear that the task force did not see India’s increasingly
important role in the world as confined to Asia. In their view, the mission was
“to enhance the EU’s partnership with an increasingly important global player
whose political, diplomatic, and economic influence is on the rise.”®! India
had a global role and was involved in both regional and global challenges.®>
This meant that the strategy had to deal with climate change, because this con-
stituted a major global challenge.

An early draft of the strategy shared with the public emphasized that cli-
mate action was a priority issue for the India-EU partnership. The document
stated that climate change was a challenge that India and the EU “will be fac-
ing together in the next five years.” It pointed to the “major potential to expand
EU-India cooperation on renewable energy, other elements of the green tran-
sition, and multilateral solutions.”® In the consultation phase, an expert from
the Jacques Delors Institute cautioned the drafting team about tensions con-
cerning climate cooperation:

The EU must be very adept at acknowledging India's concerns over
the economic development vs. climate adaptation conundrum based
on the country's current lower-middle-income economic status. Fail-

ing to do so can easily antagonize New Delhi and complicate matters
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on implementing the EU's CBAM, Deforestation Regulation, and its
litany of economic security measures vis-a-vis its partners.**
This input also provided a concrete suggestion to ease tensions: the EU and
India should sign a Clean Trade & Investment Partnership to “address Indian
concerns over CBAM design, unlock renewable energy and critical raw ma-
terial projects, and thus remove major obstacles from the FTA negotia-
tions.”%”

In this early stage, India’s green ambitions were absent from the draft. This
could have been expected because the document was then quite brief. A two-
page “fact sheet” provided glimpses into the core pillars of the EU-India stra-
tegic partnership: trade and technology, connectivity, security and defense,
green transition, people-to-people connections, and international relations and
common values.®® In the section called “green transition”, the European doc-
ument mentions the India-EU “partnership in the International Solar Alliance
(ISA) and the Coalition for Disaster Resilient Infrastructure (CDRI), LeadIT
2.0, and the Global Biofuels Alliance.” However, the exclusion of the Modi
government’s project Mission LiFE from this document reveals that there is
still tension about the climate action agenda.®”’ The new strategy was released

in September 2025.

8.6. Conclusion

This chapter has demonstrated how green ambitions shaped social interactions
ahead of the 16" India-EU summit. The analysis described how elements of
status dilemma dynamics affected the social processes through which Indian

and European officials met and discussed different issues. Green ambitions

94 European Commission, 2025.

95 European Commission, 2025.

996 European External Action Service, 2025. Fact sheet. “EU-India Towards a new strategic
agenda,” June 2025.

97 More analysis of Mission LiFE is found in chapter 6 and 7 of this thesis.
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produced critical normativity tensions, which were evident in the ways Indian
officials navigated their own and European attempts to develop climate rela-
tions. The analysis indicated mild recognition tensions and multiple acts of
accommodation from European officials. It also found that there were modest
epistemic tensions which Indian diplomats navigated by internal restructuring
of the Foreign Ministry and by recruiting competent diplomats.

The green status dilemma dynamics which were found to be present in the
run-up to the 16" India-EU summit should not be underestimated. The ten-
sions forming these dynamics, which revolved around India’s responses to
European green ambitions, could have consequences for India’s broader cli-
mate diplomacy in coming years. India’s status in global climate governance
is at stake. This is because, by navigating such tensions in particular ways,
India risks portraying itself as a bandit. It may risk being seen as a country
that is unwilling to accelerate its green transition together with international
partners if sustainability concerns interfere with non-green economic interests.
The disputes about the sustainable development-chapter in the India-EU trade
negotiations showed signs that this might happen, with tensions threatening to
harm the climate partnership.

At the 16" India-EU summit in January 2026, Indian officials accepted a
version of the TSD chapter in the trade talks. Consequently, Indian negotiators
might be able to formulate a stronger argument for securing a future Clean
Trade and Investment Partnership with the EU that could bring new invest-
ments into green industries.®”® If Indian officials agree to and implement the
chapter, they might also be able to implement other trade agreements with less
ambitious sustainability chapters. Yet, they might receive criticism from do-

mestic stakeholders portraying them as weak negotiators. The management of

98 This type of partnership is suggested as a new form of partnership during the European

Commission mandate 2024-2029. See ; Garcia-Bercero, I. and A. Sapir, 2025. ‘The time is right
to make a European Union-India trade deal happen’, Policy Brief 19/2025, Bruegel, 11.
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sustainability clauses in India’s bilateral trade deals may also affect how in-
ternational partners think about COP33 in 2028 that Modi wants to host.

The findings of the analysis in this chapter show that tensions can have
major economic consequences that affect India’s green ambitions beyond the

negotiation rooms.
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9. Conclusion

This thesis has shown that India’s contemporary climate diplomacy is best
understood as the practical management of green ambitions within the every-
day work of diplomacy. In a series of case studies, the analytical chapters have
examined how Indian officials navigate the recognition, normativity, and ep-
istemic tensions generated by the new political instructions India adopts to
pursue an elevated status as a green leader in international climate politics.
This analysis has demonstrated that these new green ambitions that India’s
leadership has outlined have led to considerable pressures in diplomatic set-
tings. These pressures, faced by Indian officials, have been sustained over time
rather than only experienced during discrete moments of elite-led negotiation
or contestation. Overall, the study has demonstrated that the green ambitions
outlined by the Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi have produced signifi-
cant tensions in diplomatic settings, particularly apparent during key interna-
tional events.

Existing literature tends to portray the Indian Foreign Service (IFS) as side-
lined by technocratic climate governance. In contrast, the findings in this the-
sis reveal the continued — and in some respects renewed — centrality of diplo-
matic management. India’s climate diplomacy emerges not as instrumental
positioning alone, but as an ongoing effort by the bureaucracy to reconcile
competing expectations across domestic and international arenas. This thesis
has developed and applied a practice approach to studying the everyday work
of climate diplomacy. In doing so, it yields new insights into the challenges
that green ambitions have generated for the bureaucracy managing India’s cli-

mate diplomacy. The study views Indian officials’ climate diplomacy through
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a practice lens, reinterpreting India’s role in climate governance as one of cop-
ing with, rather than resolving, the tensions that green ambitions generate.

The study makes several theoretical contributions. First, it conceptualizes
the notion of a green status dilemma, arguing that this is an underappreciated
idea in an era of contemporary status competition. A status dilemma arises
when actors must balance competing role expectations and institutional goals
across different arenas — within an organization, across a domestic govern-
ment, among international partners — such that advancing one position risks
undermining another. In this thesis, the focus is placed on a particular kind of
status dilemma — a green status dilemma. This kind of status dilemma reflects
the dynamic described above in global climate politics.

Second, the study develops a practice approach to status dilemmas that fo-
cuses on the process of status-seeking, with individual officials as the unit of
analysis. Individual officials rarely discuss the status dilemmas they face
openly, because they care about their reputations. Given this, the study con-
structs an analytical framework for studying tensions at the practice level, as
a proxy for the study of status dilemmas. The study uncovers how officials
navigated a range of demanding situations in practice. Through the case of
India, the analysis yields new insights into the social world of diplomacy that
plays out when officials are engaged in global climate politics. This study of
the navigation of tensions reveals how Indian diplomats manage status dilem-
mas in practice.

This conclusion is structured as follows. It first summarizes the study’s
main findings, bringing together insights from the empirical chapters. It then
examines one key finding in greater depth. This is the central finding about
how Indian officials manage the status dilemmas generated by green ambi-
tions in their everyday diplomatic practices. Following this, the chapter dis-
cusses the broader implications of these findings for research on status poli-

tics, for practice-based approaches in International Relations, and for climate
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diplomacy more broadly. It concludes by reflecting on the study’s limitations

and outlining directions for future research.

9.1. Key findings

Reviewing the evidence across the empirical chapters, this thesis provides four
key findings about the status dynamics and practical challenges of India’s
green ambitions.

First, India’s green ambitions have transformed climate diplomacy from a
primarily technical or administrative issue into a status-laden domain of for-
eign policy. India’s climate action has become intertwined with questions of
international recognition, leadership, and role performance. This places cli-
mate diplomacy squarely within India’s broader pursuit of status in the inter-
national system, rather than at its margins. By studying these processes, this
thesis brings greater depth to existing literature which has pointed to links be-
tween the country’s status considerations and its climate diplomacy. For in-
stance, Jha previously indicated that India displayed “the strategic use of cli-
mate change to assert greater power on the global stage.”®"”

This thesis has shown how Indian diplomats deal with the country’s aspi-
rations to gain a new status and role in the international climate order, one that
extends beyond traditional climate negotiations. The thesis develops the argu-
ments made by what I have called the wideners in the existing literature on
India’s climate foreign policy. It moves these arguments beyond questions of
identity to micro-level dynamics. The thesis traces the integration of green
ambitions into India’s diplomatic drive and into the minds of practitioners in-
volved in diplomacy. It reveals the careful navigation involved in claiming
green leadership amidst uncertainty about the effects of such status claims.

This is particularly discussed in Chapter 5. Meanwhile, in Chapter 6, the thesis

9 Jha, Vyoma, 2022. “India and Climate Change: Old Traditions, New Strategies”, India
Quarterly, Vol 78, 280.
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shows how officials involved in climate negotiations experience a conceptual
clash as old priorities encounter new ambitions.

Second, this demonstrates that green ambitions generate persistent and
overlapping tensions for Indian diplomats. These tensions are found to be sus-
tained rather than isolated moments of conflict in climate negotiations. As il-
lustrated in Chapter 7, India’s green ambitions became a core diplomatic pri-
ority when India held the G20 presidency for the first time. As green ambitions
permeate diplomatic life, Indian officials must navigate competing expecta-
tions across domestic and international arenas, including pressures to demon-
strate climate leadership, uphold development priorities, maintain postcolo-
nial solidarity, and respond to growing demands for global power status. Such
tensions recur across organizational, multilateral, and bilateral settings, indi-
cating that they are structural features of contemporary climate diplomacy ra-
ther than case-specific anomalies. The interplay between India’s G20 diplo-
macy and climate negotiations, as discussed in Chapters 6 and 7, illustrates
these overlapping tensions.

Third, the thesis demonstrates that the Indian Foreign Service remains a
central and active site of political management in climate diplomacy. Existing
literature frequently portrays diplomacy as displaced by technocratic govern-
ance. In contrast, this thesis found that Indian diplomats play a crucial role in
interpreting political instructions and shaping how green ambitions are pre-
sented and adjusted in international interactions. Although officials from the
Ministry of Environment remain in charge of climate negotiations, their col-
leagues in the Ministry of External Affairs also play a central role in the social
life of diplomacy. This finding was made possible by practice-oriented analy-
sis carried out in this thesis. Such detailed study of Indian diplomatic practices
is something which the literature on the Indian Foreign Service (IFS) has hith-
erto lacked. In Chapter 8, the thesis shows how the IFS navigated multiple

tensions in its efforts to deepen the India-EU relationship. Diplomacy thus
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continues to matter, because of, and not despite, the increasing complexity and
politicization of climate governance.

Fourth, and most centrally, the thesis finds that Indian officials do not seek
to resolve the tensions generated by green ambitions once and for all. Instead,
they engage in ongoing strategies of status dilemma management, employing
everyday diplomatic practices to contain, balance, or temporarily soften com-
peting expectations. These strategies allow diplomats to advance green ambi-
tions while preserving flexibility and avoiding backlash, constituting a dis-
tinctive mode of bureaucratic agency in status-laden policy domains. The fol-

lowing sections examine these management strategies in greater detail.

9.2. Status dilemma management

This study conceptualizes green status dilemmas as a social process shaped by
individual efforts to cope with friction about epistemic authority, normativity,
and recognition. Through a detailed study of the India case, we have not only
learned about individual agency in social processes but also about the concep-
tual and operational challenges facing officials assigned to implement green
ambitions. This section theorizes the insights from the India case by asking
what this study reveals about the global phenomenon of status dilemma man-
agement in global climate politics.

The empirical chapters of this study, taken together, reveal that Indian civil
servants are engaged in what might be called status dilemma management in
global climate politics. The combination of the different practices that Indian
officials were found to perform in social interactions can produce a compre-
hensive understanding of the variety of ways in which individuals in general
will navigate status dilemmas within competitive contexts. In particular, the
case studies revealed what might be considered as three intertwined phases of
this process: the preparatory phase, the implementation phase, and the recep-

tion phase.
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In the preparatory phase, individuals acquire background knowledge, for-
mulate agendas and plans, and establish internal hierarchies. These constitute
prerequisites for the actual statecraft to be performed by them in the next
phase. In the implementation phase, they allocate resources and dedicate in-
stitutional capacity to meet expectations. Identifying the appropriate steering
level is particularly important to ensure that limited resources are used effi-
ciently. During this phase, actions are shaped by status considerations. In the
reception phase, diplomats manage reactions such as external criticism and
identify acts of recognition — a task that demands background knowledge and
realistic expectations. If acts of recognition are overlooked or missed, there is
a risk of backlash since external actors may adjust their behavior if their acts
of recognition go unnoticed. Hence, in this phase, status considerations come
under scrutiny. These phases often overlap, and they remain open to ongoing
negotiation and renegotiation rather than following a predetermined path.
Such fluidity makes status dilemma management a demanding process in
practice. The demands of managing status dilemmas are illustrated in Figure

6, which visualizes the process as it occurs in global climate politics.
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Figure 6. The process of status dilemma management in global climate politics
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Source: Author's own analysis.

9.3. Strategies of status dilemma management

The evidence presented above suggests that individuals engage in a range of
practices to survive the friction inside the process of status dilemma manage-
ment. They adopt active and passive strategies that enable them to navigate
challenging tensions inherent in their diplomatic duties. These strategies are
an important part of dealing with the challenge of status dilemma manage-
ment. The challenge embeds uncertainty, because agents often do not know
how their counterparts will act in response to their status considerations. They
therefore may fail to recognize behavioral signals. In short, the uncertainty of
others’ reactions makes status dilemmas much more difficult to navigate. Alt-
hough individuals are constrained by the social structures in which they per-

form their actions, they still have the agency to perform strategies to advance
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their agendas. This agency argument is valid during times of status competi-
tion. To better comprehend these strategies, this section reflects on a crucial
question: What does this study tell us about the strategies that officials use to
manage status dilemmas?

The data shows that we might recognize three management strategies at the
micro-level: (i) the deepened comprehension strategy, (ii) the add-on strategy,
and (iii) the watch-and-wait strategy. These strategies emerge from a cross-
case analysis of the empirical chapters. In interpretivist practice-tracing, such
comparative analysis can produce new “analytical constructs” based on pat-
terns emerging from the data.”” By identifying these strategies, we gain a
deeper understanding of how diplomats position themselves socially, beyond
simplistic explanations of transactional diplomacy.

Two decades ago, Narlikar demonstrated that, when engaging with foreign
counterparts, Indian negotiators employed a “strict distributive strategy,” also
known as a “value-claiming strategy.”’®' Cross-case analysis of the findings
from the different case studies carried out in this thesis suggests that we need
to update the strategies that Indian officials employ in their professional prac-
tice. This analysis shows that Indian climate diplomacy now extends beyond
the actions of those involved in formal climate negotiations. Although these
findings come from a study of Indian diplomacy, it is worth stressing that such
strategies could be applicable to any bureaucracy navigating status dilemmas
in global climate politics. The following sections examine each strategy in

turn.

700 Pouliot, 2014, 251.
701 Narlikar, Amrita, 2006. Peculiar chauvinism or strategic calculation? Explaining the nego-
tiating strategy of a rising India. International affairs, 82(1), 59-76.
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The Deepened Comprehension Strategy

The first management strategy involves proactive action and reliance on
knowledge acquisition. Individuals navigate tensions by developing expertise
and maintaining up-to-date knowledge. This approach focuses on actively
pursuing new information and insights. It requires intellectual openness to
new ideas, as it involves deepening one's understanding, questioning existing
assumptions, and updating knowledge levels. By reading relevant texts, en-
gaging with reasoning, and processing insights, individuals deepen their un-
derstanding and thereby orient themselves in the complex process. The neces-
sary knowledge may come from colleagues or external experts who share their
expertise. This analytical endeavor enables proactive management of status

dilemmas.

The Add-on Strategy

The second management strategy involves rapidly and precisely integrating
climate considerations into existing agendas and priority lists. This approach
is faster and less time-consuming than deepening knowledge. It is an active
management strategy in which climate action is incorporated into declarations,
project proposals, joint communiqués, and speeches. By embedding climate-
focused language into these documents, individuals navigate and manage sta-
tus dilemmas in practice. In real-world settings, this strategy can be imple-
mented across government divisions or by specific units responsible for con-
tent development. To avoid repetition and demonstrate mastery in signaling,

individuals applying this strategy employ creative variation.

The Watch-and-Wait Strategy

The third management strategy involves passive observation rather than active
engagement. It requires the least effort of the three strategies, as individuals
choose to observe unfolding events and wait for further instructions. Through
repeated observation, individuals become passive agents in the process of sta-

tus dilemma management. As waiting time extends and attention shifts to
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other agenda points, officials may conclude that they have no immediate ob-
ligation to act. In practice, the watch-and-wait strategy can be costly, as de-
layed action often means missed opportunities to gain important status recog-
nition. To mitigate this risk, officials can combine this approach with another
strategy for managing status dilemmas.

In the real world, there is naturally variation, and different combinations of
these strategies are adopted. The performance of simultaneous strategies,
however, produces incoherence in the bureaucracies. The risk of incoherence
occurs when individuals in a ministerial division perform one strategy,
whereas individuals in another division perform another strategy. An incoher-
ent combination might also be seen when one ministerial division performs a
strategy, while a division in another ministry performs a different strategy.
This therefore entails that the more ministries and divisions involved, the
higher the risk of strategic incoherence. At the same time, the fewer ministries
involved, the lower the capacity for managing status dilemmas. Mastery, cre-
ativity, and coordination can ensure temporary coherence of different strate-
gies, but there is a looming risk of incoherence since social relations in the
international system are constantly evolving.

Multiple audiences matter for the execution of the strategies used to carry
out status dilemma management. The management of status dilemmas takes
place in international and domestic hierarchies. This means that these audi-
ences can be found inside and outside bureaucracies. The execution of strate-
gies can assist with the goals and priorities of different ministries. In the case
of India, this study demonstrated that the Indian Foreign Service (IFS), acting
as a status group, assisted with the efforts of other ministries to accelerate In-
dia’s green transition. It did this by forming international partnerships. As
such, the IFS was speaking to two different audiences — both an internal audi-
ence, i.e., other ministries, and an external audience, i.e., foreign partners.
Similarly, the IFS positioned itself as a status group supporting green devel-

opment and environmentally friendly initiatives. Hence, the approach taken
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by Indian diplomats relates to multiple internal audiences within government,
across corridors in different ministries in New Delhi. Moreover, the IFS is also
engaging with another audience in ambassadorial networks in New Delhi and
ministries located in other capitals. The IFS then also relates to an external
audience which is composed of foreign counterparts trying to understand and
engage with India. They observe the status group’s behavior from the outside,
seeking signs of strategies in practice.

The variation of strategies can induce confusion and competing interpreta-
tions about the sincerity of the strategy. External audiences may even assess
whether the strategies represent desired or unwanted behavior, making judg-
ments about the legitimacy of the actions taken by a country such as India.
These judgments and interpretations can produce recognition tensions and
shows the risk of social costs that is associated with actions taken to manage
status dilemmas. If the strategies which officials use to manage status dilem-
mas are criticized, or lead to the country being stigmatized, by external ob-
servers, then this can bring social costs such as neglect or even isolation. In
practice, the external audiences for officials’ status management strategies
typically encompass members of the diplomatic community. As recognition
tensions increase, so does the risk of social costs. These costs are important
because they both shape and are shaped by perceptions of strategic credibility.

While the internal and external audiences are separate entities in theory,
they can be intertwined in practice. Members of the external audience can
warn the internal audience about potential social costs, thereby helping to mit-

igate the consequences of ineffective management of status dilemmas.

9.4. Implications

By examining Indian climate diplomacy through the lens of status dilemmas,
this study has revealed the increasing importance of this diplomacy for India’s

rise in the international system. As the IFS grows and brings India’s positions
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to the world, it could benefit from learning about the range of different strate-
gies officials may use when navigating status dilemmas. Learning these strat-
egies comes with the promise of signaling ambition in a more coherent way
and thereby facilitating climate cooperation. The strategies provide an alter-
native to the signaling of ambitions through implicating desires, something
which Indian diplomats have frequently done in Asia where they have China
and the United States on top of their minds.” The strategies outlined above
instead might enable Indian diplomacy to increase its global footprint. As the
attention to green ambitions in the international system increases, India’s own
aspirations face scrutiny regarding their sincerity. As Indian diplomacy grows
and the foreign service involves more members in status dilemma manage-

ment, it faces the risk of a one-voice challenge.

9.4.1. For Indian diplomacy

Future generations of diplomats will likely pursue their own conceptions of
India’s green ambitions. This means that the IFS will increasingly face the
challenge of ensuring it speaks with one voice about India’s role in global
climate politics. If India wants to be seen as a credible actor in the world,
officials in New Delhi would benefit from planning ahead to ensure that India
has a clear and unified position in global climate politics. This is slightly dif-
ferent from the challenge faced by the European Union (EU), where the insti-
tutional setup of the union makes it difficult for it to speak as a coherent whole.
In contrast, India’s one voice challenge emerges from the strategies that its
officials use to deal with status dilemmas. The challenge of speaking with one
voice is urgent because external audiences can easily question India’s capac-
ity, asking themselves: How will India be able to become a leader when it has

a substantially smaller foreign service than China?

702 Khan, Raphaélle and Kate Sullivan de Estrada, 2025. Signalling through implicature: How

India signals in the Indo-Pacific. The British Journal of Politics and International Rela-
tions, 27(1), 43—68.
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Conversely, an extended foreign service offers opportunities to create in-
ternal rewards for those officials most capable of managing status dilemmas.
A larger diplomatic service means more possibilities to provide attractive jobs
for those who perform well. As India’s Ministry of External Affairs grows, it
can create more positions that serve as rewards — such as positions in capitals
with high standards of living, or with strategic importance to India. A larger
diplomatic service would better enable New Delhi to navigate the complex
and sometimes uncomfortable situations inherent in the social world of diplo-
macy.

This thesis found that green ambitions create challenges for bureaucracies.
Given this, policymakers might consider whether the political leadership
should discard green ambitions and focus on other foreign policy objectives.
Similarly, analysts can discuss how India’s domestic energy mix and environ-
mental protection legislation affect its green ambitions. The findings do not
provide any straightforward answers to these questions. However, considering
the tensions embedded in diplomatic interactions, they call for greater aware-
ness of green ambitions in the social world of diplomacy. Policymakers can
benefit from learning and executing the strategies discussed in this conclusion,
instead of omitting green ambitions from their own efforts in diplomatic set-
tings.

Furthermore, this thesis offers a counterargument to those who claim public
diplomacy about green ambitions is merely greenwashing that delays signifi-
cant climate action. Undoubtedly, green ambitions may start as a greenwash-
ing attempt. However, as they circulate among officials within the bureau-
cracy, they take root in the minds of civil servants and become institutional-
ized. While this process is difficult for researchers to uncover, this thesis has
shown a way to do so through analysis of practices that are performed over
time within bureaucratic processes. This analysis has suggested that, at least
in the case of India, the incorporation of green ambitions into the social life of

bureaucracy has produced real action.
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The approach taken in this thesis about Indian officials’ actions in global
climate politics is distinct from other literature because of its emphasis on so-
cial dynamics rather than material factors. A material explanation would pro-
ceed as follows. A thousand years ago, ancient India and China were the big-
gest economies in the world. Until industrialization began in the 18" century,
they were the economic centers in the international system. Economic power
shifted westward as the United States, United Kingdom, and Germany indus-
trialized in the 19™ century and onward. The modernization of these Western
powers also caused environmentally devastating emissions. Yet, these powers
had little need to take the planet into account during their own rises. As China
reappeared as a great power in the recent past, it mimicked this environmen-
tally unfriendly path. China’s re-emergence followed the old brown path. In-
dia, on the other hand, wants to be different from China and advance the green
path. India’s 2023 income per capita was in line with China’s income per cap-
ita in 2007,7°* while its emissions per capita in 2023 was in line with China’s
emissions per capita in 1986.7% This suggests that India’s path is undoubtedly
not predetermined. Yet, it is not an understatement to say that how India re-
emerges as a great power will have severe consequences. Rising emissions in
India will have effects domestically for the 1.4 billion people living in the
country. They will also affect people across the Indian subcontinent, and peo-
ple all around the globe. Whether India succeeds in pursuing the green path
with minimal harm to the planet will have substantial effects on the planet, as
well as on the ongoing status competition. This material account therefore
clearly provides a different understanding than the social understanding that

this study has produced.

703 World Bank, 2023. “GDP per capita (current USD).”
704 Our World in Data, 2023. “CO2 emissions per capita.”

262



9.4.2. For diplomatic services across the world

This thesis has described the complex organizational nature of Indian diplo-
macy. This interacts with the myriad practices of the diplomats who navigate
it. This indicates that foreign diplomats engaging with Indian officials should
remember that Indian bureaucracy consists of multiple hierarchies. Approval
in one bureaucratic hierarchy can be a rejection in another hierarchy. When
interacting with Indian officials about modern green ambitions in one hierar-
chy, foreign officials can encounter counterparts with old views and lower
ambitions in another setting. While this fluidity of hierarchies creates chal-
lenges for foreign counterparts, it opens the opportunity to cooperate with
multiple parts of the Indian bureaucracy simultaneously.

The study revealed how green ambitions create complex, extended pro-
cesses that bureaucracies must manage. A direct implication of this finding is
that bureaucracies need to allocate resources to manage the processes before,
during, and after high-profile events often treated as prestige projects. As of-
ficials regularly face demanding situations throughout these processes, these
projects should not simply be understood as status symbols. Instead of treating
summits as isolated prestige projects, this study indicates that officials should
approach them as ongoing processes requiring sustained attention and strate-
gic management. This finding is relevant for all bureaucracies in the world.

In their navigation of these processes, diplomats should develop analytical
capacity to dissect the strategies that their counterparts are adopting. In times
of status competition, strategy identification becomes increasingly important
and must be incorporated into diplomatic reporting. By incorporating this into
diplomatic reporting, in an appropriate way, officials can better navigate the
uncertain times of status competition. Material explanations such as transac-
tional diplomacy may be helpful to identify individual deals, but a process-
perspective enables diplomats around the world to better grasp how status di-

lemmas can be dealt with in the social life of diplomacy. This is by no means
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effortless, but requires new learning about status competition in contemporary
affairs.

Furthermore, policymakers should see this study as offering a different ex-
planation for India’s green ambitions from those studies that concentrate only
on the political leadership. The attempts by Modi to make India a frontrunner
in the race for higher international status, which include his green ambitions
and desire for India to become a climate leader, have coincided with other
actions by international leaders that are also partly seen as achieving higher
status. For instance, to some, President Putin’s invasion of Ukraine showed
that leaders can, and do, still choose what are sometimes thought of as old-
fashioned ways of seeking status through military power. This is despite the
risk of becoming a pariah in the international community. While analyses of

political leaders can be useful, they do not capture the whole picture.

9.4.3. Climate realism

Will India’s green status dilemma become a smoother diplomatic dance when
the Trump administration withdraws from global climate cooperation? The
American withdrawal from the UNFCCC and the Paris Agreement ushers in
a new era of climate realism in global climate politics.”> Although a leader-
ship vacuum may emerge in the system, a multitude of tensions remain. Main-
taining the UNFCCC may be easier because a historical blocker of global sol-
idarity is leaving. Hierarchies characterized by historical friction and cooper-
ation are exposed to a new reality, even as they persist in people’s minds.
Actors that cooperated with the US in the UNFCCC in the past need new part-
ners, including the EU. Practical questions that could be asked are: will India
reach out and offer to negotiate together with the EU in the UNFCCC? Will it
try to position itself against other negotiating groups that are attracted to China

and Saudi Arabia? Taking a clear stance before India hosts COP33 in 2028

705 Colgan, Jeff, and Federica Genovese, 2025. Global Climate Politics after the Return of Pres-
ident Trump. International Organization, 79, 88-102.
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may be difficult, but Indian diplomacy can contribute to creating the condi-
tions of a new global system of climate cooperation going forward. Regardless
of the response by Indian diplomacy to the new, more hierarchical global sys-
tem, which may invite foreign partners to regroup and adjust to the new struc-
ture, epistemic and normativity tensions are likely to remain in this new era of
global climate politics. Therefore, Indian officials will continue to navigate

these status dilemma dynamics in the future.

9.5. Limitations and future research

Limitations

This thesis has suggested that the processes of status considerations are crucial
in the social life of diplomacy. While it has produced substantial new
knowledge about how diplomats navigate status dilemma dynamics in their
everyday practices, it also has a number of limitations and reveals areas which
would benefit from more research.

The first concerns the risks entailed by practices used to manage status di-
lemmas. In essence, these practices are a matter of social survival for individ-
uals engaged in diplomacy. They face not only tensions but also the risk of
stigmatization, which is always looming in diplomatic life.”*® A limitation of
this study is that the empirical analysis barely deals with the process of stig-
matization. This occurred because the research design prioritized capturing
everyday activities in practice rather than tracing long-term stigmatization
processes. Adler-Nissen once wrote that “the small everyday stories of groups
and individuals coping with stigma are linked to the bigger issue of marginal-
ization.””"” Although the process of stigmatization management and the pro-

cess of status dilemma management both take place at the micro-level, this

706 Adler-Nissen, Rebecca, 2014. “A political sociology of European integration”, in Opting
Out of the European Union: Diplomacy, Sovereignty and European Integration. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 47-73.

707 Adler-Nissen, 2014, 73.
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study treats them as different processes in the social life of diplomacy since
they produce different strategies among diplomats.

Another limitation of this study is that all case studies occurred during
Modi’s second term (2019-2024). The study could have been enriched by also
including a case study from Modi’s first term (2014-2019). However, it would
have been difficult to obtain access for that period, and it would have required
an adjusted methodological approach.

Furthermore, the study could benefit from a new round of interviews. With
a revised interview protocol, interview questions could be formulated to shed
light on three types of tensions instead of on concrete cases. Even though the
methodological tactic of asking concrete cases resonates with practice-tracing
methodology, the study could have been improved with more interviews. At
the same time, the challenge of access and finding respondents remains, forc-
ing the researcher to seek alternative sources should the data collection be ex-

tended.

Future research

In the next wave of status scholarship, scholars should embrace a bureaucratic
turn by bringing analytical attention to status considerations inside administra-
tions. This turn could be applied to scholarship on bureaucracies in many dif-
ferent capitals across the world. A bureaucratic turn in status scholarship could
reveal new insights about debates that the literature has not resolved, such as
how status accommodation plays out in diplomacy and how individual offi-
cials adjust their actions in different status orders. Such a turn would bring
status scholarship closer to bureaucratic politics and interministerial relations.
For instance, in the case of India, this could be pursued by comparing how
officials from different ministries act in different situations and thereby illu-
minating the differences between the status groups staffing the Ministry of

Finance, the Ministry of Coal, the Ministry of Power, and the Ministry of En-
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vironment. Similarly, this bureaucratic turn can address generational differ-
ences among members of different generations. In the case of India, such dif-
ferences can be identified through qualitative research about how different
batches of the foreign service approach status considerations.

Moreover, a bureaucratic turn in status scholarship can inspire new re-
search about diplomatic training since competence is key for managing status
considerations. How do officials learn to evaluate positive versus negative
rankings in their professional trainings? How do officials learn which index,
score, or ranking they should be satisfied with, aim for, or oppose? How do
senior officials teach their young professionals about the value of ranking? To
what extent do state government officials learn status considerations in their
trainings and recruitment tests, in comparison to the federal government offi-
cials?

A bureaucratic turn need not imply a mere focus on contemporary affairs.
On the contrary, archival research can help us reinterpret the past with new
concepts, such as status dilemmas and status considerations. If archives are
opened and diplomatic cables are declassified, scholars could produce a da-
taset with instances of status dilemmas navigated inside government during
critical situations in the past. In the case of climate diplomacy, such a dataset
could chart when Indian climate diplomats and climate negotiators engaged in
negotiations about proposals that were never agreed upon. Such historical re-
search could enable scholars to better understand the extent to which India
was a naysayer in the early days of climate negotiations, or whether this rep-
utation was unsupported by real interactions documented in classified diplo-
matic reporting.

Another strand of future research could develop new insights about status
dilemmas in domains other than climate diplomacy, using the analytical
framework developed in this study. Such a status dilemma research agenda
should position its work within dilemma studies in diplomatic studies, to re-

mind the IR community that international affairs can be understood through
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not only security dilemmas but also status dilemmas. The conception of status
dilemmas presented in this study can be applied across cases, making it critical
in times of great power rivalry and changing power relations across the world.
The changing world that scholars live in today needs more scholarship on sta-
tus dilemmas.

Furthermore, future research can evaluate the strategies uncovered in this
study, presented earlier in the conclusion. While these strategies may evoke
India’s multi-alignment strategy for scholars of contemporary India, they offer
new insights into strategic action beyond the international security domain
with which multi-alignment is typically associated. They reveal how officials
in the Modi administration position themselves socially in world affairs. Thus,
these strategies have little to do with Indian officials behaving transactionally,
that is, exchanging perceived wins in their negotiations with foreign counter-
parts. Rather, these strategies reflect the navigation of status dilemmas. Future
research can evaluate these strategies and refine our understanding of how
officials navigate status dilemmas in practice.

This concluding chapter has summarized the idea of India’s green status
dilemma. The chapter has structured the findings by conceptualizing the pro-
cess and strategies through which officials manage status dilemmas in global
climate politics. The study carries important implications for Indian and for-
eign elites seeking closer cooperation, as outlined in this conclusion. As this
thesis seeks to contribute to the emerging status literature in IR, it also outlines
a future research agenda that brings the status and practice literatures into
closer dialogue.

India’s green status dilemma will undoubtedly require sustained and nu-
anced performances by bureaucracies in the coming years, but this is by no
means unsolvable. In practice, a green status dilemma can be managed, as this
thesis has shown through empirical analysis of contemporary diplomacy. In

the future, the management of status dilemmas may become harder, but it is
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by no means impossible. Any rigorous interpretation of Indian diplomacy can-
not simply count the number of times it has engaged in conflict, or the number
of official visits it has enabled, nor can it simply applaud the ambitions of the
proposed green rise. Instead, analysis of Indian diplomacy, in international
climate politics and other areas, must engage with the social dynamics through
which status considerations play out. It needs to study in detail how these con-
siderations about status — consciously and unconsciously — shape diplomacy.

India’s green status dilemma requires persistent work.
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Appendix

List of interviewees

Table 8 below provides information about the interviews conducted for this
study. To protect respondent anonymity, I have excluded their exact work-
places within the bureaucracy and the exact dates of the interviews.

Table 8. List of interviewees

Interview | Description of role Month of | Type of inter-
code interview | view, location
I#1 Official, Government of India November | In person,
2022 Sharm el Sheikh
1#2 Retired official, Ministry of Envi- | November | In person,
ronment 2022 Sharm el Sheikh
I#3 Official, European Commission July 2023 | Phone, Stockholm
1#4 Official, European Commission August Phone, Stockholm
2023
I#5 Official, Ministry of External December | In person,
Affairs 2023 New Delhi
I#6 Foreign diplomat December | In person,
2023 New Delhi
1#7 Official, Niti Aayog December | In person,
2023 New Delhi
1#8 Foreign expert December | In person,
2023 New Delhi
1#9 EU official December | In person,
2023 New Delhi
I#10 Official, Ministry of Environment | January In person,
2024 New Delhi
I#11 Think tank professional January In person,
2024 New Delhi
[#12 Foreign official January Phone,
2024 New Delhi
I#13 Official, Government of India February | In person,
2024 New Delhi
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#14 Think tank professional February In person,
2024 New Delhi
I#15 Foreign official February In person,
2024 New Delhi
I#16 Foreign expert February | In person,
2024 New Delhi
#17 Official, Ministry of External February | In person,
Affairs 2024 New Delhi
I#18 Official, Ministry of Environment | February | In person,
2024 New Delhi
#19 Official, Ministry of External February | In person,
Affairs 2024 New Delhi
1#20 Think tank professional February | In person,
2024 New Delhi
#21 Official, Ministry of External February | In person,
Affairs 2024 New Delhi
#22 Retired Ambassador, Ministry February | In person,
of External Affairs 2024 New Delhi
1#23 Think tank professional February | Phone,
2024 New Delhi
1#24 Official, Government of India February | In person,
2024 New Delhi
1#25 Expert February | In person,
2024 New Delhi
1#26 Official, Government of India March In person,
2024 New Delhi
1#27 Think tank professional March In person,
2024 New Delhi
1#28 Official, Ministry of New and March In person,
Renewable Energy 2024 New Delhi
1#29 Former Secretary, Ministry March In person,
of New and Renewable Energy 2024 New Delhi
1#30 G20 diplomat March In person,
2024 New Delhi
1#31 Director General, International | March In person,
Solar Alliance 2024 New Delhi
1#32 Official, Ministry of External March In person,
Affairs 2024 New Delhi
1#33 Official, Ministry of External March In person,
Affairs 2024 New Delhi
1#34 Official, Ministry of Power March In person,
2024 New Delhi
I#35 Official, Ministry of External March In person,
Affairs 2024 New Delhi
1#36 Official, European Commission March Phone, Sweden
2024
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Interview protocol

The semi-structured interviews were guided by two interview protocols: in-
terview protocol 1 for Indians, interview protocol 2 for non-Indians. After ten
interviews, | stopped saying “India’s green foreign policy” and changed to
“India’s climate diplomacy,” as discussed in chapter 4. The PhD monograph
examines three cases, and I intended to use the same interview protocols for
these three cases. When the interview protocol mentions [insert case], the
cases refer to my three cases: A. India’s G20 Presidency during which the
Green Development Pact was adopted; B. India’s participation at COP27 and
COP28; C. The next India-EU Summit which was originally planned for late
2023 or early 2024.

Interview protocol 1

Thanks for making time to talk to me, for my PhD research project on In-
dia’s green foreign policy. The research is funded by Stockholm University
and deals with how Indian officials navigate the tensions between India’s
green ambitions and the reality. ’'m not very interested in the evolution of
India’s policy position but about daily activities by Indian officials and for-
eign diplomats who engage with Indian officials. I use practice theory to
study this. I believe that acknowledging the role of individuals will help us
understand how India behaves in contemporary global affairs. Talking to me
is voluntary. The data will be stored in accordance with Stockholm Univer-
sity guidelines and GDPR. You answer the questions you like to and can
stop anytime. Do you have time for a 30-40-minute conversation?

Questions about consent and attribution
e Do I have your consent to use your answers for my research?
e  Would you like to be acknowledged by name in my research or is it
better without name?

Warm-up questions
1. Can you tell me a bit about current job? Where do you work?
2. Are you a member of the Indian Foreign Service (IFS) or the Indian
Administrative Service (IAS)?

3. Do you remember the day you first heard about;
A. India’s G20 Presidency and the Green Development Pact?
B. India’s participation at COP? [recent COPs]
C. The next India-EU Summit?
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Follow up: How did you feel about it when hearing about it for the
first time? Can you tell me about the mood among colleagues?

Concrete questions about the cases
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10.

Could you walk me through what your organization did in prepara-
tion to [insert case: A, B, or C]? Could you tell me about what hap-
pened behind the scenes?

Follow up: Can you tell me about the other ministries involved?
Follow up: Did your division work together with any other divi-
sions? Did you ever feel sidelined by any ministry? Did you speak
up or disagree verbally at any point? Was someone emotional?

Can you give me an example of when foreign counterparts reacted to
your proposals? Did you meet any resistance?

Follow up: Did anyone raise eyebrow or laugh at your drafts? How
did they communicate with you?

I recently read an essay in Foreign Affairs arguing that India could
become a green superpower. Do you think that is feasible? If so,
why and how do you envision India’s behavior in the world if India
were a green superpower? If not, why do you disagree with the argu-
ment?

Don’t you think there is a contradiction between India’s green ambi-
tions and other ambitions, such as economic development? Why?
Follow up: From your perspective to what extent is climate action a
priority for Indian diplomacy? Why? Why not?

Academic literature considers reputation and prestige as essential
drivers in foreign policy, does that sound accurate to you? Have you
ever experienced that yourself? Please elaborate.

I noticed the slogan of India’s G20 Presidency, ‘One Earth, One

Family, One Future’. Does it mean anything for [insert case A, B, or
CJ?

Follow up: Don’t you think that a slogan like that raises some expec-
tations about India’s engagements with the world, outside the G20
framework? Do you think India can meet those expectations?

I attended a G20 event hosted by the Indian Embassy in Stockholm
earlier this year. Did your division have any contact with Indian mis-
sions abroad ahead of [insert case]?

Follow up: Did you ever experience that an Indian mission requested



a green thematic for an event, a statement, or something else?

11. [Ask if I have time or the person wants to talk more]
By the way, did you ever hear about the new report on India’s Global
Climate Strategy published in October 2023 by the Center for Social
and Economic Progress (CSEP, former Brookings India)? The report
calls for ‘climate wings’ at select Indian embassies and a climate di-
plomacy division inside MEA. Would a new division within the min-
istry actually help Indian diplomacy? Why, why not?

End

12. Thank you so much for helping me with my research. Is there any-
thing else you would like to tell me?

13. Do you know anyone I could talk to? Can you share the person’s
contact details with me?

Thanks a lot for your help!

Prompts: “Interesting, please elaborate”, “tell me more”, “can you give me
an example?”, “and then...?”, “wait, how did you do it?”, “did you ask your
colleague?”, “could you explain that?”

Interview protocol 2

Thanks for making time to talk to me, for my PhD research project on In-
dia’s green foreign policy. The research is funded by Stockholm University
and deals with how Indian officials navigate the tensions between India’s
green ambitions and the reality. ’'m not very interested in the evolution of
India’s policy position, but I’'m more interested in the daily activities by In-
dian officials and the daily activities by foreign diplomats who engage with
Indian officials. I use practice theory for my study. I believe that acknowl-
edging the role of individuals will help us understand how India behaves in
contemporary global affairs, and how foreign officials perceive India. Talk-
ing to me is voluntary and you don’t have to answer my questions if you
don’t like to. Do you have time for a 30-40 minutes conversation?

Questions about consent and attribution
e Do I have your consent to use your answers for my research?
e  Would you like to be acknowledged by name in my research or is it
better without name?

Warm-up guestions

1. Can you tell me a bit about current job? Where do you work?
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2. Are you a member of the [insert country] Foreign Service?

General questions about the reception of India’s green foreign policy

3. In general, do you think other countries view India as a leader in global
climate politics? Why? Why not?

4. Did you ever notice when an Indian official took or rejected an initiative
in global climate politics? Could you give me an example?

Questions about concrete cases

5. Can I ask you some questions about a concrete case? Do you remember
the day you first heard about [insert case A, B, or C]?

a. India’s G20 Presidency and the Green Development Pact?
b. India’s participation at COP? [recent COPs]
c. The next India-EU Summit?

Follow up: Where were you? In the office, together with colleagues?
How did you feel when hearing about it for the first time? Can you tell
me about the mood among you and your colleagues?

6. Could you walk me through what your organization did in preparation to
[insert case: A, B, or C]? Did you get in touch with the Indian side? Did
they approach your division?

Follow up: I have heard about India’s lack of diplomats, have you expe-
rienced that? How did the lack of diplomatic resources affect your inter-
action with the Indian side?

7. How did Indian counterparts react to your suggestions and proposals?
Did you meet any resistance? Can you give me an example of when In-
dian counterparts reacted to your proposals?

Follow up: Did you experience any conflict among Indians? Did they
disagree with each other at any point?

8. TIrecently read an essay in Foreign Affairs arguing that India could be-
come a green superpower of the 21% century. Do you think India has

what it takes to become a green superpower? Why, why not?

9. Actually, don’t you think there is a contradiction between India’s green
ambitions and other ambitions? Such as economic development? Why?
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10. Academic literature considers reputation and prestige as essential drivers
in foreign policy, does that sound accurate to you? Have you ever experi-
enced that yourself? Please elaborate.

11. During my Fellowship in Delhi, I noticed that the slogan of India’s G20
Presidency, ‘One Earth, One Family, One Future’ was everywhere. Do
you really think it has any meaning for [insert case]?

Follow up: Don’t you think that a slogan like that raises expectations
about India’s engagements with the world, outside the G20 framework?

12. [Ask if I have time or the person wants to talk more]
By the way, did you read the new report on India’s Global Climate Strat-
egy published in October 2023? The report calls for ‘climate wings’ at
select Indian embassies and a climate diplomacy division inside India’s
Foreign Ministry. Does your country have climate divisions at embassies
abroad and inside your foreign ministry? Do you have any experience of
that? Does such a division help your country’s green foreign policy?
Follow up: Do you think your country would change its approach to In-
dia if Indian embassies would establish climate wings and appoint cli-
mate diplomats?

End

13. Thank you so much for helping me with my research. Is there anything
else you would like to tell me?

14. Do you know anyone I could talk to? Can you share the person’s contact
details with me?

Thanks a lot for your help!

9% ¢ 9% ¢

Prompts: “Interesting, please elaborate”, “tell me more”, “can you give me
an example?”, “and then...?”, “wait, how did you do it?”
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Sammanfattning pa svenska

Indiens politiska ledarskap har uttryckt grona ambitioner i flera &r, men att
omsétta dessa ambitioner i praktiken dr fortsatt utmanande for den indiska for-
valtningen. Denna avhandling undersoker hur Indiens gréna ambitioner for-
mar den indiska diplomatkdrens vardagliga praktiker. Avhandlingen stiller
frdgorna: hur manifesterar sig dilemman som é&r inneboende i Indiens grona
ambitioner i den indiska diplomatkarens vardagliga agerande och sociala in-
teraktioner? Hur formar dessa manifestationer de sitt som den indiska diplo-
matkdren representerar och frimjar Indiens klimatutrikespolitik sinsemellan
och utomlands?

For att besvara dessa fragor utvecklar avhandlingen ett praktiknéra analy-
tiskt ramverk for studiet av statusdilemman. Avhandlingen utmanar en vanlig
tendens inom dmnet internationella relationer att behandla status primért som
ett motiv for utrikespolitiskt beteende. Istéllet forskjuts det analytiska fokuset
fran politiska ledare till de sétt pa vilka tjinsteméan hanterar statusdvervégan-
den i praktiken, inom byrakratin och i diplomatins varld. Avhandlingen om-
definierar begreppet statusdilemma, kontextualiserar statusdilemman som so-
ciala processer, och applicerar praktiksparning for att undersdka hur statusdi-
lemman utvecklas i diplomatisk praktik. Det analytiska ramverket presenterar
en statusdilemma triangel som bestar av tre inbdrdes relaterade spanningar:
erkdnnandespéanningar, normativitetsspanningar, och epistemiska spanningar.

Metodologiskt anvander avhandlingen praktiksparning for att analysera hur
diplomater tolkar och hanterar statusdilemma triangelns tre spanningar i var-
daglig diplomatisk praktik. Den empiriska analysen baseras pa en kombinat-

ion av kéllor. Forfattaren deltog vid klimatférhandlingarna i Sharm el-Sheikh
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och genomforde filtstudier i New Delhi som mojliggjorde intervjuer med
tjinstemdn, diplomater, och experter. Analysen baseras &dven pé pressmed-
delanden, offentliga dokument, nyhetsrapportering, och foton fran olika mé-
ten. Det empiriska bidraget kretsar kring de operativa utmaningar och dagliga
aktiviteter som tjdnstemén dgnar sig at nir de navigerar grona ambitioner i
diplomatiska sammanhang. Den empiriska analysen fokuserar pa tre samtida
arenor for klimatdiplomati: Indiens deltagande i klimatférhandlingar (klimat-
toppmédtena COP27 och COP28), Indiens G20 ordforandeskap, samt Indien-
EU klimatrelationer i upptakten till det 16:e Indien-EU toppmdtet, da det upp-
stod konflikt kring EU:s grinsjusteringsmekanism for koldioxid (CBAM) och
hallbarhetsformuleringar i handelsavtalsforhandlingarna.

Empiriskt visar studien hur Indiens grona ambitioner skapar komplexa sta-
tusdilemman for indiska tjinstemén som navigerar mellan konkurrerande pa-
tryckningar och forvéntningar. Hanteringen av Indiens grona statusdilemma
ar en utmanande uppgift for tjinsteman och diplomater men pa inget sitt
omdjlig. Avhandlingen identifierar diplomatiska strategier som forvaltningar
kan anvdnda for att hantera statusdilemman i allménhet, och Indiens grona
statusdilemma i synnerhet. Studien &r relevant for forskare inom klimatdiplo-
mati, diplomatiska praktiker, utrikespolitisk analys, indisk utrikespolitik, samt

status inom internationella relationer.
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India’s political leadership has expressed green ambitions for several
years, yet officials continue to face difficulties implementing these
ambitions in practice. As Indian officials pave the way for India’s new
role in the world, they find themselves navigating tensions in global
climate politics. This PhD dissertation examines how India’s green
ambitions shape the everyday practices of the Indian Foreign Service.
By redefining status dilemmas and building a new analytical
framework to understand them, the dissertation contributes to the
growing status literature in International Relations. The dissertation
argues that India’s pursuit of green leadership generates what can be
conceptualized as a status dilemma for its diplomats. It uncovers the
strategies that the Indian Foreign Service has at its disposal to navigate
the demanding process of status dilemma management in global
climate politics.
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