
over the last century? An incisive follow-up he asks in
Chapter 2 is, “Is the notion of ‘great power’ an outdated
European-era concept?” (Paul 33). Indeed, India’s ongoing
fight for global status assumes a legitimate, if ever-shifting,
global hierarchy: one determined by military aggression,
conquest (whether soft or hard), and resource dominance,
rather than mutual accountability, interdependence, and
cooperation. While the book consistently deconstructs the
terms through which the discipline more specifically, and
geopolitical discourse more generally, understands global
power, we must collectively reckon with new categories of
analysis that prioritise international community and respon-
sibility for the future, particularly as we tackle imminent
and catastrophic shared global challenges.

Response to Anuradha Sajjanhar’s Review of
The Unfinished Quest: India’s Search for Major
Power Status from Nehru to Modi
doi:10.1017/S1537592724002500

— T.V. Paul

The review by Anuradha Sajjanhar offers a succinct eval-
uation of the core arguments in my book. I am gratified
that she finds the central arguments in the book compel-
ling. She notes that the book presents a good account of
the opportunities and constraints that India has faced,
both internally and externally, to obtain its goal of a major
power status in international politics since independence.
She also notes the high quality of the work in terms of
writing and argumentation. For me, the motivation for
writing this book came from a realization that theories on
status are much advanced in the international relations
discipline today and yet there have been scant attempts to
apply these theoretical insights on the Indian case. The
review probably could have benefitted from an apprecia-
tion of this motivation in terms of applying status theories
adequately as her main focus is on the India-centric aspects
of the book.Many comparative elements of previous rising
powers are discussed in this context. In fact, a criticism I
raise in my review of her well-written work relates to the
avoidance of discussing international aspirations of the
Hindutva movement.
The criticism she makes that the book should have gone

deeper into the public perceptions in key countries, espe-
cially in the neighborhood, is fairly valid. However, this
would have required gaining access to public opinion data
from these countries on this subject which seems nonex-
istent or not reliable. The elite-level strategies to balance
India in both power and status terms received more focus
in the book, especially in the context of the arrival of China
as a serious contender to India’s dominance of South Asia
and today New Delhi has to compete with Beijing in the
region. Further, the smaller neighbors have acquired
enough agency to bargain with both China and India for

much economic aid. The domestic politics of these coun-
tries are also shaped by this contestation as political parties
compete on the basis of their pro-China or pro-India
positions for electoral advantages. Pakistan is an exception
to this as it mounted the most consequential status
challenge to India from their joint birth in 1947, although
in recent years it has found itself in a less favorable
position. The borrowing of status and power through
alignment with the US and China helped in this process.
The book addresses status contestation as a key variable in
explaining India-China and India-Pakistan rivalries, an
aspect that is missing in the extant literature on these
subjects. The main constraint in adding more analysis is
page length as I wanted a tighter and shorter book to
attract readership beyond the academy.
I also believe that the book does an adequate job in

addressing the challenges facing Modi’s foreign policy,
especially in terms of the democratic backsliding under his
rule, which has affected the legitimization of India’s status
globally, especially in the liberal world as exclusivist reli-
gious nationalism has few takers as an emulative approach
to state building. In an era of right-wing populism, especi-
ally in the West, some level of elite level acceptance of
India has been occurring. This is largely due to India’s
swing power position in the context of China’s rise and the
potential to act as a possible counterweight to Chinese
economic strength. I also discuss the limitations of dias-
pora politics as both facilitators and inhibitors to India’s
status enhancement. The book concludes by arguing that
India needs to offer better conceptions of world order and
ideas for tackling collective global challenges rather than
engage in the veto-payer role it often takes on crucial
negotiations on climate change or trade liberalization.

The New Experts: Populist Elites and Technocratic
Promises in Modi’s India. By Anuradha Sajjanhar. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2024. 189p. $105.00 cloth, $34.99 paper.
doi:10.1017/S1537592724002482

— T.V. Paul , McGill University
t.paul@mcgill.ca

This book is one of the rare works that deals with the
ideational, intellectual, and technocratic bases of the Hin-
dutva movement and the Bhartiya Janta Party (BJP)’s
success in obtaining political power in India. The book
argues that populist movements and political parties such
as the BJP use particular intellectual groups, think tanks,
and opinion makers to embellish their views of a nation
state that they want to create in their countries, as in
India’s case. This strategy has allowed the party to gain
substantial followership after being on the margins of
Indian politics for decades. Populism, like any dynamic
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