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Abstract: 

        India’s conceptualization of security has undergone a profound transformation since 
independence, shifting from a traditional, state-centric, and primarily territorial paradigm to a more 
expansive, multidimensional, and human-centric framework. This paper charts this evolution by 
contrasting the foundational security perspective of the early post-colonial decades, characterized by a 
realist focus on military deterrence, border defence, and non-alignment in a bipolar world, with the 
contemporary, comprehensive outlook that emerged post-Cold War and especially post-2008. It argues 
that this shift reflects India’s response to a complex threat landscape encompassing non-state terrorism, 
cyber warfare, climate-induced vulnerabilities, and internal socio-economic fissures, alongside enduring 
state-centric challenges. The analysis explores key drivers of change: globalization, technological 
disruption, the rise of transnational threats, and India’s own economic and strategic ascent. The paper 
concludes that while traditional military security remains a cornerstone, the Indian security perspective 
now inherently integrates dimensions of economic, energy, cyber, environmental, and societal resilience, 
aspiring towards a “comprehensive national power” model that seeks to secure the state by ensuring 
the security of its citizens. 
         Keywords: India, Security Paradigm, Comprehensive National Power, Non-Traditional Security, 
Border Security, Terrorism 

 
 
 
 
               *Research Scholar, Department of Philosophy, Annamalai University 

 

        

 

 

FROM TERRITORIAL FORTRESSES TO COMPOSITE RESILIENCE: THE 
EVOLUTION OF INDIA’S SECURITY PERSPECTIVE 

*   Sanghamitra Das 
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.21077181 



 

Indian Journal of Philosophical Research (IJPR) 

[ISSN-3167-8060] 

A Peer Reviewed, Biannual, Bilingual (English & Bengali) Online Journal 
Volume-2, Issue-1, Jan-June’ 2026 

 

Vol-2, Issue-1, Jan-June 2026, Published on 30.06.2026 96 

 

Introduction 

The conceptualization of security is 

neither static nor universal; it is a dynamic 

construct shaped by historical experience, 

geopolitical context, and evolving threats. 

For India, a civilization-state with a complex 

colonial past and a uniquely challenging 

geopolitical neighborhood, the definition of 

what constitutes “security” has expanded 

dramatically since it gained independence in 

1947. The early decades were dominated by 

a narrow focus on safeguarding territorial 

integrity and sovereignty in the shadow of 

partition, wars with Pakistan and China, and 

the pressures of the Cold War. This 

perspective, while necessary for a nascent 

state, was predominantly reactive, military-

heavy, and externally oriented. In contrast, 

the 21st century has witnessed the 

crystallization of a more holistic and 

proactive security perspective. This modern 

outlook, while still grounded in the 

imperatives of territorial defense, explicitly 

incorporates a wide spectrum of non-

traditional security (NTS) challenges, 

reflecting an understanding that national 

security is indivisible from human security, 

economic robustness, and ecological 

sustainability. This paper delineates this 
critical evolution, analyzing the “before” of 

India’s traditional security paradigm and the 
“after” of its contemporary composite 
resilience model, examining the catalysts for 
this shift and its implications for policy and 
strategy. 

The Traditional Security Perspective 

(c. 1947 – late 1980s) 

In the formative decades, India’s 

security perspective was fundamentally 

shaped by the twin traumas of Partition and 

the early wars, leading to a paradigm best 

described as defensive realism. 

Primary Threat Perception: State-

Centric Military Aggression.  

The threat of conventional military 

conflict with adversarial nation-states 

overwhelmingly dominated the security 

calculus. The wars with Pakistan (1947-48, 

1965, 1971) and the traumatic defeat against 

China (1962) seared into the national psyche 

a preoccupation with territorial defense. 

Security was synonymous with the integrity 

of land borders. The primary objective was 

to deter or defend against invasion and 

territorial conquest, leading to a massive 

investment in the standing army and a focus 

on mountain warfare capabilities, 

particularly along the Himalayan frontiers. 

The Dominance of the Military 

Instrument 
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In this paradigm, security was largely 

the domain of the armed forces and the 

diplomatic corps. The military was viewed 

as the ultimate guarantor of national 

security. This led to the development of 

significant conventional forces and, 

following the 1974 “Smiling Buddha” test, a 

deliberate, if ambiguous, pursuit of nuclear 

weapons capability as the final deterrent. 

Internal security, while a concern, was often 

viewed through a law-and-order or counter-

insurgency lens (e.g., in Nagaland or 

Punjab), frequently conflated with the 

external threat, especially from Pakistan. 

The Guiding Philosophy of Strategic 

Autonomy (Non-Alignment) 

India’s foreign and security policy 

was anchored in the principle of non-

alignment, formulated by Prime Minister 

Jawaharlal Nehru. This was not merely a 

diplomatic stance but a core security 

strategy aimed at preserving autonomy in 

decision-making during the Cold War. By 

refusing to join either bloc, India sought to 

avoid entangling alliances that could drag it 

into superpower conflicts and constrain its 

freedom of action, particularly vis-à-vis 

Pakistan, which was aligned with the West. 

Security was thus equated with strategic 

independence. 

Limited Economic and Internal 

Dimensions 

Economic security was understood in 

a limited sense as self-reliance (swadeshi) in 
critical defense industries to reduce foreign 

dependence, leading to the establishment of 

the Defense Research and Development 

Organization (DRDO) and public sector 

undertakings (e.g., HAL). However, the 

broader linkage between economic 

development and national security was 

underemphasized in immediate policy. 

Similarly, challenges like poverty, illiteracy, 

or public health were not framed as explicit 

“security” issues but as separate 

developmental concerns. 

Catalysts for Change: The Unravelling 

of the Old Paradigm 

The end of the Cold War and a series 

of transformative events in the late 20th and 

early 21st centuries exposed the limitations 

of the traditional perspective, forcing a 

profound re-evaluation. 

The End of Bipolarity and 

Globalization (1990s) 

The collapse of the Soviet Union, 

India’s principal strategic partner, created a 

moment of acute vulnerability and 

necessitated a dramatic recalibration (the 

“Look East” Policy). Simultaneously, 
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economic liberalization integrated India into 

the global economy, making its prosperity 

dependent on stable trade routes, energy 

flows, and financial networks, thereby 

broadening the definition of security 

interests far beyond the border. 

 The Advent of Asymmetric and 

Transnational Terrorism 

The persistent proxy war in Kashmir 

throughout the 1990s culminated in the 

catastrophic 2008 Mumbai attacks. This 

demonstrated that the most potent threats 

could come not from invading armies but 

from non-state actors sponsored by states, 

operating in the shadows. Terrorism 

redefined the battlefield, making cities the 

frontline and requiring a complex response 

involving intelligence, financial controls, 

cybersecurity, and international 

cooperation. 

The Information Technology 

Revolution and the Cyber Domain 

   The digitization of India’s 

economy, government, and society created a 

new, vulnerable frontier. Cyber-attacks on 

critical infrastructure (power grids, financial 

systems), espionage, and information 

warfare emerged as existential threats that 

military forces alone could not address, 

necessitating new civilian agencies and 

doctrines. 

The Clear and Present Danger of 

Climate Change 

   As a country with long 

coastlines, Himalayan glaciers, and rain-fed 

agriculture, India became increasingly 

vulnerable to climate-induced security 

threats: sea-level rise, extreme weather 

events, water scarcity, and climate 

migration. These began to be seen as 

potential triggers for internal conflict and 

regional instability, directly impacting 

national security. 

   India’s Economic Rise and 

Great Power Aspirations.  

As India’s economic and political 

weight grew, its security perspective 

necessarily expanded to encompass the 

protection of its global interests’ energy 

assets abroad, the safety of its diaspora, and 

the security of sea lines of communication 

(SLOCs) in the Indian Ocean, transforming it 

into a net security provider in its maritime 

neighbourhood. 

   The Contemporary Security

 Perspective (Post-2008 to Present) 

The contemporary perspective is best 

captured by the concept of “Comprehensive 

National Power” (CNP), which acknowledges 
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that security derives from the total of a 

nation’s military, economic, technological, 

and social capabilities. 

 A Multi-Dimensional Threat 

Matrix. The modern Indian security 

establishment now operates with a layered 

threat assessment that includes, 

simultaneously: 

• Traditional/Primary: Continued 

Pakistan-sponsored terrorism and the 

strategic challenge of an assertive China 

(e.g., Doklam 2017, Galwan 2020). 

• Non-Traditional: Cyber threats, 

climate change, pandemics (as starkly 

revealed by COVID-19), energy insecurity, 

and threats to critical information 

infrastructure. 

• Internal: Left-Wing Extremism, 

socio-economic disparities, communal 

tensions, and disinformation campaigns 

threatening societal cohesion. 

The Primacy of Internal Security and 

Societal Resilience.  

The distinction between external and 

internal security has blurred. Security 

agencies now recognize that a resilient 

society is the bedrock of national security. 

This encompasses: 

● Economic Security: Ensuring stable 

growth, job creation, and energy access. 

Initiatives like “Make in India” and strategic 

oil reserves are seen as security measures. 

● Food and Water Security: Viewed as 

critical to preventing internal strife. 

● Health Security: The pandemic 

institutionalized the understanding that bio-

threats are central to national security 

planning. 

● Digital Sovereignty and 

Cybersecurity: The creation of institutions 

like the Indian Cyber Crime Coordination 

Centre (I4C) and the National Critical 

Information Infrastructure Protection Centre 

(NCIIPC) underscores this new priority. 

Integrated and Joint Approaches.  

The response to multidimensional 

threats requires “whole-of-government” and 

cross-domain synergy. This is manifest in: 

• Theaterization of Military 

Commands: Moving towards integrated tri-

service commands for seamless response. 

• Multi-Agency Cooperation: Joint 

operations and intelligence sharing between 

the military, intelligence agencies (IB, RAW), 

police, and financial intelligence units (e.g., 

against terror financing). 
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• Civil-Military Fusion: In domains 

like cyber, space, and telecommunications, 

civilian technological advancement is 

directly linked to defense capabilities. 

Evolving Strategic Autonomy: From 

Non-Alignment to Multi-Alignment.  

The principle of strategic autonomy 

endures, but its practice has evolved into a 

dynamic “multi-alignment.” India now 

actively cultivates strategic partnerships 

with multiple powers (the US, Japan, 

Australia via the Quad; Russia; France; Israel) 

based on issue-based convergence, while 

avoiding formal alliances. This allows it to 

access technology, capital, and diplomatic 

support to build comprehensive national 

power without forfeiting independent 

agency. Security partnerships now span 

military exercises, intelligence sharing, 

cyber cooperation, and joint development of 

defence technology. 

The Indo-Pacific as a Strategic 

Geography.  

India’s security perspective is no 
longer continental but decisively maritime 
and Indo-Pacific in scope. The Security and 
Growth for All in the Region (SAGAR) 
doctrine and active Quad engagement reflect 
a vision where securing the Indian Ocean 

Region and ensuring a free, open, and 
inclusive Indo-Pacific are vital for India’s 
economic security and strategic influence. 

Comparative Analysis and Enduring 

Tensions 

The transition from the traditional 
to the contemporary perspective is not a 
clean replacement but an accretion and 
recalibration. 
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Despite this evolution, enduring 

tensions remain: 

● Resource Allocation:  Balancing massive 

defense budgets for traditional capabilities 

(tanks, aircraft, ships) with funding for new 

domains (cyber, space, AI). 

● Institutional Silos:  Overcoming 

bureaucratic inertia to achieve true 

“jointness” and inter-agency collaboration. 

● The Pakistan Conundrum:  While the 

perspective has broadened, the persistent 

threat from Pakistan continues to consume 

significant security resources and strategic 

attention. 

● Democratic Dilemmas:  Reconciling 

expansive security measures (in cyber 

surveillance, for instance) with democratic 

freedoms and privacy rights. 

Conclusion:  Towards a Composite 

Resilience Model 

India’s journey from a fortress 

mentality focused on territorial defence to a 

composite resilience model aimed at 

building comprehensive national power 

marks a maturation of its strategic thought. 

The “before” perspective was a necessary, if 

constrained, response to the immediate 

perils of a new nation. The “after” 

perspective reflects the realities of an 

interconnected, multi-polar world where 

threats are diffuse, boundaries are porous, 

and power is multidimensional. 

This evolved perspective is not 

merely an academic construct but is 

Aspect 
Traditional 
Perspective (Before) 

Contemporar
y Perspective 
(After) 

Core 
Referent 

The State (Territorial 
Integrity) 

The State and the 
Citizen (Human 
Security & State 
Resilience) 

Primary 
Threats 

Conventional military 
invasion by state 
actors 

Hybrid threats: 
Terrorism, cyber, 
climate, China’s 
salami-slicing, 
disinformation 

Key 
Instrumen
ts 

Military, Diplomacy 
(Non-Alignment) 

Integrated Tools: 
Military, 
Diplomacy, 
Economic, Tech, 
Intelligence, Law 

Strategic 
Geography 

Continental (Land 
borders with Pak, 
China) 

Continental-
Maritime (Indo-
Pacific, with land 
borders 
remaining 
critical) 

Economic 
Linkage 

Limited (Defense 
industrialization) 

Central 
(Economic 
strength = 
Foundation of 
Comprehensive 
Power) 

Internal 
Security 

Largely separate, seen 
as law & order 

Integral to 
national security, 
societal cohesion 
is a strategic 
asset 
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increasingly reflected in policy: in the 

establishment of the Défense Cyber Agency 

and the Défense Space Agency; in the 

national focus on renewable energy as a 

security imperative; in the diplomatic 

outreach of the Quad; and in the framing of 

Atma-Nirbhar Bharat (self-reliant India) as a 

campaign for strategic economic resilience. 

The challenge ahead lies in effectively 

institutionalizing this broadened vision, 

translating the understanding of composite 

threats into agile, coordinated, and 

resource-efficient responses across all 

domains of statecraft. In doing so, India 

seeks to secure not just its borders, but its 

future, ensuring that its rise is underpinned 

by a security paradigm as vast and resilient 

as the nation itself. 

 

__________ 

 


