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European liaisons

With Russia moving closer to Chinaand an
unpredictable administrationin the US, Indiaand
Europe have much to offer each other

RAjA MANDALA
BY C. RAJA MOHAN

PRIME MINISTER NARENDRA Modi’s trav-
els this week to Russia, France, Germany
and Spain provide an opportunity to
recalibrate India’s approach to European
geopolitics. The current uncertainty in the
relations between America, China and
Russia demands that India move closer to
the European middle powers — France and
Germany. Delhi must also devote more
attention to other parts of the continent,
from Spain to Sweden and Portugal to
Poland, that have so much to offer India.

Modi’s two tasks on this trip are
somewhat contradictory. He needs to
arrest the growing drift in relations with
Russia, which is privileging the
China partnership over that with India,
and intensify the engagement with
Europe. If the best days of the Russian ro-
mance are behind us, an enduring
European liaison has become an urgent
Indian priority.

Although Indian resources contributed
massively to the victory of the allied forces
in the First and Second World Wars, India
and Europe found themselves marginal to
each other in the second half of the
20th century. India’s domestic political
confusion in dealing with the Second
World War, the Partition of the
Subcontinent and the Cold War put India
and Europe on opposite sides of the great
political divide. Delhi aligned with
the Soviet Union and Europe was divided
into Russian and American spheres
of influence.

After the Cold War, and the historic
rapprochement between the West and
Russia, India did announce the intent to
construct bilateral strategic partnerships
with Germany and France and collectively
with the European Union. Although these
partnerships have grown, they have hardly
flourished. Europe has been preoccupied
with its own integration, India on its
neighbourhood and the major powers.
Europe and India have remained loveless
after the Cold War.

Can Modi change that? As the world
enters a period of geopolitical convulsion,
India and Europe need each other more
than ever before. In the old continent, the
facile talk of a “Common European Home”
has given way to renewed tensions
between Russia and the West. If Russia was
miffed by NATO’s eastward expansion,
Europe has been taken aback by the
Russian annexation of Crimea, its power-
play in eastern Ukraine and political asser-
tion across the old continent. If the politi-
cal understandings negotiated during
1989-91 between the West and Russia
have broken down, no European fix ap-
pears round the corner.

Meanwhile, India’s long-standing faith

inRussia as the most reliable international
partner has been shaken by Moscow’s
deepening alliance with Beijing and its po-
litical flirtation with Pakistan. It is not that
Russia has turned adversarial to India. Not
atall. Russia’s contradictions with the West
have meant Moscow has decided to puta
special emphasis on ties with China.

Delhi should not let its sentimentalism
towards Russia obfuscate the fact that
Moscow’s political preferences have
evolved over time. While the PM must try
and preserve what we must and expand
what we can in India’s engagement with
Russia, he needs to recognise that Delhi is
no longer at the top of Moscow’s pecking
order. Beijing is.

Delhi could fudge this as long as India’s
ties with China seemed stable. With
Beijing increasingly constraining India’s
regional and global space, the fragility of
the Delhi-Moscow bond has become
exposed. As Russia turns to China and va-
cates akey positionin India’s strategic ma-
trix, Delhi must begin to explore the
European option.

Making the European embrace more
urgent is the strange seizure that has
gripped the Anglo-American powers to-
day. After Brexit, “Great Britain” is in dan-
ger of turning into “Little England”.
President Donald Trump’s “America First”
policies promise great uncertainty in
Washington’s engagement with Eurasia.
Making matters worse are potential wild
oscillations in US policy towards Russia
and China.

The Europeans fear that Trump might
abandon them in favour of a deal with
Russia at precisely the moment Moscow
is viewed as a threat in European capitals.
India, Japan and other Asian nations are
apprehensive that the American quest for
aspecial relationship with China will leave
them out in the cold. Not all these fears
might come to pass. Yet, there is no avoid-
ing the importance of insuring against the
flux in US-Chinarelations. India’s deepen-
ing ties with Japan and Australia are indeed
part of that Asian hedge.

During his trip to Europe, Modi can take
the first steps towards the construction of
a similar middle power coalition on the
western edge of the Eurasian landmass.
Berlin seems ready. After Trump’s recent
tour of Europe, Chancellor Angela Merkel
warned the German people that the days
of depending on Anglo-Americans for
European security might be over.
“We Europeans truly have to take our fate
into our own hands,” she said. France has
never lost its geopolitical tradition and was
the original proponent of the case for a
multipolar Eurasia.

After nearly three centuries of global
dominance, the Anglo-Americans are
gazing at their navel. The Slavs are align-
ing with the Hans to construct a powerful
Eurasian coalition. If Modi looks beyond
the love-hate relationship with the Anglo-
Americans and stops clinging to the Slavs,
he might find the European alliances at
once valuable and inviting.
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