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CONTEXT: India needs to assert strategic autonomy by engaging both Russia and 
West.

What is Strategic Autonomy? 

● ‘ability of a state to pursue its own national interest; without being constrained’

● Primary Reason? 

Evolution of Strategic Autonomy: Amid changing World Order

● 1st phase - Non-Alignment (1947-1961) - Bipolar World

- Bandung Conference

- NAM

- Panchsheel policy

- Preservation of autonomy

● 2nd phase - Realism (1962-71)

- Pragmatic choices

● 3rd phase - Regional Assertion (1971-91)

- Tilt towards USSR

- Creation of Bangladesh

- Nuclear Test, 1974

- Peacekeeping Operation

- US-China-Pakistan axis
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CONTEXT: India needs to assert strategic autonomy by engaging both Russia and 
West.

● 4th phase - The 1991 Inflection (1991-2005)

- Economic Reforms

- Started - Multi alignment

- Look East

● 5th phase - India’s Strategic Autonomy in a Multipolar World (after 2005)

- Shift from a P2 mindset

- ‘free, open, and inclusive Indo-Pacific’ 

- Balancing diplomacy

- Dehyphenation policy

- Issue-based cooperation

- Intensified cooperation - middle powers 

- Critical Defence Deals

- 2+2 Dialogue

- Military Logistics Agreements

- Pulling out of RCEP

- Act East

- Use of Hard power

- Expanding Soft power

- Indo-Pacific Centrality



Redefining India’s Strategic 
Autonomy

The 
Analyst 
Handout

8th December 2025

CONTEXT: India needs to assert strategic autonomy by engaging both Russia and 
West.

Challenges to Strategic Autonomy

● Energy Security
● Trade structure & China-linked supply dependencies
● Defence Autonomy?
● Technology and “critical inputs” 
● Perception of weakness
● Fear of becoming a US ally
● Assertive rise of China - Land Border
● Assertion of Power
● Domestic capability bottlenecks 

Way forward

● Multi-Vector Foreign Policy Approach 
- interest-based, not identity-based

● Securing Energy Inputs
● Reducing “single-point” dependencies
● Diversify markets + Upgrade Competitiveness
● Russia- As a Lever + Enhance Western Interactions
● Creative Diplomacy and Flexibility - Cooperate and Compete
● Active Engagement with Middle Powers
● Utilising Multilateral Institutions
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CONTEXT: Five tourists, 20 staffers killed; club was operating without licenses and 
emergency exit doors, says FIR

● According to ADSI Report by NCRB - 7435 people - 2022
● Fire Service - State Subject - Municipal Function - 12th Schedule

Why Are Urban Areas Prone to Deadly Fires? 

● Urbanisation and Infrastructure Issues
- Illegal Constructions - Rules flouted, non-fire-resistant materials, etc. 
- Poor Urban Planning - Congested and narrow lanes; NBC - 2016

● Governance Challenges
- Political Interference - Populism
- Lack of Public Awareness - ignore fire drills; illegal factories

● Industrial and Commercial Oversights
- Faulty Machinery and Poor Maintenance - Overheated equipment; HVAC 

Load
- Unsafe Handling of Hazardous Materials

● Climate-Driven Threats
- Severe heat - Aggravated by CC
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CONTEXT: Five tourists, 20 staffers killed; club was operating without licenses and 
emergency exit doors, says FIR

What are the Key Fire Safety Regulations in India? 
● National Building Code: By the BIS - 1970, 3rd edition in 2016. 

○ primary standard for fire safety in India

○ State governments - integrate - local bylaws. 

● Model Building Bye Laws 2016: Use of fire-resistant materials for construction, 

installation of fire alarms and detection systems, etc.

● Fire Prevention and Fire Safety Act, 2005: fire safety in buildings and must be 

upheld by all states

● Model Bill to Provide for the Maintenance of Fire and Emergency Service for the 

State, 2019

● Scheme for Expansion and Modernization of Fire Services in the States 2023

● Fire Safety Week: Union Health Ministry - ‘Fire Safety Week’ from 21st to 25th April' - 

raise awareness

● NDMA Guidelines: homes, schools, and hospitals.

What should be the way forward?
● Infrastructure Modernization: Smart Infrastructure; Retractable Staircases; 

Retrofitting F.R. Materials

● Overhauling Firefighting:  Robust PPE kits

● Safe Industrial Practices: Phase-out - Hazardous Materials; Proper Storage

● Climate Resilience: Green Belts; Water Recycling Systems; Predictive Analysis.

Mains Practise Question:

India has been witnessing increasing number of fire accidents lately. Discuss the 

causes and suggest way forward for handling this crisis effectively. 

(10 Marks, 150 words)
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Introduction: Surveillance as a Substitute for Accountability

A growing trend: government systems increasingly rely on photographs, videos, 
biometrics, and apps to ensure worker accountability. From cleaners to nurses to 
Anganwadi workers, frontline staff are monitored through digital tools. However, these 
mechanisms often fail to improve actual work quality and, in many cases, worsen 
corruption or exclusion.

The Biometric Turn: When Attendance Overshadows Work

Governments attempted to fix absenteeism by introducing biometric attendance 
systems.

● Many employees shifted their priority from completing work to merely clocking 
in on time.

● A RCT in Rajasthan showed that biometric attendance did not reduce 
absenteeism among government nurses; in fact, attendance worsened in the 
long run.
- Key issue: Technology monitored presence, not performance.

MGNREGA and the NMMS App: Old Corruption, New Tools

MGNREGA faces chronic inflation of attendance to siphon wages.

● In 2022, the NMMS required workers' photos uploaded twice daily.
● Yet, corruption adapted:

○ random or irrelevant photos,
○ photos of photos (jpeg manipulation),
○ proxy attendance through digital loopholes.

 A 2025 circular from the Ministry of Rural Development identified seven 
major malpractices, showing that fudged photos simply replaced fudged 
signatures.

Poshan Tracker & Facial Recognition: Exclusion and Inefficiency

The Ministry of Women and Child Development mandated FRT  for THR.

● Idea: ensure mothers and children receive their rations.
● Reality: connectivity issues, app glitches, and crowds made the process difficult.
● Cheating persisted because FRT does not prevent denial of rations after 

authentication.
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This mirrors earlier problems with ABBA in PDS:

● Elderly or disabled beneficiaries could not send proxies.
● Many were excluded due to authentication failures.
● Some ration dealers used ABBA to cheat beneficiaries by giving them less than 

their quota.

Surveillance Apps and Sincere Workers: Perverse Incentives 

Field-level health workers face constant digital surveillance:

● ANMs must upload photos of breastfeeding counselling or home visits.
● A genuine visit without a photo is counted as “not done”, but a fake photo upload 

passes.
● A worker in Andhra Pradesh received a show-cause notice because poor 

connectivity forced her to move 300 metres to log a visit—flagged as 
“fraudulent”.

Outcome: Genuine workers feel demoralized, while dishonest ones learn to game the 
system.

Limits of Tech-Fixes: Accountability Without Responsibility

Drèze and Amartya Sen argue for moving from accountability (compliance with 
instructions) to responsibility (intrinsic motivation to serve public interest).
 Tech fixes:

● can enforce minimal compliance,
● but cannot create responsibility or improve work culture,
● and cannot explain why many workers remain sincere despite weak 

accountability.

Agnotology: Cultivated Ignorance of Tech Failures

Despite evidence of failures, the government continues pushing more digital 
surveillance.
 Examples:

● NMMS misuse acknowledged, yet the response was a directive for 100% 
photograph verification, not reform.

● Even amid NMMS failures, FRT was mandated for nutrition programmes.

Tech-Fixes as “Snake Oil” 
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The article invokes agnotology (Robert Proctor’s term): the intentional production of 
ignorance.
 Possible reasons:

● vested interests of tech companies,
● creation of large markets for devices, servers, authentication systems, and 

surveillance apps,
● wilful blindness to exclusion, inefficiency, and privacy violations.

Conclusion: Tech-Fixes as “Snake Oil” for Accountability

The article concludes that digital monitoring tools:

● fail to stop corruption,
● cause exclusion of vulnerable groups,
● slow down welfare delivery,
● violate privacy, and
● demotivate honest workers.

Rather than over-relying on technology, India needs systemic reforms, better staffing, 
transparent processes, supportive work environments, and a shift from coercive 
accountability to public-service responsibility.

Tech-Fixes as “Snake Oil” 
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Q 1. How many of the following cultural heritages 
of India are inscribed in UNESCO’s Representative 
List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of 
Humanity?

1. Tradition of Vedic chanting
2. Yoga
3. Kumbh Mela
4. Garba
5. Bharatnatyam

Select the correct answer using the codes given 
below.
a) Only Two
b) Only Three 
c) Only Four
d) All Five

Answer: c

Q2. Regarding Natural Farming, consider the 
following pairs:

Which of the pairs given above are correctly 

matched?

a) 1 and 4 only

b) 2, 3 and 4 only

c) 3 and 4 only

d) 2, 3 and 4 only

Answer: b

Q3. Consider the following 
bodies/commissions:

1. National Investigation Agency
2. Central Vigilance Commission
3. Central Information Commission 
4. Inter-state councils
5. North-Eastern council

How many of the above functions under the 
Ministry of Home Affairs?

a) Only Two
b) Only Three
c) Only Four
d) All Five

Answer: a

Q4. With reference to the Poshan Tracker 
initiative, consider the following statements:

1. It enables real-time growth monitoring of 
children using WHO growth standards 
and digital Growth Measuring Devices at 
Anganwadi Centres.

2. It digitises Anganwadi records and 
provides a 360-degree view of services 
delivered to pregnant women, lactating 
mothers, and children under six.

3. It was launched by the Ministry of Health 
and Family Welfare under Mission Poshan 
2.0.

Which of the above statements is/are correct?

a) 1 and 2 only
b) 2 and 3 only
c) 1 only
d) 1, 2 and 3

Answer: a

Q5. The National Statistical Commission was 

established on the recommendation of which 

of the following committees?

a) Tendulkar Committee

b) Rangarajan Commission

c) NITI Aayog Expert Group

d) Kelkar Committee

Answer: b
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S.
No

Comp
onent

Description

1. Jeeva
mrit

It leads to the formation of humus, 
which safeguards topsoil and 
improves the soil’s ability to retain 
moisture.

2.  
Bijamri
t

The seeds are treated with 
formulations prepared using cow 
dung and cow urine from native 
cow species.

3. Mulchi
ng

The process of covering the top soil 
with crop wastes/organic waste or 
with cover crops.

4. Waap
hasa

Promoting soil aeration by 
maintaining a balance of air and 
moisture in the soil.




