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A sRussianPresidentVladimir
Putinvisits India inDecember,
weneedanunvarnishedviewof

theIndia-Russiarelationshipevenasthe
redcarpet is rolledout forhim.Russia
hasbeenastrategicpartner invarying
degrees.Havingsaidthat, Indiamust
avoidromanticisingthebilateral
relationship.Russia looksat Indiawith
coldcalculatingeyes,andweneedto
returnthegaze inequalmeasure.
Russia isnot sentimentalabout

India,norshould IndiabeaboutRussia.
Overnearly80years, it and its
predecessor, theSovietUnion,hasnever
beenasconstantastrategicpartneras
we in India imagine,andseveralof its
self-regardingactionshavehurtus.This
is clearenoughfromthethreephasesof
therelationship: theearlyColdWar
(1947-63), thesecondhalfof theColdWar
whenIndia’s relationswithMoscow
wereat theirapogee (1963-85), and in the
threedecadesafter theColdWar (1989-
thepresent).
From1947to1963,theSovietUnion

lookedatIndiawithhostility,scepticism,
andambivalence.ItsinitialviewofIndia
washostile.Thepredominantofficial
viewwasthatIndiawasacampfollowerof
theAnglo-Americanpowers.Moscow
regardedIndiannon-alignmentwithas
muchscepticismastheUnitedStates(US)
did.SovietsupportoftheCommunist
PartyofIndia,whichamountedto
interferenceinIndia’sinternalpolitics,
alsocloudedtherelationship.

ItwasonlywiththedeathofJoseph
Stalin in1953andtheelevationofNikita
Khrushchevtothe leadershipof the
CommunistPartythatSovietviews
changed.ScepticismaboutPrime
MinisterJawaharlalNehru’spolitical
leanings, India’sdemocracy,andnon-
alignmentabated.Nehru’svisit to the
SovietUnionandKhrushchev’s return
visit in1955signalledafurtherwarming.
MoscownowsupportedIndia’sviewon
Goa’s liberationandKashmir,built the
Bhilai steelplant (whentheAmericans
refused),andagreedtosell frontline
weaponry(whentheUShesitated).
Ontheotherhand,asrelations

betweenIndiaandChinaworsenedin
1957, theSoviets troublinglyflip-flopped.
Between1959and1962 leadinguptothe
China-Indiawar,Moscowseemedtotilt
towardsIndia. IturgedChinato
compromiseanddeclaredSoviet
neutrality intheborderconflict.
Privately, inameetingwithChairman
MaoZedonginOctober1959,
KhrushchevdefendedNehru,blamed
Chinafor theflightof theDalaiLama,
andcriticisedtheChineseattackon
IndiantroopsatLongju.Morepublicly,
inAugust1962, theSovietssignedtheir
firstMiG-21dealwithIndia, signallinga
material tilt.
Butwhenwarbrokeoutbetween

IndiaandChina,Moscowabruptly
sidedwith the latter, at least for the
durationofwar (probably in the interest
of communist solidarityduring the
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Cubanmissile crisis).After thewar, it turnedcritical ofChina
again.Thisflip-flopping is important to recallwhenMoscow
onceagainhasaclose relationshipwithbothChinaand
India:whowill it back inaconflictbetween the twoand for
how long?
From1963tothewindingdownoftheColdWar in1985, the

goldenperiodof theIndia-Sovietpartnership, therelationship
haditschallengingmoments.Forall thetalkof India’saversion
toforeignpowers intrudingbetweenIndiaandPakistan, it
toleratedat least twomajorSoviet interventions intheregion’s
affairs.Duringandafter the1965India-Pakistanwar, itwas
MoscowthatbrokeredtheceasefireofSeptember1965andthen
hostedtheTashkentsummitofJanuary1966betweenPrime
MinisterLalBahadurShastriandPakistaniPresident
MohammedAyubKhan(duringwhichShastridiedin
mysteriouscircumstances).
InAugust1971,at theheightof thecrisis ineastPakistan

(present-dayBangladesh), Indiareachedout totheSoviets to
signa20-year“TreatyofPeace,FriendshipandCooperation”.
Worriedthat theUSandChinawouldsidewithPakistanif the
eastPakistancrisis ledtohostilitiesbetweenIndiaand
Pakistan, Indiasoughtaquasi-alliancewiththeSovietUnion.
Moscowobligedandsuppliedweaponsandmilitaryspare
partsaswellasdiplomaticsupportduringthecrisisand
subsequentwar.
But it alsoused its influenceonIndiaduring thosedifficult

months.Most importantly, it leanedonPrimeMinister Indira
Gandhi to limit thewar in thewesternsector.TheUSmight
think that sending itsaircraft carrier to the
BayofBengalwaspivotal inconstraining
Indianactions in thewesternsector,but far
more importantwasSovietpressureon
India. Inshort, inboth1965and1971, the
Soviets—not just theAmericans—
interveneddiplomatically in India’s
handlingofPakistan.
In1972,Pakistan’s role inthe

rapprochementbetweenChinaandtheUS
hadpresagedtheformationofaUS-China-
Pakistancoalition.Thecoalitionneverquitedeveloped,until
theSoviet interventioninAfghanistansevenyears later
cementedastrategicpartnershipbetweenthethree.While the
tripleententewasnotdirectedagainst India, theSoviet
invasionandthesolidifyingof thecoalitionbrought theCold
Wartoourdoorstepasneverbefore.
Most importantly for India,USandChineseaidtoPakistan

inthewakeof theSoviet interventionstrengthenedPakistan’s
militarycapabilities. Italsogaverise toIslamicmilitancyin

SouthAsiaandbeyond.Pakistanlearnedhowtomanage
militantsandturnthemagainst India—theeffectsofwhich
arebeingfelt to thisdayintheformofterrorisminKashmirand
elsewhere. Itbearssayingthatwhile IndiaexcoriatedtheUSfor
its role inVietnam,farmorenegative for IndiawastheSoviet
interventioninAfghanistan.
By1985,withMikhailGorbachevat thehelmofthe

CommunistParty, theSovietUnionwasreevaluating itsgrand
strategy.Sino-Soviet relationshadbegunimprovingin1982,

andasGorbachevwentdowntheroadof
glasnostandperestroika,hefurthermended
fenceswithChina.MoscowinformedIndia
that theSovietswouldnolongerbeastrategic
backstopagainstChina.TheSovietswere
settlingtheirborderproblemswithChina,and
attractedbythe latter’seconomicdynamism,
wereboostingbilateraleconomicrelationsas
well.Theyalsoresumedarmssales toChina.By
the late1980s, theSovietUnionneededChina
morethanitneededIndia—muchasnow.

Thisstrategicshift inSovietpolicyoccurredalmost
preciselyduringIndia’smilitarystandoffwithChinain
SumdorongChuin1986-87.ThewaningofSovietsupport to
India, its thickeningtieswithChina,andtheSino-Indian
confrontationatSumdorongChuledthenPrimeMinisterRajiv
Gandhi tooverturnIndia’sChinapolicy.UptoRajiv’svisit to
Beijing in1988, Indiahadinsistedthatnormalisationwith
Chinadependedonthe latter returningterritories ithadtaken
inthe1962war. In1988, Indiafinallyacceptedthatborder
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Soviet leaderLeonidBrezhnev (left) speaking inNewDelhi in
November 1973. PrimeMinister IndiraGandhi is seatedalongside
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negotiationsandnormalisationwouldgohandinhand,as
Chinahadalways insisted.
Withtheendof theColdWar,Soviet interest inIndia

dramaticallyreduced.ThefutureofRussia,Russia’s relations
withthevariousSoviet republics,andmore importantly, its
relationswiththeWest tookcentrestage.Moscow’sonlyreal
interest inIndiawastocontinuetosellarmsandtousethe
relationshiptoremindChinanot totakeRussia forgranted.
Thearmsrelationshiphasbeen the truebackboneof

India-Russia ties since 1991.Yet, buying fromtheSoviets and
thenRussiahasneverbeeneasy.After theColdWar, India
found thegoingeven tougher.Russiahasbargainedhard,
violatedagreementsonpriceandquality, and frequently
delayeddeliveries.Given itsdependenceonRussianarms,
therewas little Indiacoulddo.Diversificationof foreign
suppliers—French, Israeli,American—andrelianceon its
ownarmsproducersmighthavebeen theanswer to
dependenceandwouldhave strengthened India’sbargaining
handwithRussia.Unfortunately,
alternative suppliershaveneverquitebeen
theanswer, and Indian leveragewith
Russiahasbeenmodest atbest.
RussiaposesotherproblemsforIndia.

Aboveall, itsstrategicpartnershipwith
ChinaisawkwardforIndia.Thisispartly
psychological.GivenourcomfortwithRussia
asastrategicbackstopagainstChina,their
growingpost-1989enmeshmenthasbeendiscomfiting—justas
USPresidentDonaldTrump’srecentevocationofaG-2with
ChinahasshakenIndianassumptionsabouttheUS.Itbears
saying,asanaside,thathavingchampionedstrategicautonomy,
Indiamustnowconfrontthepossibilitythatitsindependent-
mindedposturehasleft itwithnobig-powerfriends.
India’sstrategicproblemwithRussiaisnotonly

psychological. It isalsomaterial.RussiahassuppliedChinawith
advancedweaponsthatChineseforcescoulduseagainstIndia,
justasIndia’sRussianarmamentswillbeusedagainstChina.
From1990to2005,Russiasoldabout300Su-27andSu-30
fighters.Afterthe1995-96TaiwanStraitcrisiswiththeUS, it
providedKilo-classdieselsubmarinesandSovremenny-class
destroyerstoChina. Inthat15-yearperiod,missileswerealsoa
largepartofthebilateraldefencetrade,andover80percentof
ChinesearmsimportswerefromRussia.China’sdefence
importshavedeclinedbyhalfsince2005,butaccesstoRussian
armsandtechnology, legallyandillegally,havemassively
boostedits indigenouscapabilities.Today,China’smostcrucial
militaryimport isRussianaircraftengines.
TheUkrainewarhasaccentuatedRussia’sdrift intoa junior

partnershipwithChina.TheSino-Russianeconomicand
diplomaticrelationshiphasdeepenedover thepast two
decades,but the2022waragainstUkrainehastiedRussiaeven
moretoChina—toa“no-limits friendship”.Bilateral tradehas
balloonedto$245billionin2024,doublingsince2020.Closeto

40percentofRussia’s trade isconductedinyuan.Oil sales (in
valueterms)have increasedby50percent.WhileChinahas
offeredproposals foranendtothewar, ithasnevercondemned
theRussianinvasion,placingthe latter in itsdebt
diplomatically.Since2012,VladimirPutinandChinese
PresidentXiJinpinghavemetmorethan40timesaspartof the
lips-and-teethdiplomaticrelationship.
Russia’sChinapolicy isnot theonlyworrisomefactor. Its

Pakistanpolicytooirksanditches inIndia.While its relations
withChinaarewellknown, lessso is theextentof the
relationshipwithPakistan.
ASeptember2025reportoftheNewDelhi-basedthink-tank

ObserverResearchFoundationdetailstheextentof
Russia-Pakistanties.AttheheartoftherelationshipisRussia’s
desiretocooperatewithPakistanonsecurityinCentralAsiaand
Afghanistan(overIslamicmilitancy,terrorism,anddrug
trafficking).Thereisalsogrowingeconomicengagement,
involvingcollaborationintransportationandenergy.More

worryingly,Russiahasbuiltdefencetieswith
Pakistan:ithassoldmilitaryhelicopters,
anti-tankguidedmissiles,andjetenginesfor
Pakistan’sChinese-builtJF-17fighter
aircraft.Thetwosideshaveheldmilitary
exercisesincludingnavalexercises,andthey
convenearegularJointMilitary
ConsultativeCommittee.
Reminiscentof its interventions in

1965and1971,Russiahasonceagain sought toplaya
mediating rolebetween IndiaandPakistan—for instance,
after thePulwamaterrorist attack in2019.More recently, in
thewakeof thePahalgamterrorist attack,RussianForeign
MinisterSergeyLavrov, inconversationwithhisPakistani
counterpart, reportedlyoffered tomediate in theSouthAsian
conflict.Russiahasnot takenPakistan’s sideagainst India in
thesedisputesorover the larger issueofKashmir, but its
actionsandstatementsaredisquieting for India,which is
allergic toany third-party involvement in itsbilateraldisputes
with itsneighbours.
AsPutincomescalling, Indiansshouldbeundernoillusions

about thenatureof therelationshipwithRussia,whichhas
alwaysbeentransactional.Today, India isdependenton
Russia forweapons—andforoil.Theoildependencyis
relativelyeasytoreduce,andreportssuggest Indianimports
arealreadyindeclineunderthethreatofUSpenalties.
DependencyonRussianarms,bycontrast,will remain.A
quantumof imports fromRussia is inanycasenecessary inthe
interestofdiversityofsuppliers.
Insummary, relationswithRussiawill remainimportant for

India intheyearsahead.Understandingandacceptingthe
challengesandlimitationsof therelationship, though, isvital.
Putin, theformerKGB(theSovietUnion’s intelligenceand
securityagency)man,willplaythegeopoliticalgamewithout
flinching.SomustNarendraModi. n

Thearms relationshiphas
been the truebackboneof
India-Russia ties since 1991.
Yet, buying fromthe
Soviets and thenRussia
hasneverbeeneasy

52 eXPeRT VIeW DeCeMBeR 2025


