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While the protocol department of the Ministry of External Affairs is 
getting febrile over the visit of the energetic French President, as the 
MEA officials are unable to classify his new Italian companion, it might 
be interesting to look at the Indo-French relations in a larger 
perspective.  
 
On August 15, 1947, the British left the subcontinent and became the 
good guys. The French (and the Portuguese) were seen as villains 
because Paris still clung to its small ‘colonies’ in India. At the end of 
the 40’s, successive French governments were too weak to take any 
drastic decisions; Paris was also worried about creating a precedent for 
its other colonies in Indochina and North Africa. All this negatively 
affected the relations between India and France during the first years 
after Independence. Fortunately, the issue was solved in 1954 and 
Pondicherry merged into the Union of India.  
 
When the Chinese attacked India in October 1962, Nehru told Jean-
Paul Garnier, the French Ambassador, that “it is an invasion pure and 
simple.” The French President wrote immediately to Nehru: “We 
cannot approve that border claims are settled by military actions which 
is in any case disproportionate with the proclaimed objectives (of the 
Chinese)”.  
 
A few weeks later, when Ali Yavar Jung, the Indian Ambassador to 
France met de Gaulle in Paris to thank him for the French support, the 
General conveyed to him what would be the core of the French 
position for several decades. He told Jung: “France is the friend of 
India, not its ally.” Paris was however prepared to provide some 
military supplies to Delhi (and this in consultation with the US).  
 
For decades after independence, France and India were just ‘friends’. 
The relations were good but remained mostly commercial (Paris sold 
the first modern telephone exchanges to India through the Alcatel 
collaboration in the 80’s).  



 
France’s India policy was dependant on many external factors: French 
colonial past in Indochina and Africa, General de Gaulle’s ‘discovery’ of 
China, alliance with other Western powers and more seriously, policy 
of equidistance between Delhi and Islamabad which did hamper a 
deeper ‘friendship’ between France and India.  
 
But things have changed. Since 1998, Paris turned a page. President 
Chirac’s visit to India and Prime Minister Vajpayee’s to France 
institutionalised a strategic partnership. Further, it had become 
obvious to Paris that India and Pakistan could not be equated. Bernard 
Kouchner, the French Foreign Minister visited Islamabad soon after a 
visit to Delhi last month, but no special significance was attached to 
his visit.  
 
During the November 1962 meeting, Ali Yavar Jung had told de Gaulle 
that France “had the advantage, in India’s eyes, to be economically 
and financially strong and at the same time, had level-headed policies, 
and cannot be a compromising power like the Soviet Union and the 
US.” This remark still sounds relevant today.  
 
France has many strong cards in her hand: one is her stand in favour 
of India for a permanent seat in the UN Security Council. During his 
first Press Conference on January 8, the French President also 
mentioned his vision of an enlarged G8 with nations such as India, 
China, Brazil or South Africa participating fully in it: “We have a 20th 
century organisation for the 21st century. It can’t work.”  
 
Indo-French relations in the years to come will have to take a new 
qualitative turn. Even if it does not always translate into direct sales, it 
may expand into two directions: joint-ventures/delocalisation and 
atomic energy.  
 
A considerable advantage of a closer Indo-French collaboration in the 
nuclear field would be that it could have the broad agreement of the 
entire political spectrum in India which is today deeply divided into pro 
or anti US. Had the Indian Prime Minister simultaneously signed 
nuclear agreements with France, Russia and the US, Delhi would 
perhaps be better off today.  
 
During his recent visit to India, the French Foreign Minister Bernard 
Kouchner declared that India and France were working on a civil 
nuclear accord though its finalisation would have to wait till India gets 
the nod from the International Atomic Energy Agency. The regrettable 



and unexplained cancellation of the purchasing of 197 helicopters for 
the Indian Army from the French-based European consortium 
Eurocopter, has not affected the rapport between the two nations, 
though it has raised serious questions about India’s procurement 
policy.  
 
The Defence Ministry’s spokesman, Sitanshu Kar gave no reason for 
the decision after several long years of tenders and trials, during which 
the Eurocopter emerged as the front-runner for the deal. Kar just 
stated: “The Government has decided to cancel the ongoing request 
for proposal (RFP) for procurement of 197 helicopters for the Indian 
Army.” He added that “a fresh RFP will be issued shortly.”  
 
Other fields of collaboration between France and India are the joint-
ventures in the defence and aviation sectors. Take the example of the 
Research and Development Laboratory (DRDL), a missile research 
laboratory under the Defence Research Development Organisation 
(DRDO) and the leading European company, MBDA Missile Systems, 
who are planning to jointly develop a new missile. The $500 million 
project is aimed at developing the 35-km Maitri quick-reaction missile, 
a blend of the French Mica and DRDO Trishul. MBDA will develop an 
active homing head, thrust-vector controls and missiles. DRDL will 
handle software, command-and-control, and integration. Already in 
2005, the Director (Exports) of MBDA had told the Financial Express: 
“India with its skill base and projected economic growth is the 
preferred partner nation for MBDA due to its unique potential of 
becoming a defence industrial hub in the region.”  
 
Delocalisation is a general trend, whether in the defence or civilian 
field. The New York Times has reported about the Airbus 
manufacturing partnership with China: “The company (has) opened a 
design center in Beijing. In June 2006, Airbus agreed to set up an 
A320 assembly line in Tianjin. That line, which is still under 
construction, is expected to make about four planes a month by 
2011.” Can a similar deal be signed with India?  
 
On January 26, Nicolas Sarkozy, the French President will be the guest 
of honour for the Republic Day. During his campaign in May, the hyper 
active French President had promised to reenergise old France. Will he 
be able to perform the same feat for Indo-French relations?  
 
When President Chirac arrived in Mumbai in 1998, he declared: “In 
India, France is not at the level where it should be.” Ten years later, it 
is still true. France has a role to play in India, but will Paris and New 



Delhi be bold enough to seize the occasion? And let us hope that 
protocol issues and glamour will not take precedence over such an 
important visit. 

 


