The Journal of African Development

ISSN (Print): 1060-6076 . .
ISSN (Online): Applied 2025; Vol 6: I;sug 1
https://'www.afea-jad.com/

Mahakumbh and India's Global Soft Power Projection- Problems and
Prospects

Dr Parth Sharma !, Shekhar Choudhary *

Associate Professor, School of Law, UPES.
Email ID : parth.anshu@gmail.com

2Assistant Professor, School of Law, UPES.
Email ID ; shekharchoudharymzn@gmail.com .

Cite This Paper as: Dr Parth Sharma , Shekhar Choudhary (2025) Mahakumbh and India's Global Soft Power

Projection- Problems and Prospects. The Journal of African Development [, Vol.6, No.1 591-603

KEYWORDS ABSTRACT

Maha Kumbh, Maha Kumbh which happens to be one of the largest religious gatherings globally is a significant
Sofi Power, foreign policy tool through which India has tried securing its national interest. It is the most visible
Cultural display of'its soft power. The present article attempts to understand how it has helped India leverage
its soft power and how successful was India in enhancing its global image. Although there have
been some environmental and security concerns regarding its implementation. India was successful
in achieving its national interest. ..
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INTRODUCTION

The Mahakumbh, often regarded as one of the largest religious gatherings globally, serves as more than a mere pilgrimage;
it epitomises Indias complex interplay of cultural nationalism, soft power, and foreign policy objectives. As millions
converge at its banks to partake in rituals steeped in tradition, the event reinforces a collective Hindu identity, which has
significant implications for national cohesion and political discourse. The prominence of the Mahakumbh, particularly
under the current right-wing political dynamics, underscores how religious events can serve as instruments of cultural
nationalism, fostering domestic unity while simultaneously promoting Indias image abroad as a land of spiritual heritage
and diversity. Such gatherings are pivotal in establishing soft power, as they project Indias cultural values onto the global
stage and attract international attention, potentially guiding foreign policy goals that aim to enhance India’s standing as a
leading regional power. This dual role reflects the delicate balance between tradition and contemporary political realities
(Siyech MS, 2021)(E Vitali, 2018).

Definition of Mahakumbh

The Mahakumbh, often referred to simply as Kumbh Mela, is a pivotal religious festival in Hinduism, celebrated at four
river confluences across India. It occurs every twelve years at each location, with the most significant being held in
Haridwar, Allahabad, Ujjain, and Nashik. The term Mahakumbh denotes a grander scale, embodying profound cultural and
spiritual significance, drawing millions of devotees who seek purification through ritual bathing. Beyond its religious
implications, the Mahakumbh acts as a vehicle for cultural nationalism, fostering a sense of identity and unity among
participants. The event amplifies Indias soft power by showcasing its rich spiritual heritage and cultural diversity to the
world, thereby enhancing its diplomatic posture in the global arena. As explored in recent analyses, Indias management of
soft power extends to utilising such significant cultural events to elevate its standing in foreign relations, notably in the
context of economic assistance and global health initiatives (Aheibam C, 2023)(Sarmah B, 2022).

Historical significance of Mahakumbh

The Mahakumbh holds profound historical significance as a symbolic amalgamation of spiritual, cultural, and national
identity, contributing significantly to Indias soft power and cultural nationalism. This ancient festival, steeped in tradition,
not only serves as a grand spiritual gathering but also acts as a conduit for showcasing Indias rich cultural heritage to the
global community. Through its vast congregation of millions, including individuals
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from the Indian diaspora, the Mahakumbh reinforces a sense of unity and collective identity among diverse Indian
communities, both domestically and abroad, thereby enhancing Indias cultural diplomacy efforts. These gatherings have
become instrumental in promoting understanding of Indian traditions, values, and history, echoing principles outlined in
discussions of soft power (P Yang, 2024). As such, the Mahakumbh plays a pivotal role in shaping both national
consciousness and international perceptions, aligning with India’s foreign policy goals aimed at fostering goodwill and
cultural exchange (A.A. 3aiiues, 2024).

Overview of cultural nationalism in India

Cultural nationalism in India represents a multifaceted approach that seeks to forge a collective identity through the
appreciation of shared heritage, language, and religious practices, particularly in a diverse socio-political landscape. This
concept has gained momentum in recent decades, as various groups advocate for a revival of traditional values and pride
in Indias historical accomplishments. Central to this ideology is the idea that Indias myriad cultures can unite under a
singular national identity, thus creating a powerful narrative that resonates both domestically and internationally. Events
like the Mahakumbh Mela exemplify this cultural nationalism by not only showcasing Indias spiritual and cultural wealth
but also positioning the nation as a compassionate global leader in soft power. Such events serve as a diplomatic tool,
reflecting Indias ethos and aspirations on the world stage, enhancing its foreign policy objectives by presenting a cohesive
identity that attracts global interest and respect (Hansen TB et al., 2022-11-10).

Introduction to soft power in international relations

The concept of soft power has emerged as a critical framework within international relations, highlighting the importance
of non-coercive influence in shaping global alliances and perceptions. Unlike traditional hard power, which relies on
military might and economic strength, soft power centres on the allure of culture, values, and policies to attract and co-opt
nations. This paradigm is particularly relevant when examining events such as the Mahakumbh, which plays a vital role in
promoting cultural nationalism and enhancing Indias soft power on the global stage. Indias unique cultural heritage and
spiritual ethos offer significant leverage in its international relations, as evidenced by its extensive use of Buddhist
diplomacy to foster ties with countries like Japan and Mongolia (Sarmah B, 2022). Furthermore, as India navigates the
complexities of the Indo-Pacific region, its vaccine diplomacy during the COVID-19 pandemic exemplifies how cultural
and humanitarian engagements can bolster its soft power and regional influence (Aheibam C, 2023).

Importance of foreign policy goals for India

The pursuit of foreign policy goals is crucial for India as it navigates a complex global landscape characterised by
geopolitical tensions and emerging multipolarity. By establishing clear objectives, India can effectively project its
influence, safeguard national interests, and enhance its standing on the international stage. Foreign policy initiatives,
particularly those rooted in cultural diplomacy, such as the Mahakumbh, serve not only to reinforce Indias soft power but
also to foster stronger bilateral and multilateral relationships. This cultural convergence creates avenues for economic
cooperation, tourism, and mutual understanding, thus amplifying Indias commitment to peaceful coexistence and
collaborative development. Moreover, the integration of cultural elements into foreign policy serves as an assertion of
Indias identity, allowing it to address global challenges with a distinctly Indian perspective. Ultimately, these diplomatic
endeavours encapsulate the essence of Indias foreign policy goals, as they strive to cultivate a harmonious global
community (Clini C et al., 2024-11-18).

Thesis statement outlining the essay's focus

In examining the Mahakumbh, this essay aims to elucidate its multifaceted role in fostering cultural nationalism, enhancing
Indias soft power, and aligning with the nations foreign policy objectives. The festival serves not merely as a religious
congregation but as a vibrant expression of Indias cultural identity, which plays a crucial part in elevating the nation on the
global stage. The idea of cultural nationalism is intricately linked to the Mahakumbh, as it showcases Indias rich traditions
and values, offering a sense of unity and pride among its citizens. Moreover, through initiatives such as vaccine diplomacy,
Indias soft power has been bolstered in the Indo-Pacific, demonstrating its commitment to humanitarianism and regional
cooperation (Aheibam C, 2023). This essay will also explore how soft power strategies, including cultural exchanges rooted
in historical ties, notably with countries like Japan and Mongolia that have affinities for Buddhism, enhance Indias
diplomatic relations (Sarmah B, 2022).

Mahakumbh as a Symbol of Cultural Nationalism
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The Mahakumbh serves as a potent symbol of cultural nationalism in India, encapsulating the collective heritage and
religious identity of its populace. This grand religious festival, rooted in ancient traditions, offers a platform for millions
to converge, reaffirming their spiritual and cultural ties. In recent years, the event has been strategically leveraged by Indias
political elite, whose newfound confidence aligns with a resurgence of traditional values that reflect a unified national
narrative. As articulated in (S V Velichkin, 2024), this shift in identity among the governing elite has ignited a sense of
“new nationalism” that intertwines cultural events like the Mahakumbh with broader foreign policy goals. This approach
mirrors the methods of other nations employing cultural diplomacy, as noted in (P Yang, 2024), signalling India’s intent
to project its cultural capital on the global stage while fostering internal cohesion and a resurgence of pride in its ancient
civilization.

Historical roots of Mahakumbh in Indian culture

The Mahakumbh holds profound significance in Indian culture, tracing its roots back to ancient Hindu traditions that
intertwine spirituality with communal identity. This grand gathering, believed to occur every twelve years at specific river
confluences, is steeped in mythological narratives, most notably the myth of Samudra Manthan, wherein gods and demons
jointly churned the ocean to obtain the elixir of immortality. As a result, the drops of this sacred nectar are said to have
fallen at the sites where the Mahakumbh is celebrated, thus imbuing these locations with divine importance. Furthermore,
the festival serves as a testament to India’s broader cultural nationalism by fostering a sense of unity among diverse
populations through shared rituals and beliefs. This intertwining of spirituality and sociopolitical identity underscores the
role of Mahakumbh as a vehicle for soft power, enhancing Indias cultural narrative in the global arena and contributing to
its foreign policy goals (Kumari N, 2023)(E Vitali, 2018).

Role of Mahakumbh in promoting Hindu identity

The Mahakumbh Mela serves as a significant cultural and religious manifestation, playing a pivotal role in the promotion
of Hindu identity both within India and globally. By attracting millions of pilgrims and visitors from diverse backgrounds,
the festival encapsulates the essence of Hindu philosophy and traditions, fostering a sense of unity among its participants.
This convergence of individuals not only reinforces internal cultural nationalism but also enhances Indias soft power on
the global stage, illustrating the countrys rich cultural heritage. Notably, Mahakumbhs relevance transcends mere religious
celebration, aligning with Indias diplomatic pursuits, as seen through initiatives like vaccine diplomacy following the
COVID-19 pandemic, which leveraged cultural ties, thereby enhancing India’s standing in the Indo-Pacific region
(Aheibam C, 2023). Furthermore, the integration of Hindu tenets, demonstrated through events like Mahakumbh, reflects
Indias strategy to weave cultural aspects into foreign policy—emphasising inclusivity through its rich tapestry of beliefs
(Sarmah B, 2022).

Influence of Mahakumbh on regional and national unity

The Mahakumbh, as one of the largest religious gatherings in the world, serves as a powerful catalyst for both regional and
national unity within India. By attracting millions from diverse backgrounds, the festival transcends social, cultural, and
linguistic barriers, promoting a sense of oneness among participants. This extraordinary confluence of people not only
reinforces shared Hindu identity but also fosters an environment where regional variations in culture are celebrated rather
than viewed as obstacles to unity. Moreover, the overarching ethos of the Mahakumbh emphasises communal harmony,
encouraging inclusive participation regardless of caste or creed, which aligns with broader national narratives of secularism
and unity in diversity . Thus, the festival plays a pivotal role in enhancing cultural nationalism, as it embodies the collective
consciousness of the nation, promoting solidarity in a rapidly changing socio-political landscape (2016). This symbiotic
relationship between the Mahakumbh and national unity underpins its significance in contemporary Indian society.

Participation of diverse communities in Mahakumbh

The Mahakumbh serves as a compelling illustration of Indias cultural nationalism, embodying both religious significance
and the celebration of its diverse communities. This grand festival, which attracts millions of participants from various
socio-economic backgrounds, enhances national identity by promoting inclusivity and collective spirituality. Such
participation epitomises the ethos of India’s diversity, as practitioners from different faiths, castes, and regions come
together in a shared act of worship, fostering social cohesion. Moreover, this confluence of cultures contributes to Indias
soft power, illustrating the nation’s capacity to utilise religious diplomacy in its foreign policy. As noted in recent analyses,
the expansive appeal of Mahakumbh plays a critical role in shaping Indias regional influence, particularly through cultural
exchanges that resonate with international audiences (Aheibam C, 2023). In this context, Mahakumbh not only reinforces

domestic unity but also presents India as a beacon of pluralism on the global stage (Sarmah B, 2022).
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Mahakumbh as a platform for cultural expression

The Mahakumbh serves as a profound platform for cultural expression, intertwining religious devotion and national identity
through the collective participation of millions. It transcends mere faith; instead, it embodies Indias rich tapestry of
traditions, rituals, and communal harmony. This grand convergence not only showcases Indias cultural heritage but also
reinforces its soft power on the global stage. As articulated in recent analyses, Indias cultural values and political ideals
significantly enhance its international influence, particularly within the Indo-Pacific region where soft power dynamics are
increasingly pivotal (Aheibam C, 2023). The festivals ability to draw international visitors further strengthens Indias
diplomatic ties, illustrated by how Buddhism has acted as a tool for fostering relationships with countries like Japan and
Mongolia (Sarmah B, 2022). In this manner, Mahakumbh not only affirms the significance of cultural nationalism but also
solidifies Indias aspirations within the sphere of foreign policy and global engagement.

Impact of Mahakumbh on national pride and identity

The Mahakumbh serves as a profound emblem of Indias cultural heritage, fostering a renewed sense of national pride and
collective identity among its citizens. This grand event, viewed not merely as a religious gathering but also as a celebration
of Indias diverse cultural tapestry, attracts millions from various backgrounds, thereby reinforcing social cohesion. As
highlighted, the Mahakumbh is pivotal in Indias soft power strategy, enabling the nation to project its civilisational ethos
to the world while simultaneously nurturing domestic unity (Sarmah B, 2022). Moreover, the spectacle of the festival
facilitates a melding of traditional practices and contemporary ideals, illustrating the dynamic progression of Indian
identity. The interplay of historic religious significance and modern national consciousness is further echoed in the struggle
that marginalized communities face in navigating their identities, as discussed in the context of missionary influences (M
Doss C, 2022). Ultimately, the Mahakumbh encapsulates the enduring spirit of India, redefining national pride through a
collective cultural narrative.

Mahakumbh and Soft Power

The Mahakumbh, regarded as one of the largest religious congregations globally, exemplifies how cultural events can serve
as instruments of soft power. By attracting millions of pilgrims and tourists, it not only reinforces Indias spiritual heritage
but also fosters international goodwill and cultural exchange, aligning with the country’s foreign policy objectives. This
event embodies the principles of cultural nationalism, wherein the rich tapestry of Indian traditions is showcased to bolster
national identity and unity, whilst also communicating a compelling narrative of Indias cultural vibrancy to the world. As
India aspires to enhance its diplomatic presence, the Mahakumbh operates as a platform for showcasing its soft power
through spiritual and cultural diplomacy, promoting interactions that transcend mere political engagements. Consequently,
leveraging the Mahakumbh can bolster Indias international standing, harnessing its historical and cultural resources to build
cooperative relationships with other nations, thus fulfilling its foreign policy aspirations (Kumari N, 2023)(Paul A, 2023).

Definition of soft power in the context of India

Soft power, a term popularised by Joseph Nye, refers to the ability of a nation to influence others through attraction rather
than coercion, often achieved through cultural, ideological, and diplomatic means. In the context of India, soft power
manifests profoundly through its rich cultural heritage, diverse traditions, and strategic use of religious events such as the
Mahakumbh, which showcases the countrys multifaceted identity on a global stage. The Mahakumbh, as one of the largest
religious gatherings, attracts millions of participants both domestically and internationally, thereby serving as a potent
symbol of Indias spiritualism and unity. This transformation of cultural nationalism into actionable foreign policy goals
reinforces Indias stature as a global leader. By leveraging such events, India enhances its soft power, cultivating goodwill
and fostering international relationships that facilitate its diplomatic aspirations (Chikermane G, 2021-01-25). Thus, the
interrelation between cultural events and soft power significantly shapes Indias foreign policy landscape.

Mahakumbh as a tool for cultural diplomacy

The Mahakumbh serves as a profound tool for cultural diplomacy, exemplifying India’s capacity to engage the global
community while promoting its rich cultural heritage. This grand religious festival not only attracts millions of pilgrims
but also international visitors, thereby facilitating intercultural dialogue and understanding. By showcasing its diverse
traditions, rituals, and collective spirituality, India utilises the Mahakumbh to enhance its soft power and bolster its national
image on the world stage. This approach aligns with India’s broader foreign policy goals, which are rooted in cultural
diplomacy aimed at fostering mutual respect and cooperation among nations (Kumar P et al., 2024). Moreover, by framing
the Mahakumbh within a narrative of inclusion and tolerance, India projects its values while simultaneously reinforcing its
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cultural identity, much like how other nations leverage cultural elements to enhance their global standing (P Yang, 2024).
Ultimately, the Mahakumbh exemplifies how cultural events can forge connections that transcend borders, serving as vital
instruments of diplomacy.

International participation and its implications

The Mahakumbh festival exemplifies the intricate interplay between international participation and the broader
implications for cultural nationalism and soft power within Indias foreign policy framework. As a monumental event
attracting millions—including international visitors—it not only reinforces Indias spiritual identity but also showcases its
rich cultural heritage on the global stage. This mass gathering fosters dialogue among diverse cultures, facilitating the
exchange of ideas and values that can enhance Indias soft power, a term indicating the ability to influence others through
attraction rather than coercion. Moreover, the festivals embrace of global attendees prompts the Indian government to
strategically engage with various nations, as seen in the growing interest from countries like Turkey, where Erdogans
political landscape may affect bilateral relations with India, potentially influencing perspectives on cultural engagements
(Khan MA et al., 2023). Thus, the Mahakumbh not only serves as a focal point of national pride but also aligns with Indias
ambitions of expanding its international diplomatic reach and cultural diplomacy (Jha B, 2020).

Promotion of Indian traditions and values through Mahakumbh

The Mahakumbh, a monumental gathering celebrated every twelve years, serves as a focal point for promoting Indian
traditions and values, intricately weaving cultural nationalism into the framework of soft power. This event encapsulates
the essence of spiritual and communal unity, attracting millions of pilgrims and tourists from around the globe. Through
the lens of Mahakumbh, India presents a vibrant tapestry of its rich heritage, emphasising ideals of faith, tolerance, and
moral rectitude. In this context, the festival acts not only as a religious observance but also as a strategic tool for reinforcing
Indias soft power, similar to how other nations utilise cultural exports to bolster their international standing (Algan E,
2018). The governments promotion of the Mahakumbh underscores its commitment to fostering a global appreciation of
Indian culture, aiming to enhance foreign relations while sustaining national identity, paralleling Japans approach to its
own cultural diplomacy (Y Salazar, 2016).

Media representation of Mahakumbh globally

The global media representation of the Mahakumbh has significantly influenced its perception as a symbol of India’s
cultural nationalism and soft power. By showcasing the grand scale and spirituality of this ancient pilgrimage, various
media outlets not only highlight the religious fervour but also depict the event as a hallmark of Indias cultural heritage,
thereby enhancing its international image. Such portrayals play a crucial role in positioning India as a soft power,
facilitating cultural diplomacy that resonates beyond borders. The diverse narratives presented in the media shape public
understanding and appreciation of India’s rich traditions, contributing to a more nuanced view of its cultural identity.
Furthermore, these representations often intersect with geopolitical narratives, influencing perceptions of Indias foreign
policy goals on the global stage. Ultimately, the way Mahakumbh is portrayed in the media underscores its significance in
promoting Indias cultural and diplomatic objectives (N/A, 2021)(Jha B, 2020).

Case studies of soft power initiatives linked to Mahakumbh

The Mahakumbh, a monumental spiritual gathering, serves as a pertinent case study for analysing Indias soft power
initiatives, illustrating the intricate relationship between cultural nationalism and diplomatic strategy. This event not only
attracts millions of domestic pilgrims but also enchants international tourists, thereby promoting Indias cultural heritage
on a global stage. By facilitating interfaith dialogue and cultural exchange, the Mahakumbh acts as a platform for Indias
soft power to manifest, fostering goodwill and enhancing its international image. Similar to other nations employing soft
power to strengthen their global standing, such as the Turkish Cooperation and Coordination Agency (TIKA), which aims
to cultivate partnerships through development and cultural initiatives (Be Bsgiil, 2024), the Mahakumbh reinforces Indias
commitment to humanitarian diplomacy and cultural diplomacy. This strategic utilisation of spiritual gatherings
exemplifies how India can leverage its rich cultural practices to support broader foreign policy objectives and assert its
influence worldwide (Christian C Madubuko et al., 2024).

Mahakumbh's Influence on Indian Foreign Policy

The Mahakumbh has emerged as a pivotal event not only in the spiritual landscape of India but also in shaping the nation’s
foreign policy through the lens of cultural diplomacy. By effectively showcasing Indias rich heritage and diverse traditions
on a global platform, the Mahakumbh provides an opportunity for fostering soft power, thus enhancing Indias stature in
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international relations. This grand gathering attracts millions of domestic and international pilgrims and tourists, creating
a unique setting for intercultural dialogue and engagement. As India navigates its foreign policy objectives, leveraging
events like the Mahakumbh allows the country to present a cohesive narrative of cultural pluralism and communal harmony,
reinforcing its role as a leader in the global arena. Consequently, the event serves to bolster diplomatic ties by inviting
participation from other nations, thereby promoting mutual understanding and collaboration in various spheres of influence
(2016).

Integration of cultural events in foreign policy strategy

Cultural events, such as the Mahakumbh, play a pivotal role in shaping foreign policy strategies by enhancing a nations
soft power and promoting cultural nationalism. The integration of such events into diplomatic objectives allows countries
to foster international relationships through cultural engagement, thereby mitigating perceptions of aggression commonly
associated with hard power approaches. By showcasing Indias rich spiritual heritage and the inclusive nature of the
Mahakumbh, the Indian government not only attracts global attention but also facilitates dialogue and cooperation among
nations. This cultural phenomenon serves as a platform for articulating India’s values and principles on a global stage,
further reinforcing its identity and appeal in international relations. The ability to weave cultural events into foreign policy
underscores the significance of soft power in achieving strategic goals, promoting both national unity and global
understanding, which is essential for addressing contemporary geopolitical challenges (W Ryan G, 2020-09-29).

Mahakumbh as a means to strengthen bilateral relations

The Mahakumbh, one of the largest religious gatherings in the world, serves as an exemplary platform to bolster bilateral
relations among nations, primarily through the promotion of cultural diplomacy. By hosting pilgrims from diverse
backgrounds, India showcases its rich heritage and spiritual ethos, fostering an environment conducive to dialogue and
collaboration. This event reflects Indias assertive soft power strategy, where cultural richness is leveraged to establish
lasting connections with foreign nations. As India navigates its role in the international arena, the Mahakumbh embodies
the resurgence of traditional values and national pride, aligning with the contemporary policy objectives of the Indian
government aimed at enhancing its global stature. Furthermore, with the potential for economic collaborations and tourism
opportunities, the event epitomises a multifaceted approach to diplomacy—one that transcends mere political engagement
and champions the tenets of mutual respect and shared cultural experiences (S V Velichkin, 2024)(Kumari N, 2023).

Role of Mahakumbh in showcasing India's heritage abroad

The Mahakumbh, a monumental religious festival held every twelve years, serves not merely as a pilgrimage but as a
powerful instrument of cultural diplomacy, showcasing Indias rich heritage to a global audience. This event embodies
Indias spiritual diversity and is pivotal in reinforcing cultural nationalism, positioning India as a vibrant cultural leader on
the international stage. By attracting millions of domestic and international visitors, the Mahakumbh highlights the countrys
longstanding traditions, values, and communal harmony. It functions as a platform for soft power, enabling India to project
its cultural ethos and values while fostering connections with diverse populations. Furthermore, in the context of India’s
foreign policy, events like the Mahakumbh enhance its stature as a regional actor, particularly in the Indo-Pacific, where
Indias historical ties to spirituality and cultural diplomacy are increasingly relevant in addressing geopolitical complexities
((Aheibam C, 2023), (Sarmah B, 2022)).

Engagement with the Indian diaspora during Mahakumbh

The Mahakumbh serves as a critical conduit for Indias engagement with its diaspora, reinforcing bonds that extend beyond
geographical boundaries. During this grand religious gathering, the Indian government actively promotes cultural
nationalism by inviting members of the diaspora to participate, thereby fostering a sense of unity and shared identity among
Indian communities worldwide. This engagement not only highlights the significance of the Kumbh Mela in preserving
traditional practices but also enhances India’s soft power by showcasing its rich cultural heritage to an international
audience. As Indias geopolitical relevance grows, particularly observed through its vaccine diplomacy and foreign policy
initiatives, these events become vital platforms for dialogue and interaction with global Indian communities (Aheibam C,
2023). Additionally, Mahakumbh exemplifies how cultural diplomacy, rooted in spiritual practices like Hinduism,
cultivates relationships with countries, thereby fortifying Indias position in the global arena (Sarmah B, 2022).

Use of Mahakumbh to counter negative perceptions of India

The Mahakumbh, as a monumental spiritual and cultural event, serves as a strategic platform for India to counter negative
global perceptions and bolster its soft power. Through the lens of cultural nationalism, the Mahakumbh showcases Indias
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rich heritage, fostering unity and devotion that transcends regional and religious divisions. This event not only attracts
millions of domestic pilgrims but also establishes Indias capability to host large-scale international gatherings, thus
positioning the nation as a leader in cultural diplomacy. Moreover, in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, India leveraged
the Mahakumbh to underline its role as a pivotal player in the Indo-Pacific through narratives of resilience and spiritual
renewal. Initiatives like vaccine diplomacy and fostering cultural ties with nations, as evidenced by Buddhist diplomacy
strategies, further complement this image and shift perspectives towards a more positive view of India on the global stage
(Aheibam C, 2023)(Sarmah B, 2022).

Future implications for Indian foreign policy through cultural events

The future of Indian foreign policy is likely to be significantly shaped by cultural events such as the Mahakumbh, which
serves as a fulcrum for soft power and cultural nationalism. Such events not only celebrate Indias rich spiritual heritage but
also offer opportunities for diplomatic engagement on a global scale. As evidenced by Indias proactive approach during
the COVID-19 pandemic, where it leveraged vaccine diplomacy and policy initiatives to enhance its regional influence,
cultural initiatives can similarly bolster its global standing. This is especially pertinent in the Indo-Pacific region, where
increased geopolitical complexities necessitate a nuanced application of soft power strategies (Aheibam C, 2023).
Moreover, events rooted in Indias cultural fabric, such as those highlighting Buddhism, offer a platform for diplomatic
avenues, particularly with countries like Japan and Mongolia, thereby enriching bilateral ties and promoting Indias identity
as a soft power leader (Sarmah B, 2022). Through these cultural initiatives, India can navigate its internal challenges while
expanding its influence abroad.

Challenges and Criticisms of Mahakumbh

While the Mahakumbh serves as a powerful symbol of Indias cultural nationalism and soft power, it faces significant
challenges and criticisms. One of the primary concerns revolves around the infrastructural preparedness and economic
implications for cities hosting this mammoth event. The surge in pilgrims often overwhelms local resources, leading to
issues such as overcrowding and inadequate sanitation facilities, which are exacerbated during public health crises like the
COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, there is growing criticism regarding the politicisation of the event, where the
intertwining of religion and nationalism raises questions about inclusivity and diversity within the framework of Indian
identity. Critics argue that the dominance of Hindu narratives may alienate other religious communities, undermining Indias
secular fabric. Addressing these internal obstacles is essential, as highlighted by (Aheibam C, 2023), to ensure that
Mahakumbh not only reinforces Indias cultural image but also fosters a more cohesive national identity, aligning with its
broader foreign policy goals outlined in (Sarmah B, 2022).

Environmental concerns related to Mahakumbh

The Mahakumbh, while a significant religious gathering, also raises pressing environmental concerns that cannot be
overlooked. The influx of millions of pilgrims leads to considerable strain on local ecosystems, particularly through
increased waste generation and water pollution. The ritualistic bathing in sacred rivers, while spiritually significant, often
results in the contamination of water bodies due to the improper disposal of offerings and waste. Further exacerbating these
issues is the strain on resources, including water supply and sanitation facilities, which are frequently inadequate to cater
to the massive crowds. As India strives to project its soft power and reinforce cultural nationalism through such events,
addressing these environmental challenges become imperative to ensure sustainable practices are integrated into future
gatherings. This balance between cultural significance and environmental responsibility reflects Indias commitment to
preserving its heritage while simultaneously safeguarding ecological integrity (2016).

Issues of commercialization and commodification

In the context of the Mahakumbh, the intertwining of cultural and commercial interests raises significant issues surrounding
commercialization and commodification. This great religious festival, steeped in spiritual significance, has increasingly
been transformed into a spectacle that appeals to both domestic and international tourism. As a result, the authenticity of
the rituals and the experiences of devotees may become overshadowed by profit-driven motives that prioritise economic
gain over cultural integrity. This transition not only alters the local communitys perception of their traditions but also
affects the broader representation of India’s cultural nationalism on the global stage. Furthermore, the commodification of
the Mahakumbh presents a dual-edged sword; while it generates revenue and promotes soft power through cultural
exchange, it risks diluting the essence of the spiritual pilgrimage, leading to a superficial engagement with what is
fundamentally a profound cultural heritage (Chen NC et al., 2021-06-03).
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Critiques of exclusivity and accessibility

The Mahakumbh, as a monumental religious gathering, inherently raises questions surrounding exclusivity and
accessibility, fundamental issues in both cultural nationalism and soft power narratives. While the event embodies a
celebration of faith and community, critiques often highlight its limitations, suggesting that only certain demographics can
feasibly participate in its rituals, thereby reinforcing social divides. This exclusivity contrasts sharply with the broader
objectives of cultural diplomacy, where accessibility is paramount in fostering international goodwill. Furthermore, as seen
in the examination of mega-events like the 2018 World Cup, these gatherings often serve as platforms for neoliberal
structuring that neglects local concerns, focusing instead on image and spectacle, a phenomenon described as Potemkinism
(Wolfe SD, 2019). Thus, while the Mahakumbh resonates with national identity, its approach must evolve to genuinely
embrace inclusivity, addressing socio-economic disparities that challenge the very fabric of Indian cultural nationalism
(Verma AK et al., 2017).

Security challenges during large gatherings

Large gatherings, such as the Mahakumbh, present significant security challenges that are multifaceted in nature. The sheer
volume of attendees creates a dense environment vulnerable to various threats, ranging from crowd surges to potential
terrorist activities. Ensuring public safety necessitates extensive planning and coordination among multiple agencies,
highlighting the complexities of event management in the context of cultural nationalism. Moreover, the implications of
these gatherings extend beyond immediate security concerns; they resonate with Indias broader foreign policy objectives.
For instance, the Mahakumbh serves as a stage for showcasing Indias soft power, as evidenced by its influence in the Indo-
Pacific region through initiatives like vaccine diplomacy (Aheibam C, 2023). Additionally, the promotion of Buddhism as
a diplomatic tool further enhances Indias cultural outreach to nations like Japan and Mongolia (Sarmah B, 2022). Thus,
addressing security during such large-scale events is crucial not only for safeguarding citizens but also for bolstering Indias
international standing.

Political exploitation of Mahakumbh

The Mahakumbh, a monumental religious gathering, has not only spiritual significance but also serves as a potent symbol
for political exploitation within the framework of cultural nationalism and soft power in India. As the event attracts millions
of devotees and tourists, it is leveraged by political elites to reinforce national identity and unity, drawing on traditional
values that resonate with the Hindu majority. This alignment with cultural heritage fosters a sense of self-confidence among
the ruling class, which echoes the sentiments articulated by the contemporary political leadership as seen in the new
nationalism championed by Prime Minister N. Modi (S V Velichkin, 2024). Furthermore, the event provides a platform for
India’s soft power, promoting its image internationally while simultaneously crafting narratives that defend its position in
global politics (P Yang, 2024). Thus, the Mahakumbh exemplifies how cultural spectacles are intricately woven into the
fabric of political strategy and foreign policy formulation.

Balancing tradition with modernity in Mahakumbh

The Mahakumbh serves as a compelling illustration of the intricate interplay between tradition and modernity within Indian
society, symbolising a cultural phenomenon that transcends mere religious observance to emerge as a pivotal element of
national identity and soft power. As millions gather to participate in this grand spectacle, the event encapsulates age-old
rituals while consciously adapting to contemporary societal shifts and technological advancements, showcasing Indias
capability to merge its rich heritage with modern expectations. This balancing act is essential, as the Mahakumbh not only
reinforces internal cohesion among diverse communities but also enhances Indias global diplomatic footprint. The events
embrace of modern logistics and infrastructure alongside traditional practices acts as a tool for cultural nationalism, thereby
contributing to Indias soft power strategy in the Indo-Pacific region, echoing contemporary insights into the evolution of
Indias foreign policy goals as exemplified by the pandemics influence on its diplomatic engagements (Aheibam C,
2023)(Sarmah B, 2022).

Conclusion

In conclusion, the Mahakumbh serves as a pivotal symbol of Indias cultural nationalism and soft power, significantly
influencing the countrys foreign policy objectives. By showcasing its rich cultural heritage through such grand events,
India not only cultivates a national identity but also enhances its international stature. The integration of traditional practices
with the promotion of a positive cultural image resonates with the principles of soft power, where attraction takes
precedence over coercion. As illustrated by the experiences of other nations, such as Italy, effective cultural diplomacy
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fosters robust international relationships and enhances state prestige on the global stage (Avetisyan AA, 2024)(A E
Matosian, 2024). The Mahakumbh exemplifies the potential for cultural events to transcend borders, promoting not just
spiritual and cultural values but also strategic partnerships that align with Indias diplomatic ambitions. Thus, the
Mahakumbh stands as a testament to how cultural expressions can shape international perceptions and relationships.

Summary of Mahakumbh's significance

The Mahakumbh, as one of the largest religious gatherings in the world, serves as a potent symbol of Indias cultural
nationalism and soft power, accentuating its historical significance and contemporary relevance. This event embodies not
only a spiritual pilgrimage for millions but also acts as a platform for displaying India’s rich cultural heritage to a global
audience. The influx of international tourists and pilgrims transforms the Mahakumbh into a site of cultural exchange,
thereby reinforcing Indias influence on global spiritual and cultural landscapes. Moreover, the integration of such religious
occasions into Indias foreign policy framework allows the nation to leverage its soft power through cultural diplomacy,
enhancing bilateral ties and fostering goodwill with other nations. It is essential for India to harness this potential while
addressing its internal challenges to ensure that the Mahakumbh aligns with its broader strategic aspirations in the Indo-
Pacific region (Aheibam C, 2023)(Sarmah B, 2022).

Reflection on the interplay of cultural nationalism and soft power

The Mahakumbh, as a monumental event steeped in spiritual heritage, serves as a poignant example of the interplay
between cultural nationalism and soft power, particularly in the context of Indias foreign policy. This grand religious
gathering not only reinforces a national identity rooted in ancient traditions but also projects India’s cultural wealth onto
the global stage, fostering international goodwill and understanding. By showcasing its diverse cultural practices and
spiritual philosophies, the Mahakumbh operates as a vehicle for Indias soft power, persuading other nations to engage with
and appreciate its historical narratives and contemporary ideologies . Furthermore, the event catalyses a sense of unity
among Indians, igniting pride in their cultural heritage while simultaneously inviting foreign observers to partake in this
democratic expression of faith (W Ryan G, 2020-09-29). Thus, Mahakumbh epitomises how cultural nationalism can be
strategically leveraged to enhance a nations soft power and achieve broader diplomatic aims.

Final thoughts on Mahakumbh's role in foreign policy

In conclusion, the Mahakumbh emerges not only as a significant religious gathering but also as a pivotal instrument in
shaping Indias foreign policy through cultural nationalism and soft power. By leveraging the event’s immense size and
spiritual significance, India positions itself as a custodian of ancient civilisational values, which resonate globally. This
cultural diplomacy facilitates deeper ties with other nations, enhancing mutual understanding and fostering goodwill.
Additionally, the Mahakumbh serves as a platform for dialogue, inviting international participation and showcasing Indias
commitment to pluralism and inclusivity. Through such initiatives, India aims to enhance its global stature while
simultaneously promoting tourism and economic development. Ultimately, the Mahakumbh epitomises a sophisticated
blend of heritage and diplomacy that underscores Indias aspirations on the world stage, effectively aligning with its foreign
policy goals of soft power projection and cultural engagement (Ghose A, 1920).

Future prospects for Mahakumbh in a global context

The future prospects for the Mahakumbh in a global context are promising, as this ancient pilgrimage reflects Indias rich
cultural heritage while serving as a vehicle for soft power and cultural diplomacy. As India navigates its position in an
increasingly interconnected world, the Mahakumbh has the potential to strengthen ties with other nations through shared
cultural experiences and international cooperation. Notably, the event fosters communal harmony, attracting participants
from diverse backgrounds, thus enhancing Indias cultural footprint abroad. The integration of Mahakumbh within broader
foreign policy goals could align with contemporary global initiatives that aim to promote peace and understanding, as seen
in the expansion of Indias soft power in regions like Southeast Asia, where cultural exchanges flourish (T Ha, 2022).
Furthermore, leveraging global events such as the Mahakumbh allows India to counteract external geopolitical tensions
and foster collaborative relationships, a notion supported by studies into strategic partnerships in cultural diplomacy (N/A,
2022).

Call for sustainable practices in cultural events

As cultural events like the Mahakumbh continue to gain prominence in Indias soft power and cultural nationalism, there is
an urgent call for integrating sustainable practices into their orchestration. These events, drawing millions from around the
globe, pose significant environmental challenges, ranging from waste management to carbon footprints. It is imperative
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that stakeholders collaborate to devise strategies that mitigate the ecological impact while enhancing the cultural
significance of such gatherings. By embracing sustainability, the Mahakumbh can exemplify responsible tourism and event
management, aligning with global sustainability goals. This approach not only fosters a positive image of India on the
international stage but also solidifies its commitment to cultural diplomacy. As the findings on international events reveal,
effective coordination among stakeholders is crucial for maximising their impact on diplomatic relations and societal well-
being, underscoring the need for ongoing evaluation and refinement of sustainable practices within this context (Goytom
S, 2024)(N/A, 2022).

Closing remarks on the importance of cultural heritage in diplomacy

In conclusion, the significance of cultural heritage in diplomacy cannot be overstated, particularly in the context of Indias
approach to enhancing its soft power through events such as the Mahakumbh. This grand religious gathering serves not
only as a spiritual pilgrimage but also as a platform for cultural exchange and international collaboration, showcasing Indias
rich history and values to a global audience. By leveraging its diverse cultural legacy, India fosters deeper interpersonal
connections and promotes mutual understanding, aligning with its foreign policy objectives of inclusivity and respect for
diversity (Kumar P et al., 2024). Furthermore, the contrast with other nations cultural diplomacy, such as Chinas unique
soft power strategies, highlights the distinctive role that cultural heritage plays in shaping national identities and global
perceptions (P Yang, 2024). Ultimately, the embrace of cultural heritage is pivotal in advancing diplomatic relations and
enhancing Indias international stature.
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