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roils South

Asian

geopolitics

India will find it harder to balance relations
between the US and Russia, even as the latter

warms up to Pakistan.

C.RajaMohan

For The Straits Times

Fifty years ago thisweek, US
president Richard Nixon’s summit
with Chinese leader Mao Zedong
transformed the geopolitical
landscape of Asia. In the
subcontinent, the new entente
between Americaand China
pushed India closer to the Soviet
Union and muddied its
longstanding policy of
non-alignment,

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine this
weekis bound to have

the impact more immediate than
in South Asia. The acute political
discomfort of India - one of
Moscow’s longstanding Asian
partners - at the Russian invasion
of Ukraine is evident. It is caught
betweenits old partner Russia and
itsrecently acquired friend, the
United States. Pakistan Prime
Minister Imran Khan’s meeting
with Russian President Vladimir
Putin this weekunderlines the
attempt to constructanew
regional partnership between
Islamabad and Moscow that adds
toIndia’s discomfort.

During the Cold War, India’s
international identity was
expressed through the idea of

¢ “non-alignment” - that Delhi :
¢ would stay away from bloc politics :
i ofthat era. At the turn of the 1990s, :
i however, Delhi found that its :
: relations with the US, Europe,

: ChinaandJapanwereall

i underdeveloped. Ontop of that, it :
: had to cope with the collapse of the :
: Soviet Union, withwhich it had
 maintained goodrelations.

This led India toembarkona

new policy, expanding the

: engagement with the US, Europe,
: ChinaandJapanwhile at the same
¢ time preserving the old ties with

: post-Soviet Russia. Thanksto the

: absence of great-power rivalry at

: theendofthe ColdWar,ithadthe :
: freedomto pursue better relations :
: withallthe majorpowers
¢ simultaneously.

Russia’s assault on Ukraine

: threatenstochangeallthatasit
: puts India’s strategy of

: “multi-alignment” under even

| greater pressure.
consequences for Asia, Nowhereis :
: already being squeezed before the
: rapid escalation of the Ukraine

i crisisinrecent weeks. Delhi found
: itincreasingly difficult to manage
: great-power relations as tensions
: grew between the US and Chinaas
: wellas between the USand Russia. :
i contrastitwith Delhi’s callon

¢ Chinatorespectthe “rules-based

: order”in Asia, especially in regard
: toBeijing’sviolation of bilateral

! borderagreements with Indiain

: seizingaslice of territoryin the

¢ Ladakhregion of Kashmir in2020.

India’s freedom of action was

For example, Delhi’s acquisition

: ofthe S-400air defence missile

: systems from Moscow has

: attracted sanctions under the US
¢ law targeting the export of

: advanced weapons from Russia.
¢ Untilnow, the Biden

¢ administration has heldback from :
: imposing those sanctions given

: the growing partnership with

: India. But the Russianinvasion of
i Ukraine is hardening political

i sentiments in the USand it might
¢ nolongerview India’s enduring

i Russian connection through

: indulgent eyes.

More urgently, India’s

¢ unwillingness to criticise the

: Russian invasion of Ukraine has

: generated some disappointment
: inWashington.

Russia, meanwhile, has been
praising India for its

¢ “independent” stance on Ukraine.
¢ Itisnotacompliment that Delhi

¢ would want to advertise at this

i stage. After all, Moscow often

i irritates Delhi withits

: condescending remarks that India
¢ isbeing “manipulated” by the US

¢ tosupport its Indo-Pacific

i strategy.
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i Critics of India’s muted response

to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine

India’sambivalence on Ukraine

¢ isnot hard to fathom. Delhi’s

¢ reliance on Moscow for military

: supplies has not diminished since

¢ the Cold Warended. Nearly 50 per

i centto60per centof India’s

¢ military inventory is from Russian
i suppliers. Delhi does not want to

: jeopardise thisrelationship,

: especiallywhen Indiaislockedina :

: military stand-off with China.

Theseries of military criseson

i India’s contested border with
Chinain2013, 2014, 2017 and 2020
: hasseen Delhi move closerto the

i USinthe past few years, Indiais

: nowamember of the Quadrilateral
: Security Dialogue or the Quad,

: alongwith Australia, the US and

: Japan.

China has frequently criticised

: the Quadasan instrument by

: which the US attempts to block its

: rise. But things are becoming more
: complicated and challenging for

: India with Russia drawing closer to
: Chinainopposition to the US.

The summit earlier this month

: between President Putin and

: Chinese President Xi Jinping

: markeda definitive moment in the
: consolidation of Russia-China

: strategic collaboration. Althoughit :
¢ wasnotlabelled asan alliance, the
¢ twosides have declared that there
: are “no limits” to the partnership.

The Sino-Russian bonhomie

: certainly improves the leverage of
! Beijingand Moscow inrelation to

: Washington. Italso puts Indiainan
: unenviable situation - its most

¢ important military partner is

i gettingintoa deeper alignment

¢ with China, which poses the

¢ biggest security threat to India.

i Thisproblemis compounded by
: thebreakdown of relations

between Russia and the US over

¢ Ukraine. In joining the Quad, India
i hadbet that the US andits allies

i willplayakeyrole in stabilising the :
: Indo-Pacificregion. Butacrisisin

: Europe, which is unlikely to be

; resolvedany time soon, would

i drawUSattention away from Asia.

Delhi worries too that the

i Russian challenge might compel

¢ Washington to look fora new

: accommodation with Beijing.

: Chinahasinfactbeen calling fora
i revival of the spirit of the summit
: between Nixon and Mao and

: asking Washington to engage and
¢ live with the multiple differences
: between the USand China.

The Ukrainian crisis sharpens

¢ the conflict between Russiaand

: the Westand puts Beijing in pole
! positionin the triangular dynamic
¢ —aRussiathat mustrelymore

deeply on Chinaand a West that

: must divide its attention between
: Europe and Asia.

As China’s relative position

¢ improves, India’s room for

i manoeuvre among the great :
: powers can only shrinkin the wake :
¢ of the Ukrainian crisis. India hasno :
: optionnowbut to recalibrate its

: great-power relations and begin to
i make strategic choices that it has

¢ longavoided in the name of
: “multi-alignment”.

IMRAN KHAN'S VISIT

: The Ukraine crisis is expected to

¢ rearrange the geopolitics of South
: Asiainother ways. Russia’s

¢ decision to host the Pakistan

: Prime Minister this week points to
: theshifting tectonic platesin the

: regionalbalance of power.

¢ Mr Khanmay be entirely rightin

: saying that his visit had nothing to
: dowiththe crisisin Ukraine. But

: the Russian decision to host him

: amidamassive attack on Ukraine

: isprobably a deliberate one.

Moscow hasbeen aware of

¢ Pakistan’s deep interest in

: expanding bilateral tiesinrecent

: years. As Delhimoved closer to

: Washington and the USadopted

: an“India First” policy in South

: Asia, Islamabad needed to

: diversify its great-power relations.

Pakistan’s interest dovetailed

: with Russia’s. Disenchanted with
: India’s growing strategic

: partnership with the US, Russia

i thoughtituseful to put some ofits
: South Asian eggs in the Pakistan

: basket. Nearlya decade ago,

¢ Moscow lifted its arms embargo

: against Islamabadand hasbeen

: supplyingarms to Pakistan. It has
: elevated the military exchanges

: with Pakistanand intensified

: consultations with Pakistan on

¢ regionalissues.

Pakistan has been eager tohave a

¢ summit-level meeting with

¢ Mr Putin, but Russia had been

¢ holding back until now. China,

: Pakistan’s consistent partner for
: many decades, had apparently

¢ encouraged Mr Putin to host Mr
: Khan.

Many observersin Pakistan

¢ believe Mr Khan’s Russia visit — the
¢ first by a Pakistan prime minister

: inmore than two decades - would

: bea“game changer” by moving

¢ Russia, India’slongstanding

i partner, toa more “even-handed

position” in South Asia.
Some analysts in Delhi worry

: abouta potential “axis” between

: China, Russia and Pakistan that

: could create serious regional

: challenges for India. While talk of

: anaxisisfar-fetched, thereisno

i question that Indian and Pakistani
¢ relations with Russia, Chinaand

: theUSare undergoing major

: changesthat willinevitablylead to
: anewregionalrealignment.

Much like the 1972 summit that

brought the US, China, and

: Pakistan together, this week’s

¢ tumultuous developments are

: likely to produce agreater

: convergence of interests between
: Moscow, Islamabad and Beijing.

¢ Indiawill brace itself for more

i commercial, political, and regional
: security cooperation between

: Russia, Pakistan and China.
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