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Studying IR in the Global South

Interview with Professor Navnita Chadha Behera,
University of Delhi, India

Abstract. Navnita Chadha Behera is Professor of International
Relations at the Department of Political Science at the University of Delhi
(India) and currently a Fulbright Visiting Fellow at the Sigur Centre for Asian
Studies, George Washington University (USA). Dr. Behera is also presently
Vice-President, International Studies Association (ISA) and Honorary
Director, the Institute for Research on India and International Studies.

She is a former visiting scholar at the Brookings Institution. Dr. Behera
is the author of Demystifying Kashmir [Behera 2006a], the editor of Gender,
Conflict and Migration [Behera 2006b], International Relations in South Asia:
Search for an Alternative Paradigm [Behera 2008] and India Engages the
World [Behera, Vanaik 2013], and writes extensively on IR in South Asia.

In her interview, Prof. Behera talks about studying International
Relations (IR) in the Global South countries, especially in India, and com-
pares level and quality of education and academic approaches to IR
Studies in both the Global North and the Global South. Prof. Behera also
analyzes the possibility of Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO)
to become a unified structure for the Eurasian states.
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— Dear Dr. Behera, as we all know, in 2018
you were elected the Vice-President of Interna-
tional Studies Association. That obviously reflects
the recognition of your status as a well-known IR
scholar. Are the Global South scholars generally
well represented in leading academic institutions
and journals? Is their voice “heard” in global
academic community?

— Thanks for this opportunity to interact with
you and through this dialogue to a wider community
of IR scholars in Russia.

I think the field of IR has a long way to go to
provide a more equitable platform for scholars from
the Global South be it in terms of their representation
in the global academic institutions as well as journals
or books being published especially from the univer-
sity presses around the world. This gap can be attri-
buted to a host of factors including historical rea-
sons — both the intellectual and institutional infra-
structure of IR has remained centered predominantly
in the Global North; disciplinary loci of IR as part
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eration Organization (SCO)

of the Political Science or Area Studies Departments
in large parts of the Global South; lack of theoretical
innovations both because the Global South scholars
have focused more on empirical / policy issues facing
their states / regions and, that their theoretical work
has never got its due or commensurate recognition
of qualifying as “theory” in the mainstream IR.
Having said that, the situation is certainly chang-
ing. There is a growing body of literature that under-
lines the need to listen to voices of the Global South
through the debates on non- / beyond / post-western
IR and this is also being reflected in both the pub-
lished literature as well as global institutions of IR
scholars. For instance, the World International Studies
Committee has in the past few years focused its ini-
tiatives on developing networks among scholars from
the Global South and the International Studies Asso-
ciation had instituted the Global South Task Force
in 2016 to find ways to increase their participation
in multiple ways. I had co-chaired this Task Force
and many of the recommendations made by the Task
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Force were adopted by the Governing Council of ISA
in 2018. So, efforts are underway by diverse players
at multiple levels but this remains a work-in-
progress!

— Your academic and professional back-
ground is quite fascinating. You got your PhD
at the University of Kent (UK), you were invited
as visiting scholar at the Brookings Institution and
the University of Illinois (USA), you lectured
at leading universities of Sweden, Italy, Poland,
Hungary, etc. At the same time, in 2015—2018 you
were the head of Department of political science
at the University of New Delhi. Could you com-
pare the level and quality of education and aca-
demic approaches to International Studies both
in the North and the South?

— I think the story of how we teach and “do”
IR varies a great deal depending on your loci and yet
the underlying foundational assumptions have not
changed much which is what the scholarly commu-
nity of IR needs to focus upon, in the years to come
and this is necessary because the existing frames,
narratives, methods and tools of IR are increasingly
proving to be inadequate in the challenges interna-
tional politics is throwing up both within different
countries and in the international domain. So, both
the pedagogy and practices of IR need to adapt/
change given the rapidly changing nature of our
global politics. Let me explain briefly through my
personal experiences.

Teaching IR in the University of Delhi has been
a challenge because, on the one hand, one is required
to teach the basic cannon of IR theories to our stu-
dents which means relying mostly on western text-
books and yet, their life worlds being radically differ-
ent, one always has to modify / improvise and even
challenge many of these theories to be able to equip
them with the critical faculties to make better sense
of their own world around them. The class debates
in Poland and Hungary were not only different from
the kind of class debates I have had in my campus
but also distinct from those, say in the classrooms
of Sweden and Italy. My current research of IR
pedagogy in the USA has helped me learn the distinc-
tions between International Relations being offered
in some of its leading universities and, International
Studies, being taught in many liberal arts schools
which are mostly much smaller in scale and hence
much more open to experimentation and open to mul-
ti-disciplinary debates inpursuing / teaching IR.

SCIENTIFIC SCHOOLS

— You took part in TRIP (Teaching, Re-
search, and International Project) Survey, con-
ducted by William and Mary College some years
ago, and you are one of the key actors within the
Global South Caucus of ISA. Could you please
name the most interesting research initiatives
(projects, edited volumes, conferences), aimed at
studying IR beyond North America and Europe?

— There are quite a few and I may not be able
to list all of them, so let me give you some examples
in which I have been personally involved.

I already listed two earlier in my conversation,
the Global South Task Force that was instituted by
then ISA President, T.V. Paul, and in this, the leader-
ship of the Global South Caucus was an equal and
important partner. As a result of this, ISA has already
instituted an annual workshop for Emerging Global
South Scholars Workshop. And, then there are the
continuing such initiatives by the WISC led by Gun-
ther Hellmann.

TRIP has been involved in undertaking such
surveys for a very long time; what’s new is that they
are beginning to include new states many of which
are located in the Global South, for instance, in India,
which was for the first time conducted in 2015, is
a case in point. In terms of academic endeavors,
an early important initiative was led by Arlene Tick-
ner and Ole Weaver later joined by David Blaney,
which started with a volume on IR Scholarship
Around the World [Tickner, Waever 2009], in which
I had contributed a chapter on South Asia and has
now become a part of “Worlding Beyond the West”
series by Routeldge.

Another was led by Barry Buzan and Amitav
Acharya on Non-Western International Relations
Theory [Acharya, Buzan 2010], in which I had contri-
buted a chapter on India. Acharya has since then led
a drive on fashioning ‘Global IR’.

Many others including A. Tickner, D. Blaney,
T. Trownsell, and myself along with many colleagues
across Asia, Latin America and Africa besides of
course parts of the Global North are currently in-
volved in a new initiative titled “Doing IR Differ-
ently”, that is focusing attention on the relational
thinking in IR by exploring other ways of knowing
and being in the world or worlds and, other cosmo-
logical traditions around the world. Since many of
us believe that urgent interventions are also needed
in re-working the pedagogy of IR, an initiative is also
underway to write a textbook on IR, which better
captures the diverse, if not divergent realities of the
Global South for IR students.
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— In recent years China has been demon-
strating the rise of new IR approaches and
schools — moral realism (Yan Xuetong), Tianxia
System (Zhao Tingyang), relational theory (Qin
Yagqing), etc. These theories are in some way
interlinked with the leading Western IR para-
digms — realism, liberalism and constructivism.
But at the same time, they introduce specific Chi-
nese characteristics in IR field and, in this quality,
contribute to the development of the IR discipline
in general.

What about Indian schools of IR? What is
the particularity of the Indian approach to under-
stand and explain international politics? By the
way, in this volume we publish a review of the
book, issued by professor of your Department
Deepshikha Shahi on Kautilya [Shahi 2018].

— You are right that in past one decade, we
have witnessed robust debates within China on the IR
theories and several important contributions on the
Chinese schools of IR. However, I do not think there
are any such parallel, systematic initiatives for pro-
moting an Indian school of IR though in the past
three years, I have led a small group of scholars who
have been engaged in a research initiative on “Re-
working the ‘Knowledge Structures’ in International
Relations: Some Indian Contributions”, supported
by the Indian Council for Social Science Research
in India.

I would consider Deepshika’s work on Kautilya
and Adavita as part of this broad endeavor. That is
because, I think that while all such endeavors are
important to diversify the foundational and discipli-
nary knowledge base of IR, they also run the risk of
being isolated or ghetto-ized in a corner of area stud-
ies; what is needed is a serious, multi-pronged critical
mass of scholarship from around different parts of the
world that is engaging with the fundamental assump-
tions, parameters, theories and methods of IR as such,
I mean the mainstream IR. That is where we all need
to focus our energies in the coming years and I cer-
tainly hope Russian scholars will become an integral
part of such initiatives.

— In June 2017, India joined Shanghai Co-
operation Organization (SCO) and now Russia
and India are full members of common political
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and security alliance. Of course, there are still
many challenges within SCO. For example, our
Bangladesh students here, at RUDN University,
accuse Russia of becoming more pro-Pakistan
after 2017. And it’s really difficult to convince
them, that now we are all pro-SCO, not pro-In-
dian, or pro-Pakistan. There is still some misun-
derstanding between India and China, especially
because of Chinese ‘String of Pearls’ strategy.
Some experts assume that Russia is jealous about
quite massive Chinese investment strategy in Cen-
tral Asia, etc. Do you personally believe in SCO?
Could this organization really unite most of the
Eurasian states in close alliance, like it happened
with Europe?

— SCO is important not just for exploring ave-
nues for political and security alliances among the
policy making communities of this region but also for
helping forging new imaginations and solidarities
among the member countries and peoples of these
regions. I certainly believe SCO holds the potential
of uniting the Eurasian states but for this they must
actively consider buttressing their policy initiatives
by building strong foundations for the same in the
world of ideas. And, for this purpose, we need to
create new forums and initiatives that bring the world
of academia, think tanks and policy makers together.
Along with China, I think other member states,
especially Russia and India need to allocate much
larger quantum of resources in order to materialize
such ideas into reality.

— Could you tell us some Indian proverb
that helps us to understand better the nature of
international relations?

— No singular proverb comes to my mind
which would single-handedly capture the nature of
international relations. However, in view of the
emerging global challenges especially relating to
the rapid climate changes and radical policy shifts
that are required by each country to save this planet,
what I can think of, is “Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam
(whole world is indeed one family)”, because its only
by believing in the unity of human existence, can we
earnestly make sacrifices needed by each state indi-
vidually and collectively to save the humankind.

Interviewed by D.A. Degterev
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N3y4yeHue MeXAyHApOJHbIX OTHOLIEHUM
B cTpaHax «[y106a1sHOoro I0ra»

Humepewio ¢ npogheccopom Hasnumoii Yadxa bexepoli,
YHueepcumem Jleau, HHdus

Hasunra Yanxa bexepa — mpodeccop MexIyHapOAHBIX OTHOIIEHNH Ha (paKyJbTeTe MOJMMTHIECKUX HAYK B YHUBEPCHTETE
Jemn (Munus) 1 B HacToslee BpeMs MPUITIAIIEHHbII Hay4yHblil coTpyaHuK LleHTpa asuarckux ucciaenosanuil Curyp, YHUBEpCUTET
Jxopmxka Bammarrona (CIIIA). JI-p bexepa siBnsiercst BULIE-TIPE3UACHTOM AcCCOIMAIE MEXIyHAPOHBIX uccnenoBanuid (ISA)
U NOYETHBIM AupeKTopoM MHCTUTyTa UccnenoBanuil IHAMY U MeXyHapOAHBIX OTHOILEHUH.

Hagnura bexepa — ObIBIIMIA NpUriameHHblii ydenslii B MactuTyTe bpykunrca. Asrop kuuru «emucruduuupys Kanmvupy
[Behera 2006a], penakrop moHorpaduii «I ennep, koHQIUKT 1 Murpanus» [Behera 2006b], «MexxayHapoaHbie oTHOIIEHHS B FOXKHOIM
A3WH: TIONCK aNbTepHATHBHOI mapagurms [Behera 2008] u «uans npusnekaetr mupy» [Behera, Vanaik 2013]. MHuoro mumrer
0 MEXIYHapOJHbIX OTHOMIEHUAX B FOxxHOH A3uu.

B cBoem nHTEpBBIO podeccop H. bexepa pacckasbiBaeT 00 H3yueHHH MEXKIYHAPOIHBIX OTHOLICHHH B cTpaHax «[ obanbHOTO
IOra», ocobenno B MH1uu, U CpaBHUBAET YPOBEHb, KAUECTBO 0OpPa30BaHMs U aKaJEeMUUECKUE MOJAXObl K MEXIYHAPOIHBIM
uccie1oBaHusIM B crpanax «l nobansHoro Cesepax» u «I'nmobdansaoro IOray. IIpodeccop bexepa Taxxke aHanU3UpyeT BO3ZMOKHOCTD
[Tanxaiickoit opranuzaiuu corpyanndectsa (IIIOC) crats 00beANHSIONICH CTPYKTYPOH IS €BPa3UHCKUX TOCYAapCTB.

KitoueBsbie ciioBa: «['modanbnbiii FOry», MextyHapo/iHbIe OTHOILICHHS, MEXTyHapOJHbIC UCCIIC/IOBAHKS, HE3alaHbIe TEOPUH
MEXAyHapOJHBIX OTHOIIEHUH, HANS, HHAMICKUE MIKOJIBI MEXIyHAPOAHBIX OTHOIIeHUH, [llanxalickas opraHu3anus coTpya-
andecta (I1IOC)

Jara moctymnenus crateu: 28.05.2019
Josi nuTupoBanus: V3yueHne MeXayHapOIHBIX OTHOIIEHUH B cTpaHax «[mobamsHoro FOra». MHTepBhIO € Mpodeccopom
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