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Just four years ago, in June 2018, then United States President Donald Trump sent his Ambassador to the 
United Nations, Nikki Haley, on a sensitive mission to New Delhi. Ms. Haley, who was to meet Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi to convince the Government to drop its oil imports from Iran or face U.S. sanctions, and said that 
India must “rethink its ties”, was probably chosen because she was a diplomat and also an Indian-American which 
had a certain appeal in India. A day later, India’s petroleum ministry asked refiners to cut imports from Iran. Within 
a few months, when the American deadline expired, the Government announced that it had “zeroed out” its 
imports of oil from Iran, once India’s preferred choice and its third biggest supplier of crude. 
 
‘Appeals’ and India’s reaction 

Now, in 2022, the U.S. pressure on India to cut its oil imports from Russia has been much less subtle. The 
appeal to “zero out” oil purchases from Russia, and not accelerate them, has come from the highest quarters: 
these include U.S. President Joe Biden to Mr. Modi during a virtual summit;U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken 
during the “2+2” ministerial meeting in Washington last week, and from another Indian-American emissary, 
Deputy National Security Adviser for International Economics Daleep Singh, who, while he was on a visit to Delhi, 
spoke of “consequences” for creating payment mechanisms around sanctions against Russia. 

The pressure is likely to increase in the coming weeks, with more engagements planned by Mr. Modi with 
European leaders — the British Prime Minister Boris Johnson will arrive in India this week, and Mr. Modi is 
expected to travel to Germany and France for bilateral meetings and to Denmark for a summit with Nordic 
countries. 

Thus far, nearly two months into Russia’s war with Ukraine, New Delhi’s position has been to push back: 
External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar said in February that India does not recognise unilateral sanctions (only the 
ones mandated by the United Nations), followed by some tough talking in Washington last week. This includes the 
fact that after 12 occasions of votes at the UN, India continues to abstain on resolutions critical of Russia’s invasion 
and the daily bombardment of civilians. Despite talks with leaders from the U.S., Japan and Australia, each of 
whom criticised Russia in their summit remarks, India’s Ministry of External Affairs has not allowed any direct 
mention of Russia in the respective joint statements. In March and April, India has bought more Russian oil, at a 
discount, than it did in all of 2021, and is now accelerating coal imports as well. While deliveries of the Russian S-
400 missile defence system may be delayed by the war, New Delhi is not putting its defence deals with Moscow on 
hold. Russian bank officials have held meetings with the Reserve Bank of India in Mumbai for technical talks on the 
rupee-rouble payment mechanism to be used for purchases that circumvent sanctions. 
 
Sustainability of stand 

So what explains the Government’s refusal to bow to combined western pressure on the issue of India’s 
Russian engagement so far, when it gave in to far less pressure on dealing with Iran? And can New Delhi’s position 
be sustained much longer? While most analysis of India’s stance deals with its past relationship with Russia, (this 
includes the Soviet Union), the truth may lie in the Modi government’s perceptions of its future challenges: from 
its defence and energy procurements to global economic trends, to its continental border challenges, especially 
with China, and the growing focus by western countries on human rights issues in India. For example, India’s 
defence hardware dependency on Russia ranges around 60%, while dependency on spare parts is close to 85%. 
These could be offset with more purchases from the U.S. and the procurement of spares from the Commonwealth 
of Independent State countries that produced Soviet weapons. What will be harder to replace are defence 
purchases involving the transfer of technology, and export capabilities such as the BrahMos missile (short for 
Brahmaputra-Moskva), as the Government seeks more domestic production. 

Similarly, while India’s energy dependence on Russia has been pegged at less than 2%, and it is unlikely to 
substantially increase its intake on the “heavy” Ural variety due to its high sulphur content, it is worth 
remembering that Indian oil public sector units have invested $16 billion in Russian oil and gas fields in eastern 
Russia, with stakes in Sakhalin-1, Vankor and Taas-Yuryakh . In 2017, Russia fulfilled a long-held dream dating back 
to Tsarist times to buy a warm water port, when Rosneft acquired a stake in the Vadinar refinery situated 
strategically on the Gujarat coast as part of a deal for a 49% stake in Essar Oil (this was a deal that Mr. Modi and 
Russian President Vladimir Putin had themselves promoted at a summit). In renewable energy too, while India has 
signed civil nuclear deals with a number of countries, including the U.S. and France, the only foreign nuclear power 
plants that actually exist are those built by Russia (Kudankulam in Tamil Nadu). 
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Above all, any serious future analysis of the conflict would question the long-term sustainability of the 
sanctions imposed by the western bloc, their effect on the Russian economy, and whether a sizeable number of 
important global economies will join the sanctions regime. If only about 30 to 40 countries have joined the 
sanctions trail, while India, China and much of South America and Africa stay out (as is the situation now), then it 
stands to reason that India does not benefit by restricting itself to only one side of the “dollar vs non-dollar” 
economic system, and will seek to straddle both. 
 
Comfort in groupings 

India’s strategic future is also inextricably linked with Russia. The Napoleonic adage, “If you know a country’s 
geography, you can understand and predict its foreign policy”, could not hold truer for India’s continental 
predicament with its primary threats on its northern frontier from China and Pakistan, and a resultant need to 
have Russia onside. 

In the past two years, as Chinese troops have transgressed and occupied Indian territory, it is Moscow 
that has stepped in to provide venues and facilitate talks that have resulted in partial disengagement. Russian 
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov’s visit to Delhi this month — he arrived directly from China, and one that closely 
followed the trip by Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi to India (and also where both officials stressed the 
importance of regional cooperation) on the one hand and last week’s meeting of the Brazil-Russia-India-China-
South Africa Sherpas on the other, are pointers. They indicate that the Modi government still finds comfort in 
groupings such as BRICS, RIC (Russia-India-China) and Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO), despite all the 
developments so far. 

As has been oft-repeated, Russia’s consistent support as a P-5 member of the UN Security Council is 
important, albeit not irreplaceable, but its support at other multilateral institutions such as the Financial Action 
Task Force (FATF) and the Nuclear Suppliers Group makes it that much more valuable. These factors are reinforced 
by the Modi-Putin bonhomie. Apart from visits to Brussels to meet Mr. Biden and Beijing to meet Chinese 
President Xi Jinping, Mr. Putin has made an exception only for Delhi, meeting Mr. Modi last December. The two 
leaders are in regular telephonic contact, and unlike the West, Mr. Putin has not (even once) raised concerns over 
the “backsliding of democracy” or “human rights violations” in the manner the European Union and the U.S. have 
— these include the Citizenship (Amendment) Act, the Jammu and Kashmir reorganisation, or the treatment of 
minorities, the media and non-governmental organisations. 

If these are the “pull factors” that keep New Delhi firmly anchored to Moscow, the absence of any “push 
factors” is another reason for this situation. While in 2017, Mr. Trump may have seemed irrational enough to 
sanction a strategic partner such as India over Iran, a Biden administration as well as European countries seem far 
less likely to do so. As a result, South Block’s expectation is that riding out this current period will be easier, apart 
from a few awkward conversations at the leadership levels. 

In refusing to entertain western sanctions, and even building payment structures to circumvent them, the 
Government has invoked India’s firmly-held principles of non-alignment and strategic autonomy. They mirror 
decisions of the past like when the A.B. Vajpayee government decided to conduct nuclear tests and face sanctions 
in 1998, and the Manmohan Singh government refused to bend to U.S. pressure on Iran oil sanctions, despite a 
visit by the U.S. Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton, in 2012. 
 
Expression without fear 

What the Government fails to explain, however, is why any of these reasons prevent it from criticising 
Russia for what is quite obviously a brutal invasion by one country on another. In 2003, despite a growing 
partnership with the U.S. that was finally turning a corner after the nuclear tests, the Indian government brought a 
resolution to Parliament that “deplored” the actions of the coalition led by the U.S. for its war on a sovereign Iraq, 
calling the invasion “unacceptable”. But then External Affairs Minister Yashwant Sinha stood up to speak during 
the debate on the resolution passed unanimously, and noted that despite India’s differences with the U.S. on the 
war, the Government would continue to develop bilateral relations. 

It should have been possible for the government of the day to express its opposition to Russian actions in 
Ukraine similarly, while maintaining an independent position on unilateral sanctions. The Government could look 
no further at the explanation on neutrality that Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru gave during a speech in the U.S. 
in 1949, a few years before the Bandung Conference that led India to the Non-aligned Movement — “We are 
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neither blind to reality nor do we propose to acquiesce in any challenge to man’s freedom from whatever quarter 
it may come. Where freedom is menaced or justice threatened or where aggression takes place, we cannot and 
shall not be neutral.” The assertion of strategic autonomy cannot carry credibility, unless it is expressed without 
fear or favour of the consequences. 
 
 sanctions (noun) – action taken, or an order given 

to force a country to obey international laws by 
limiting or stopping trade with that country, by not 
allowing economic aid for that country, etc. 

 zero out (phrasal verb) – reduce to zero, phase out. 
 subtle (adjective) – delicate, indistinct, indefinite; 

understated, low-key. 
 quarter (noun) – source, direction, place, point. 
 2+2 talks/meetings (noun) – ‘2+2 talks’ is a term 

adopted in foreign diplomacy that implies a 
dialogue between two countries’ defence and 
external affairs ministries. India holds such talks 
with Japan and Australia as well but at the foreign 
secretary and defence secretary level. It is only with 
the US that India holds ministerial-level talks. 

 speak of (phrasal verb) – mention, talk about, 
discuss, refer to. 

 engagement (noun) – participation, taking part, 
involvement. 

 nordic countries (noun) – The Nordic countries are 
generally considered to refer to Denmark, Norway, 
Sweden (scandinavian countries), Finland and 
Iceland including Greenland, Faroe Islands and the 
Åland Islands. 

 push back (phrasal verb) – dismiss, refuse, reject, 
prevent, disagree, oppose; postpone, delay. 

 recognise (verb) – acknowledge, accept, admit 
something (existence, validity, or legality). 

 mandate (verb) – instruct, direct, order, require, 
make something mandatory. 

 abstain (verb) – not vote, decline to vote, refuse to 
vote (formally). 

 resolution (noun) – a formal decision taken at a 
meeting with the help of a vote; motion, proposal. 

 critical of (adjective) – condemning, castigatory, 
reproving, denunciatory, disparaging, disapproving, 
scathing, criticizing. 

 talks (noun) – discussions, negotiations, 
deliberation. 

 rupee-rouble system (noun) – Indian and Russian 
industries are making transactions and payment in 
trade relations via Rupee-Rouble (exchange) 
method instead of using dollars for transactions. 
(Rouble is the currency of the Russian Federation). 

 circumvent (verb) – avoid, dodge, escape, sidestep. 
 sustainability (noun) – stability, reliability, 

longevity, constancy. 

 bow (verb) – bend under pressure. 
 give in (phrasal verb) – surrender, yield, 

submit/capitulate. 
 lie in (phrasal verb) – be present, exist. 
 perception (noun) – understanding, discernment, 

recognition/realization; interpretation. 
 procurement (noun) – the action of 

procuring/purchasing/buying something. 
 offset (verb) – even up, counterbalance, equalize, 

neutralize; make amends for, compensate for. 
 peg (at) (verb) – fix, set, hold, limit (a price, rate, or 

amount) at a particular level. 
 intake (noun) – taking in of something; collection, 

supply. 
 Ural (noun) – a mountain range that runs 

approximately from north to south through 
western Russia, from the coast of the Arctic Ocean 
to the river Ural and northwestern Kazakhstan. 

 stake (noun) – share. 
 long-held (adjective) – deep-rooted, well-

established, traditional, fixed. 
 tsarist (noun & adjective) – relating to an 

emperor/ruler of (former) Russia. 
 warm water port (noun) – a port where the water 

does not freeze in winter. 
 strategically (adverb) – in a way that is 

designed/planned to serve a particular purpose. 
 bloc (noun) – alliance, association, coalition. 
 regime (noun) – system; government. 
 trail (noun) – path, way, route. 
 stay out (phrasal verb) – keep away from, steer 

clear of, avoid. 
 stands to reason (phrase) – it is obvious, it is 

logical, it is sensible, it is understandable. 
 straddle (verb) – be on both sides of something; 

extend across, traverse. 
 strategic (adjective) – relating to achieving long-

term or overall goals. 
 inextricably (adverb) – in a method that is not 

possible to separate. 
 napoleonic (adjective) – relating to Napoleon I. 
 adage (noun) – saying, proverb, maxim/aphorism. 
 hold good/hold true (phrase) – remain true; 

remain valid. 
 predicament (noun) –  problematic situation, 

difficulty, quandary. 
 onside (adverb) –  into a position of agreement. 
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 transgress (verb) – breach, contravene, disobey, 
break.  

 step in (phrasal verb) – intervene, become/get 
involved, act, take action, take measures. 

 result in (verb) – lead to, cause, bring on. 
 disengagement (noun) – withdrawal, departure, 

retreat (of military troops from an area of conflict). 
 stress (verb) – emphasize, draw/focus attention on, 

highlight, underline, underscore. 
 on the one hand (phrase) – it is used to introduce 

the first of two contrasting different, points, facts, 
or ways of looking at something.  It is always 
followed later by “on the other hand” or ‘on the 
other’. 

 Sherpa (noun) – an expert (a civil servant or 
diplomat) accompanying the leader of a member 
country to an international summit meeting; The 
term is derived from local people employed as 
porters/guides for mountaineers in the Himalayas. 
In Tibetan, shar means East; pa is a suffix meaning 
‘people’. 

 pointer (noun) – indication, hint, signal, suggestion. 
 oft-repeated (adjective) – often repeated; repeated 

frequently. 
 P-5 nations (noun) – the Security Council has five 

permanent members – China, France, Russia, the 
United Kingdom, and the United States – 
collectively known as the P5. 

 albeit (conjunction) – though, even though, 
however. 

 irreplaceable (adjective) – unique, incomparable, 
unparalleled, priceless, invaluable. 

 multilateral (adjective) – involving many different 
countries (in which all WTO member countries are 
party to the agreement). 

 reinforce (verb) – strengthen, fortify, bolster up, 
shore up, buttress, prop up, underpin, support. 

 bonhomie (noun) – friendliness, warmth, 
geniality/affability. 

 backslide (verb) – degenerate, deteriorate, slip, 
slide, fall off, weaken, regress, retrogress 

 violation (noun) – contravention, breaking, non-
compliance. 

 pull factor (noun) – something that attracts people 
to a place or an activity. 

 anchor (verb) – secure, fasten, attach, connect 
firmly. 

 ride out (phrasal verb) – resist, hold out against, 
stand firm against, stand up to, grapple with, face, 
confront, defy. 

 entertain (verb) – consider, give consideration to, 
take into consideration, think about, contemplate, 
give thought to. 

 invoke (verb) – cite, refer to, adduce. 
 non-alignment (noun) – a term used for an 

international organization who do not want to 
officially align themselves with, or against, any 
major power bloc (group of countries). 

 strategic autonomy (noun) – the ability of a state 
(country) to pursue its national interests and adopt 
its preferred foreign policy without being 
constrained in any manner by other states 
(countries). In its pure form, strategic autonomy 
presupposes the state (country) in question 
possessing overwhelmingly superior power. This is 
what would enable that state (country) to resist the 
pressures that may be exerted by other states 
(countries) to compel it to change its policy or 
moderate its interests. 

 turn a corner (phrase) – improve, get better, pick 
up, look up (after critical/difficult situation). 

 deplore (verb) – complain about, lament, be 
against; regret, express regret about. 

 unanimously (adverb) – without opposition, agreed 
to (by everyone involved). 

 difference (noun) – disagreement. 
 neutrality (noun) – non-alignment, non-

participation, non-involvement. 
 Bandung Conference, 1955 (noun) – Asian-African 

Conference, 1955. In April, 1955, representatives 
from 29 African and Asian countries gathered in 
Bandung, Indonesia to discuss peace and the role of 
the Third World in the Cold War, economic 
development, and decolonization. 

 blind (adjective) – unmindful of, mindless of, 
careless of, heedless of, insensible to, unconcerned 
about, unconcerned by, inattentive to, indifferent 
to. 

 acquiesce (verb) – permit, consent to, agree to, 
allow. 

 menace (verb) –  frighten, scare, bully, threaten. 
 aggression (noun) – hostility, belligerence, 

combativeness, warmongering, hawkishness. 
 neutral (adjective) – impersonal, unbiased, non-

partisan. 
 assertion (noun) – declaration, statement, 

contention/protestation. 
 credibility (noun) – trustworthiness, reliability, 

integrity. 
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