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 Indo-Russian relations took root shortly before India’s Independence, but began to 
blossom only in the 1960s and 1970s. Today most analysts agree that the relationship 
has developed to a degree that it can be characterised as “time tested”. 

 Over the past several decades, and particularly at the time of the Soviet Union, Indo-
Russian relations had been marked by a high degree of political and strategic trust. 

 As the relationship evolved, it gained strength based on five pillars: 
o Similar political and strategic perceptions of the world; 
o Intensive military-technical cooperation; 
o Strong economics bonds; 
o Deep ties in science and technology; and 
o People-to-people and cultural links. 

 The impact of Indo-Russian relations on the domestic and foreign policies of India from 
the 1960s is difficult to underestimate. The USSR was instrumental in helping 
independent India industrialise, develop its scientific potential, and defend its territorial 
integrity. 
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THE BEGINNINGS OF INDO-RUSSIA RELATIONS: 

 India and Russia’s similar political and strategic outlook was reflected in the positions 
the two countries took on international issues through the second half of the 20th 
century. 

 India’s position in the international arena was significantly bolstered by the knowledge 
that the Soviet Union would back India’s position of Kashmir. 

 The Indo-Soviet Treaty of 1971 gave India the confidence to respond to the churn is 
East Pakistan that would lead to the creation of Bangladesh. Even when there were 
serious differences between the two, these were managed bilaterally and not voiced in 
public; often not even to their respective domestic audiences. 

 The Soviet intervention in Afghanistan in the 1970s and the two nations’ differing views 
of the treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) are some of the areas 
of divergence kept out of the public domain and discussed only at the highest political 
levels. 

 The two countries’ military-technical cooperation, meanwhile, has shown extraordinary 
levels of depth over the years. For one, Russia has provided India entire production lines 
on military platforms – from aircraft to tanks. 
o The development of the Indian Navy, particular of the submarine fleet, has been 

significantly enhanced through Russian cooperation. 
o In the 1980s, the then-unprecedented lease of a nuclear-powered submarine by the 

Soviet Union to India served as a reminder of the unique strategic trust shared by 
the two countries. 

 The economic ties have also been noteworthy. 
o The Soviet Union was, until its collapse, India’s largest trading partner. It was Soviet 

money and expertise that were the foundations of many of India’s domestic 
industries – including metallurgy, mining, and oil and gas – a fact that the public 
tends to forget today. 

o The USSR made significant contributions to India’s energy security through swap 
deals with Iraq, ensuring that India paid minimal amounts of the then precious 
foreign exchange for energy. 

 Similar was the situation in science and technology collaboration and cultural 
exchanges. The high points of both were the flights of India’s first cosmonaut, Rakesh 
Sharma, and the cultural festivals held in each other’s countries. 

POST-COLD WAR: STRAIN 



 After the collapse of the Soviet Union, how did the five pillars of Indo-Russia ties evolve? 
 The 1990s were perhaps the worst years in Indo-Russian relations – economic activity 

declined, cultural, cooperation, collapsed, collaboration in science and technology slid 
down, and military-technical cooperation took a precipitous drop (although some 
aspects of it were kept alive). 

 The only area which survived the collapse of the Soviet Union, in a sense, was the 
shared paradigm in the two countries’ strategic and political view of the world. 

 This was only partly caused by the collapse of the Soviet Union. India, coincidentally, 
was undergoing a deep economic and social crisis at the time. And given the vanishing 
act of its erstwhile partner, the USSR, it was only natural that India began to look to the 
West for solutions to its problems. 

 The Russians, meanwhile, were also looking in the same direction for guidance in 
moving from a planning-based economy to a market one. Given the mood of the elites 
in the two countries at the time, it was hardly surprising that this western-oriented 
trend would adversely affect bilateral ties. 

 Matters were not helped by the desire of some of the Russian foreign policymakers who 
pushed for reducing India’s profile vis-à-vis Pakistan in the hope that this would buttress 
their desire for improved ties with the US. Russia reneging on the cryogenic engine deal 
with India is probably the most memorable event of those times. 

REVIVAL: 

 However, sagacious steps by the Narasimha Rao government and its successors, aided 
by the efforts of a group of highly active diplomats, helped India to once again find an 
anchor to the sinking ship to Indo-Russian relations. 

 India was one of a handful of countries that decided to repay to Russia in full its debt to 
the Soviet Union – a billion dollars a year for over a decade. This continues to be 
remembered with gratitude in Russia. 

 The Russians are probably even more grateful for India’s decision to place significant 
orders for military hardware and pay, in many cases, in advanced. This helped Russia not 
only keep its military industrial complex alive, but retain significant numbers of its 
specialists who were being poached by interested parties from across the globe. 

 Today, almost three decades since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the military-
technical cooperation between India and Russia has gone up tremendously and is 
probably at its most dynamic stage. 

 The economic dialogue, after almost a complete collapse has improved, albeit 
marginally. 

 Cooperation in science and technology continues to show growth. 



 Cultural cooperation, however, remains minimal, and three is increased divergence in 
political and strategic outlook. 

 This appears strange, because as Russian scholars have also rightly observed, India and 
Russia share a common strategic goal of trying to build a ‘multi-polar’ or ‘polycentric’ 
international system. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS: 

The Indo-Russian relationship developed a level of trust between two independent countries 
that was unprecedented in international affairs. The collapse of the USSR negatively affected 
the bilateral relations, though the political leadership in both countries succeeded in containing 
the impact. Today the two countries need to find new ways to reignite their ties in a rapidly 
changing international system. 
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