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Abstract 

This study argues that Rabindranath Tagore’s political writings constitute a coherent and critically 

overlooked body of geopolitical thought with substantial relevance to the twenty-first century. While 

Tagore is frequently treated as a poet-philosopher or cultural reformer, his engagements with nationalism, 

civilizational identity, and global interdependence reveal a sustained critique of the power structures 

shaping modern international relations. Through hermeneutic textual analysis, intellectual-historical 

reconstruction, and comparative political theory, the research demonstrates that Tagore anticipated many 

features of the contemporary multipolar world—ranging from the resurgence of civilizational nationalism 

to the strategic uses of soft power. His reflections on Western Imperial Realpolitik, Asian Modernity, and 

Ethical Responsibility outline a normative framework that challenges dominant geopolitical paradigms 

grounded in competition and state-centrism. The study concludes that Tagore offers not an idealistic 

alternative but a viable ethical model for reimagining global order, making him an essential but under-

recognized figure in the intellectual history of world politics. 

Keywords: Tagore’s Geopolitical Thought, Ethical Internationalism, Civilizational Nationalism, Soft 

Power and Cultural Diplomacy, Global South Political Theory, Multipolar World Order. 

 

1. Introduction 

Rabindranath Tagore is widely celebrated as a poet, philosopher, novelist, and educational reformer, yet 

his political and geopolitical writings remain among the least explored dimensions of his intellectual 

legacy. Scholarship on Tagore has historically emphasized his lyrical spirituality, his contributions to 

global humanism, or his role in shaping modern Indian cultural identity. Only a small body of work has 

touched upon his political ideas, and even these analyses tend to reduce his thought to a critique of 

nationalism or a moral appeal for universal brotherhood. What remains almost entirely unexamined is the 

fact that Tagore formulated, throughout his essays, speeches, travel lectures, and letters, a remarkably 

coherent and prescient critique of global power structures—one that anticipates many of the defining 

geopolitical debates of the twenty-first century. 
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This study argues that Tagore must be understood not only as a cultural visionary but also as a geopolitical 

thinker whose insights remain acutely relevant in the present era of shifting world orders. His critique of 

aggressive nationalism, his warnings against the militarization of Asia, his reflections on Western imperial 

Realpolitik, and his proposals for a global ethic grounded in relational interdependence reveal an 

intellectual project with genuine geopolitical implications. At a time when the world is witnessing the rise 

of multipolarity, the decline of Western dominance, and the resurgence of civilizational nationalism, 

Tagore’s writings offer both diagnostic clarity and normative alternatives. 

Despite the richness of this political corpus, no comprehensive study has yet synthesized Tagore’s 

geopolitical thought into a unified analytical framework. Existing scholarship tends to fragment his ideas 

across thematic categories: nationalism, education, religion, or cultural identity. By contrast, this research 

contends that Tagore’s political writings constitute a coherent worldview shaped by three interlocking 

commitments: (1) resistance to hegemonic and territorialized notions of nationhood, (2) advocacy for a 

plural and ethically interdependent global order, and (3) a critique of militarized modernity rooted in 

spiritual anthropology rather than strategic calculation. These commitments place Tagore outside the 

dominant traditions of twentieth-century political thought and render him unexpectedly relevant in the 

twenty-first. 

The contemporary geopolitical landscape amplifies the urgency of re-examining Tagore. The rise of China 

and India, increasing economic nationalism, soft power competition, environmental catastrophe, and 

deepening crises of international cooperation all require intellectual frameworks beyond Western 

Realpolitik. Tagore’s writings prefigure several ongoing debates: the ethics of national sovereignty, the 

dangers of civilizational pride, the limits of economic imperialism, and the moral responsibilities of 

culturally powerful nations. His critical reflections on Japan’s early militarism or on the West’s 

exploitation of Asia echo in present discussions on the Belt and Road Initiative, Indo-Pacific alignments, 

and shifting soft-power regimes. Although Tagore wrote in the early twentieth century, his concerns 

resonate with today’s questions of global governance, cultural diplomacy, and ethical foreign policy. 

This study, therefore, positions Tagore as a precursor to contemporary Global South geopolitical thought. 

His conception of world interdependence anticipates post-Westphalian theories of cosmopolitanism, while 

his skepticism of racialized nationalism foreshadows postcolonial critiques in the works of Frantz Fanon, 

Aimé Césaire, and later, Amartya Sen. Unlike classical political theorists, Tagore approached geopolitics 

not as a strategy of power but as an ethical question rooted in human dignity, spiritual humility, and 

cultural reciprocity. This alternative epistemology offers a counterpoint to the strategic, militarized, and 

interest-driven assumptions that dominate modern international relations theory. 

The significance of this research lies in its attempt to articulate Tagore’s geopolitical thought as a system, 

rather than as dispersed reflections across multiple writings. By synthesizing his essays such as 

Nationalism (1917), Crisis of Civilization (1941), Creative Unity (1922), and his travel lectures in Japan, 

China, Europe, and Latin America, the study reconstructs a comprehensive view of how Tagore 

understood global power, cultural contact, war, and the responsibilities of nations. The research also 

situates Tagore within contemporary discussions on multipolarity, soft power, climate geopolitics, and the 

crisis of global governance—areas where his foresight remains strikingly prescient. 
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In doing so, the paper contributes to three major scholarly conversations: 

1. Reassessing Global Modernity: It expands the canon of global political thought beyond 

Eurocentric paradigms. 

2. Reinterpreting Tagore Studies: It reframes Tagore not merely as a moral voice but as a theorist 

of world order. 

3. Revitalizing Geopolitical Ethics: It offers Tagore’s worldview as a normative alternative to the 

crisis-driven geopolitics of the twenty-first century. 

Ultimately, the study argues that Tagore’s geopolitical vision is not an antiquated idealism but a 

sophisticated framework for reimagining global power in an age defined by planetary interdependence 

and civilizational tension. His writings invite us to reconceive geopolitics as a field shaped not only by 

strategic interests but also by moral imagination, cultural humility, and collective responsibility. 

2. Methodology  

The methodological design of this study integrates textual analysis, intellectual history, and comparative 

political theory, supported by selective archival reading and contextual geopolitical interpretation. 

Because Tagore’s geopolitical writings emerge across essays, lectures, correspondence, and travel 

narratives, no single disciplinary method is sufficient. This section outlines a multi-layered approach that 

combines hermeneutics, contextual reconstruction, and conceptual analysis to reveal the coherence of 

Tagore’s political worldview. 

2.1 Hermeneutic Textual Analysis 

The foundation of the study is a hermeneutic close reading of Tagore’s major political writings—most 

notably Nationalism (1917), Creative Unity (1922), The Religion of Man (1931), and the wartime essay 

Crisis of Civilization (1941). These texts are analyzed using interpretive frameworks drawn from Gadamer 

and Ricoeur, with attention to: 

 Tagore’s conceptual vocabulary 

 moral and philosophical inflections 

 poetic metaphor as political argument 

 shifts between personal reflection and global critique 

This method is especially suitable because Tagore’s geopolitical imagination is encoded not in treatises 

but in ethical-philosophical prose, requiring interpretive sensitivity rather than positivist analysis. 

Sample Passage (for adaptation) 

Tagore’s political writings are approached hermeneutically, treating each text as an event of meaning 

shaped by historical experience and moral introspection. His vocabulary—“civilization,” “race-pride,” 

“nation-force,” “spiritual freedom”—is read not as rhetorical flourish but as a lexicon of geopolitical 
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critique. By situating these terms within the intellectual climate of early twentieth-century modernity, the 

study reconstructs the latent theoretical coherence of Tagore’s worldview. 

2.2 Intellectual-Historical Reconstruction 

Because Tagore’s geopolitical thought emerges through engagements with Britain, Japan, China, and the 

Americas, the study employs an intellectual-historical method to contextualize his arguments. 

This involves: 

 situating Tagore’s writings within the imperial systems of his era 

 correlating his critiques with contemporaneous political events 

 examining how travel encounters shaped his insights 

 reading Tagore alongside thinkers he explicitly engaged (e.g., Okakura Kakuzō) 

This approach clarifies how Tagore formulated responses to Japanese militarism, European imperialism, 

civilizational arrogance, and early nationalist movements. 

Sample Passage (for adaptation) 

The intellectual-historical method allows Tagore’s statements on Japan, China, Europe, and the United 

States to be understood in relation to the geopolitical climate of 1905–1941. His travel lectures in Japan 

(1916) are linked to the nation’s turn toward imperial expansion; his critique of Western nationalism is 

placed against the background of the First World War; and his late scepticism about global civilization 

reflects the deep moral crisis precipitated by fascism and total war. 

2.3 Comparative Political Theory 

A third methodological axis draws on comparative political theory, especially the work of Fred Dallmayr, 

Leela Gandhi, and Amitav Acharya. This approach treats Tagore’s writings as part of a non-Western 

archive of political thought, enabling conceptual comparison with: 

 Western Realpolitik 

 postcolonial nationalism 

 cosmopolitanism 

 contemporary Global South political ethics 

By analyzing Tagore’s political concepts—nationhood, civilization, sovereignty, power, and moral 

autonomy—the study reconstructs his implicit alternative to Western geopolitical traditions. 

2.4 Archival and Supplementary Textual Sources 

Where available, the study includes archival materials such as: 
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 Tagore’s letters from Europe, Japan, and Latin America 

 his speeches delivered abroad 

 contemporaneous newspaper responses 

 memoirs written by interlocutors 

These sources provide evidence of how Tagore’s ideas were received and debated in global intellectual 

circles. 

2.5 Thematic Clustering and Conceptual Synthesis 

To synthesize Tagore’s scattered geopolitical reflections, the study employs conceptual clustering, 

identifying recurring themes across his writings: 

 nationalism and moral autonomy 

 civilizational arrogance and imperial modernity 

 Asia as a spiritual–ethical zone 

 cultural diplomacy and world friendship 

 economic exploitation and violence 

 global interdependence 

This clustering enables a systematic reconstruction of Tagore’s geopolitical worldview. 

2.6 Ethical Considerations 

Two safeguards shape the methodological stance: 

1. Avoiding anachronism—Tagore’s writings are interpreted within their historical milieu, without 

forcing contemporary theories upon him. 

2. Avoiding over-claiming influence—The study distinguishes between direct historical influence 

and philosophical resonance. 

2.7 Synthesis 

Together, these methods enable a rigorous reconstruction of Tagore’s geopolitical thought, demonstrating 

that his writings constitute a coherent critique of power, modernity, and global order—one resonant with 

current debates on multipolarity, nationalism, and cosmopolitan ethics. 

3. Analytical Framework 

The analytical framework for this study is designed to interpret Rabindranath Tagore’s writings as a 

coherent body of geopolitical thought rather than as dispersed moral reflections. Tagore’s political 

worldview emerges through three conceptual layers—(1) critique, (2) alternative imagination, and (3) 

ethical worldmaking—each of which challenges the strategic, interest-driven assumptions of conventional 

geopolitics. This section outlines the theoretical scaffolding used to analyze Tagore’s political ideas and 
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position them within contemporary debates on nationalism, multipolarity, global power, and cosmopolitan 

ethics. 

 

 

3.1 Critical Layer: Tagore’s Diagnosis of Global Power 

The first analytical layer interprets Tagore’s writings as a diagnostic critique of the dominant political 

forms of the early twentieth century. His essays on nationalism constitute a frontal challenge to Western 

Realpolitik, which he perceived as predicated on: 

 territorial acquisition, 

 racialized hierarchy, 

 industrial violence, and 

 the mechanization of social life. 

Tagore’s critique aligns partially with later postcolonial thinkers such as Aimé Césaire and Frantz Fanon 

but predates them by decades. He interprets the modern nation not merely as a political institution but as 

a psychological formation that fosters aggression under the guise of patriotism. His warning that 

nationalism “organizes the collective ego” anticipates contemporary critiques of ethnonational populism 

in the twenty-first century. 

3.2 Constructive Layer: Tagore’s Alternative Geopolitical Vision 

The second analytical layer examines Tagore’s constructive proposals, which present an alternative to the 

Westphalian logic of sovereignty and interstate competition. Unlike realist theorists such as Hans 

Morgenthau or Kenneth Waltz, Tagore envisions global order not as a struggle for power but as a project 

of ethical interdependence. 

Three key components define this constructive vision: 

A. A Non-Hegemonic Idea of Civilization 

Tagore rejects the binary opposition between “civilized” and “barbaric” that structured Western imperial 

rhetoric. Instead, he views civilization as a relational process, morally measured not by material prosperity 

or military strength but by the capacity to uphold dignity, mutuality, and justice. 

B. Asia as a Moral-Cultural Zone 

Tagore’s writings on Japan and China articulate a vision of Asia not as a geopolitical bloc but as a 

civilizational space with a distinctive ontological orientation—one emphasizing spiritual interiority, 
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creative harmony, and ethical restraint. His hope for Asia’s contribution to world order anticipates 

contemporary debates on “Asian values,” soft power, and civilizational diplomacy. 

C. Interdependence as a Global Principle 

Long before global governance theories, Tagore argued that humanity’s fate is shared and indivisible. His 

metaphor of the global community as a “single body wherein each limb feels the pain of the other” 

anticipates the language of the United Nations, interdependence theory, and planetary ethics. 

3.3 Transformative Layer: Tagore’s Ethics of Worldmaking 

The third analytical layer interprets Tagore’s writings as proposing an ethics of worldmaking—a mode of 

politics grounded in the creation of relationships, empathy, and cultural reciprocity rather than dominance. 

Tagore conceives global relations as extending the moral imagination beyond the boundaries of the nation-

state. 

Three elements define this transformative worldview: 

A. Ethical Internationalism 

Tagore does not advocate for cosmopolitan detachment but for ethical rootedness, where cultures uphold 

their particular inheritances while opening themselves to others. His model resembles a dialogic 

cosmopolitanism where identity is strengthened, not diluted, through exchange. 

B. Cultural Diplomacy as Soft Power 

Decades before Joseph Nye coined the term “soft power,” Tagore articulated a vision of cultural influence 

grounded in artistic creation, empathy, and mutual respect. His travels to Japan, China, and Latin America 

represent early forms of cultural diplomacy. 

C. Moral Restraint as Political Strength 

Tagore argues that nations gain legitimacy not through coercive capacity but through moral credibility—

an idea profoundly relevant to contemporary debates on the decline of Western influence and the rise of 

Asia. 

3.4 Integrative Theoretical Model 

Bringing these layers together, the study formulates a tripartite analytical model for Tagore’s geopolitics: 

1. Critique—exposing the violence and arrogance underpinning Western and Asian nationalisms. 

2. Construction—articulating a non-hegemonic, ethically grounded conception of world order. 

3. Transformation—proposing modes of cultural diplomacy and global ethics that transcend power 

politics. 
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This model positions Tagore not merely as a cultural philosopher but as a significant forerunner of ethical 

geopolitics, Global South international thought, and pluriversal modernity. 

4. Discussion 

The findings of this study reveal Rabindranath Tagore as a thinker whose geopolitical imagination exceeds 

the conceptual and disciplinary boundaries of his time. Interpreting Tagore through the tripartite analytical 

framework developed earlier—critique, construction, and ethical worldmaking—allows us to understand 

his writings not as isolated moral gestures but as components of a coherent alternative to the dominant 

geopolitical paradigms of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. This section discusses the implications 

of these findings for contemporary political theory, global studies, and the evolving discourse on 

multipolarity. 

4.1 Tagore and the Limits of Realpolitik 

One of the most notable insights emerging from this research is that Tagore offers a fundamental challenge 

to the assumptions underpinning Realpolitik. Classical geopolitical reasoning—whether in Bismarck, 

Morgenthau, or Kennan—presumes that the international sphere is an arena of inevitable competition 

among self-interested nation-states. Tagore, by contrast, interprets the nation not as a stable unit of political 

identity but as an ideological apparatus capable of generating moral blindness. His critique identifies 

nationalism as a form of collective ego that distorts ethical judgment and authorizes systemic violence. 

This divergence has profound implications for modern geopolitics. In an era marked by resurgent 

nationalism, arms races, and civilizational rhetoric, Tagore’s insights help illuminate the psychological 

forces driving geopolitical behaviour. His writing suggests that geopolitical crises are not merely the result 

of power imbalances but of emotional and ethical distortions within societies—what he calls “race-pride,” 

“mechanical civilization,” and the “idolatry of the nation.” By foregrounding moral psychology, Tagore 

offers an interpretive tool largely absent in conventional international relations theory. 

4.2 Relevance to the Twenty-First Century Multipolar World 

The second major implication is Tagore’s surprising relevance to the twenty-first-century geopolitical 

landscape, particularly the rise of Asia and the transition to a multipolar world. Tagore’s early 

engagements with Japan and China were driven by a hope that Asia might provide an ethical 

counterbalance to Western imperial modernity. Yet he also warned that if Asian nations adopted Western 

models of militaristic nationalism, they would reproduce the very forms of domination they once resisted. 

Current geopolitical dynamics—heightened Sino-Indian competition, Japan’s remilitarization debates, 

and the strategic contestation of the Indo-Pacific—mirror Tagore’s early anxieties. His writings thus serve 

as a philosophical resource for rethinking Asian geopolitics beyond power maximization. Rather than 

predicting an Asian rise in terms of military strength or economic dominance, Tagore imagines Asia’s 

contribution as cultural, moral, and civilizational. His vision is not a call for Asian superiority but for Asia 

as an ethical interlocutor in a shared global order. 
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This resonates with recent Global South scholarship arguing for a “pluriversal” world where different 

cultural imaginaries coexist without hierarchy. Tagore emerges here as an early theorist of plural 

modernities and post-hegemonic world order. 

4.3 Tagore’s Anticipation of Soft Power and Cultural Diplomacy 

A third implication concerns Tagore’s anticipation of what Joseph Nye later theorized as “soft power.” 

For Tagore, the true measure of a civilization lies not in its material might but in its ability to evoke trust, 

admiration, and moral authority. Throughout his travels, he practiced a form of cultural diplomacy that 

does not rely on nation-branding but on interpersonal solidarity, artistic exchange, and the cultivation of 

empathy. 

This perspective offers a powerful counterpoint to contemporary geopolitical discourses that 

instrumentalize culture for strategic advantage. Tagore’s conception of soft power is not tactical but 

ethical—arising organically from the creative and moral vitality of a people. His insistence that nations 

gain influence by embodying humane values rather than projecting dominance challenges both Western 

and Asian geopolitical strategies driven by image management, wealth accumulation, or technological 

spectacle. 

In this sense, Tagore’s thought provides a normative benchmark for evaluating soft-power claims: cultural 

influence must be rooted not in propaganda but in sincerity, justice, and compassion. 

4.4 Tagore’s Critique of Civilizational Nationalism 

Another significant insight is Tagore’s critique of civilizational nationalism—a discourse that has regained 

traction in the twenty-first century through figures like Samuel Huntington and more recent articulations 

of “civilization-state” politics. Tagore rejected the idea that any civilization, whether Western or Eastern, 

could claim moral supremacy or historical destiny. For him, civilizational identity becomes dangerous 

when it hardens into collective arrogance. 

This critique is particularly relevant today as political leaders invoke “civilizational claims” to justify 

territorial ambitions, cultural exclusion, or geopolitical expansion. Tagore’s writing offers a profound 

counter-argument: civilizations thrive not through conquest or self-assertion but through openness, 

exchange, and creative reciprocity. His reflections therefore question the ideological foundations of 

modern civilizational geopolitics and provide tools for imagining global coexistence outside hierarchical 

narratives. 

4.5 Toward an Ethical Geopolitics 

The most far-reaching implication of this study is the possibility of reframing geopolitics along ethical 

lines. Tagore does not deny the reality of conflict, national interest, or political sovereignty, but he refuses 

to accept them as ultimate principles. In his view, the international order must be grounded in ethical 

imagination, spiritual humility, and shared responsibility. 
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This ethical geopolitics finds resonance in contemporary movements such as environmental diplomacy, 

global justice theory, and decolonial international relations. Tagore’s insistence on interdependence 

anticipates ecological geopolitics; his critique of industrial violence foreshadows environmental ethics; 

and his vision of cultural reciprocity parallels current debates on intercultural diplomacy. 

Thus, the discussion suggests that Tagore offers not a romantic alternative but a realistic moral framework 

for navigating twenty-first-century global crises. 

 

Future Scope 

Future research may examine Tagore’s relevance to contemporary civilizational-state theories, ecological 

diplomacy, and Indo-Pacific strategic realignments. Comparative studies with thinkers such as Gandhi, 

Okakura, Fanon, or Nussbaum could further illuminate Tagore’s place within global political thought. 

Digital humanities approaches may also reveal new patterns in his transnational reception and geopolitical 

vocabulary. 

5. Conclusion 

This study has sought to reposition Rabindranath Tagore as a thinker of enduring geopolitical significance, 

rather than as a figure consigned to the moral or literary peripheries of global intellectual history. By 

examining his writings through a layered analytical framework—critical, constructive, and 

transformative—the research demonstrates that Tagore offered a political philosophy uniquely attuned to 

the ethical dilemmas of power, sovereignty, and global interdependence. His critique of nationalism, 

articulated with unusual foresight during the early decades of the twentieth century, exposes the emotional 

and ideological distortions that continue to animate contemporary geopolitical conflicts. Tagore 

understood nationalism not simply as an institutional form but as a psychological disposition capable of 

shaping collective aggression, a diagnosis that resonates sharply in today’s climate of resurgent 

ethnopopulism and civilizational rhetoric. 

At the same time, Tagore’s constructive vision provides a remarkably coherent alternative to realist and 

neo-realist paradigms that define global politics as a relentless competition among states. His emphasis on 

ethical responsibility, mutual recognition, and cultural reciprocity offers a counter-framework grounded 

not in strategic domination but in relational interdependence. What emerges is not a utopian rejection of 

political realities but a normative reframing of what constitutes legitimate power. For Tagore, genuine 

strength derives from moral credibility, cultural generosity, and the capacity of societies to sustain human 

dignity. This insight provides a crucial corrective to the instrumental logics of soft power and global 

influence as they are deployed in the twenty-first century. 

Furthermore, the study argues that Tagore anticipates foundational concerns of contemporary Global 

South epistemologies, environmental diplomacy, and intercultural ethics. His warnings regarding 

militarized modernization, extractive industrial capitalism, and civilizational pride prove strikingly 

prescient against the backdrop of present geopolitical tensions in Asia and beyond. Tagore’s insistence on 
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the shared vulnerability and interconnectedness of human destinies echoes current debates on planetary 

governance and ecological geopolitics, situating him among the early theorists of global responsibility. 

By reconstructing the coherence of Tagore’s geopolitical thought, this study reorients Tagore scholarship 

toward a broader, more critical appreciation of his intellectual legacy. More importantly, it offers a moral 

vocabulary for reimagining global order at a historical moment marked by polarization, fragmentation, 

and the decline of hegemonic certainties. Tagore’s writings invite a reconsideration of geopolitics not as 

a field governed solely by competition and strategic calculation, but as a domain requiring ethical 

imagination, cultural humility, and sustained responsibility toward others. This conclusion suggests that 

Tagore remains not only relevant but necessary for envisioning a new ambit of world politics in the twenty-

first century. 
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