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Taking sides in conflict: Delhi’s past
record tells acomplicated story

RAJAMANDALA
BY CRAJA MOHAN

NE OF the more surprising el-

ements of the unfolding In-

dian debate on the war in the

Middle East is the concern —

ifnotanguish —that Indiahas
“tilted to one side” in the current Gulf war.
For a section of the commentariat, the es-
senceof Indian foreign policy is, and ought
to be, a refusal to take sides in conflicts be-
tween other states.

Thatideaaligns with the traditional no-
tion of neutrality. Inthe early decades after
Independence, however, Delhi wasat pains
toargue thatits doctrine of non-alignment
was not neutrality. India did not avoid tak-
ing positions; rather, it claimed the right to
form them on the merits of each issue —
based on independent judgement rather
thanbloc loyalty.

In practice, India’s record tells a more
complicated story. Delhi has often taken
sides — sometimes vehemently, some-
times defensively, and sometimes onlyim-
plicitly. There have also been moments
when India simply flip flopped as govern-
ments changed.

It has been relatively easy for India’s
political and intellectual establishment to
adopt strong moral positions when the of-
fender was the United States or the West.
Thishabitwas part of what Shashi Tharoor
once described as India’s tradition of offer-
ing a “running moral commentary” on
world affairs.

The anti-Western reflex had deeper

roots. Partof it reflected the lingering resi-
due of anti-colonial sentiment. Part of
it was grounded in Delhi’s genuine Cold
War contradictions with Washington —
over Pakistan, Kashmir, and nuclear
non-proliferation.

India’s moral clarity, however, tended to
blurwhen Moscow transgressed normsthat
Indiasupported. That ambivalence was vis-
iblein Delhi’s muted responsesto the Soviet
invasionsof Hungary (1956), Czechoslovakia
(1968), and Afghanistan (1979), as well as to
Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014 and
itsoccupationof eastern Ukraine after2022.

Many would call this hypocrisy. Yet
double standards are a universal feature of
international life. India’s reluctance to criti-
cise Moscow was rooted in the strategic value
Delhiattached tothe Russian connectionin
managing its security challenges.

There were, however, brief moments of
deviation. When Soviet forces invaded
Afghanistan in December 1979, the Charan
Singh government took a critical line. That
position was consistent with the Janata
Party’slong-standing critique that Congress
foreign policy, while professing non-align-
ment, wasin practicetilted towards Moscow.

But within weeks, Indira Gandhi re-
turnedto power in January1980 and proved
the point. She instructed India’s Permanent
Representative at the United Nations, Bra-
jesh Mishra, toabstain onthe resolution con-
demning the Soviet Union.

More tellingly, Indian diplomacy soon
beganarguing thattheSovietinter-
vention had been necessitated by
external interference against the

For decades, India framed ts

tion on Cambodia. The Janata govern-
ment had held back from recognising the
government installed in Phnom Penh
after Vietnam's invasion of Cambodia in
1978. Congress reversed that position in
1980, justifying it as part of an effort tobal-
ance China in Southeast Asia by suppor-
ting Vietnam. Ironically, Cambodia event-
ually became one of China’s strongest
Asian partners.

Both choices carried costs. India’s reluc-
tanceto criticise Soviet actions in Afghanis-
tan damaged its standing in the Islamic
world. Endorsing the Viethamese-backed
government in Cambodia provoked back-
lashacrossSoutheast Asia. There wasan ear-
lier precedent, too.

In 1950, Indian diplomacy actively
sought to prevent the United Nations from
condemning China’s military intervention
in the Korean War. Jawaharlal Nehru was
theninvesting heavily inbuildinga partner-
ship with Beijing to construct a new Asian
order. That “tilt” towards Chinainthe1950s
also carried costs.

In 1990, Delhi struggled to articulate a
credible response to Saddam Hussein’s an-
nexation of Kuwait. Indiaavoided condemn-
ing the Iragi action, partly because Saddam
was viewed as a "“secular” leader in the
Middle East who often supported India on
issues involving Pakistan. Iraq was also an
importantsource of oil.

Foreign Minister I K Gujral travelled to
Baghdad after the invasion to secure Iraq’s
cooperation in evacuating thou-
sands of Indians stranded in Ku-
wait. IfIndia’sreluctancetodefend

communistgovernment in Kabul. Middle East policy around two Kuwait’s sovereignty might have

The echo of this reasoning in the
widespread refrain in Delhi after
2022 —thattheRussianinvasionof
Ukraine had been "provoked” by
the West — is hard to miss.

broad contradictions: The US
versus the region, and Israel
versus the Arabs. But Indian
debatespaidfarlessattention  ygiqdie East policy around two

lacked a moral basis, it could non-

ethelessbeexplainedintermsofIn-

dia'ssignificant equities inIraq.
For decades, India framed its

The transition from Janatato  totheregion’sinternalrivalries  broad contradictions: The US ver-

Congressalsoaltered India’s posi-

sustheregion, andIsrael versusthe

Arabs. Butthe Indian debates paid far less at-
tention tothe region’sinternal rivalries —be-
tween Arabia and Persia and between con-
servative monarchiesand republican forces
(bothsecularand Islamic)in the Arabworld.

Over the decades, those internal contra-
dictions, for example between Gulf Arabs
andIran, have become far more consequen-
tial. The Gulf Arab states’ reliance on the US
forsecurity against various forms of radical-
ism, and the gradual normalisation of rela-
tions between Israel and several Arab coun-
tries, have altered the regional picture.
India’'s debate, though, appears stuck in the
mental maps of the past.

India’s current approach to the unfold-
ingwar in the Gulfis shaped by the scale of|
its stakes in the Arabian Peninsula. India
today has roughly $200 billion intrade with
the Gulf, depends heavily on the region for
energy supplies, and has nearly nine mil-
lion citizens living and working across the
Arab Gulfstates. Protecting these interests!
has become the overriding concern for
Delhiin the presenterisis. Thisisnotan un-
reasonable calculation.

Looking ahead, Delhi must operate on
the basis of asimplestrategic reality: The se-
curityand prosperity of Indiaand Arabia are
now indivisible. Political support for Arabs
was animportant principle articulated at the
very outset of independent India’s foreign
policy. Eight turbulent decades later in the
Middle East, it has acquired a new meaning
— in the form of a deepening interdepen-
dence between India and the Gulf Arab
states. Thecurrent nightmarein the Gulf will
eventually end, but managing India’s deep
interdependence with the Arab Gulf will re-
main one of Delhi’s enduring challenges

The writer is a contributing editor on
intemational affairs for The Indian Express. He s
associated with Motwani-Jadeja Institute of
American Studies, Jindal Global University, and
Council on Strategic and Defence Studies, Dethi
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Inside China, authority, conflict and strategic challenges

he progression from Mao Tse
Tung/Mao Zedong to Deng Xiaoping to
Xi Jinping in China reveals the nature
of the power shifts that have occurred
since the country became a communist nation in
1949. All three iconic leaders, in their own way,
ds ated what was ial to maintain and
sustain power in a country that had managed to
stave-off takeovers by foreign powers over the
years.

Since 1949, when Mao Tse Tung led the
Communist Party of China (CPC) to victory and
took control, the three eponymous leaders
wielded unquestioned authority over the party
and the country. Between 1949 and 2026, there
have, no doubt, been many other leaders who
steered the country’s fortunes, but it is Mao,
Deng and Mr. Xi who left an indelible stamp on
China’s fortunes and progress.

The ‘inner devils’

Across China, signs of Mr. Xi’s authority are
markedly evident. However, even as China has
emerged as the second most powerful country, it
faces its own ‘inner devils’. Periodic purges at the
highest levels of state institutions have led to
conflicting interpretations as to the real state of
affairs. While China outwardly appears to be a
monolith, several purges have been intended to
eliminate opposition to the leader of the time.
This was also the case during the periods of Mao
and Deng.

In the latest purge, Mr. Xi removed the highly
placed general of the Peoples’ Liberation Army
(PLA) , and vice-chairman of the Central Military
Commission, General Zhang Youxia, and another
another senior officer, Gen. Liu Zhenli, from the
highest policymaking body of the CPC. The purge
also claimed nine military law makers from
China’s Parliament including Ground Force
C der Li Qi ing and Infc i
Support Force Political Commissar Li Wei. It is
worth examining whether this is merely another
purge by Mr. Xi or an indication of the growing
challenges to his leadership. A hint to this effect is
the language used to describe Gen. Zhang in the
People’s Liberation Army Daily, viz. ‘a toxin that
had to be incised’. This could lead to an inference
of inner party struggles at the top of the Chinese
Communist pyramid. While by no means proven,
it is still worth examining.

Even during Mao’s lifetime, there was the
infamous Liu Shaoqi episode, which though not
acknowledged as a power struggle, is viewed by
experts as having been an abortive challenge to
Mao’s supremacy. While Mr. Xi appears to have
emerged successful, yet again, the fig leaf of
another massive anti-corruption purge is
beginning to wear thin. It merits a rethink of
China today as a monolith, facing few internal
challenges.

‘a

Most prophets seem to flounder when it comes
to making political predictions. While Mr. Xi may
appear stronger on the surface following the
recent purges, it is worth considering the nature
of the ‘inner devils’ said to be hindering China’s
progress. Analysing China’s future clearly

ML.K. Nar:

is a former Director,
Intelligence Bureau,
a former National
Security Adviser,
and a former
Governor of

West Bengal

Given China’s
global position.
the prevailing
situation within
the country
demands closer
and deeper
understanding
of events

etter compr of where China
stands today.

Over the years, the mask that China is a
monolith has been wearing thin. Insightful
analysis would seem to suggest that belief in the
goals set by the leadership has been declining,
producing a degree of ‘trust deficit’. Together
with a less than optimistic assessment of the state
of the Chinese economy, and the problems faced

i itical institutions, it may be
ns are increasing, and
are beginning to impact the highest levels of the
party. Dealing with such a situation would
undoubtedly require drastic measures to retain
control and ‘snuff out’ all opposition to the
leadership, even at the highest party levels. This,
rather than accusations of corruption against
senior party functionaries, would seem a more
plausible explanation for the periodic purges
taking place.

Dents to global credibility

Exacerbating international tensions and China’s
apparent ineffectiveness in addressing challenges
beyond its ‘near abroad’ — namely East and
Southeast Asia — seem to have damaged its image
as a global power, potentially intensifying
tensions within the CPC leadership. Venezuela
was a test case of China’s global outreach in this
respect at the beginning of 2026. China failed the
test and could not counter United States
President Donald Trump’s assertions that the
Western Hemisphere belonged to the U.S. and no
one else. This despite China having invested a
great deal in Venezuela in recent years. More
recently, in West Asia, China again failed to

d ate its ability to checl the U.S. and
prevent an attack on Iran, leading to the death of
Iran’s supreme leader, Ayatollah Khamenei.

The outcome in West Asia has, incidentally,
prompted unfavourable comparisons between
Chinese weaponry and that of the U.S. and the
West, further harming China’s reputation. China’s
conspicuous incapability to counter the U.S. both
in the Western Hemisphere and in West Asi

having reper ions and may have
possibly impacted China’s image beyond repair.
In China’s eyes, it has, meanwhile, shattered a
carefully contrived impression that China is more

China is indeed undergoing a turmoil at the very
highest levels of the CPC. What is discernible is
that a normally belligerent China has, of late,
been acting with far greater circumspection than
usual in its dealings with the world at large, and
with the U.S. in particular. This is even more
surprising considering that China is riding a wave
of turbocharged innovation in many areas such as
electric vehicles, pharmaceuticals and lo cS,
and, of late, Artificial Intelligence. In all this,
China appears well ahead of the curve.

A reticence

‘What is even more surprising is that — and with
the exception of Taiwan — China, of late, has been
disinclined to take a confrontational posture,
vis-a-vis the U.S., even deferring to it on some
issues. The journey of a Chinese cargo ship, in
late 2025, from Asia to Europe, through the Arctic
Ocean, that was completed in a fortnight as
against the normal three weeks (through the Suez
Canal), would normally have been heralded by
China as evidence of the emergence of a ‘Polar
Silk Road’. But China has preferred to play down
this achievement, stating that this contributes to
‘supply chain stability’.

Strategic experts are confounded by this
display of reticence, and feel that it is intended to
avoid ruffling the feathers of western powers at a
time when China’s economy is facing certain
problems and Mr. Trump has warned of the
threat posed to U.S. interests in Greenland by
Chinese ships in the vicinity. Apart from this,
China’s unwillingness to press its claims to being
a ‘near Arctic State’ requires a valid explanation.
Most strategic experts seem to feel that problems
at the highest levels of the CPC can be the only
plausible explanation.

‘What also needs valid explanation is the
general mood of pessimism that appears to be
sweeping across China. No plausible explanation
has emerged so far. Cracks in the Communist
party monolith could possibly be one
explanation. Or it might well be an aggravating
fear — about ‘the wind in the tower heralding a
great storm’. All this might appear rather
far-fetched for now, but is worthy of more
detailed analysis, given the past history of
Chinese politics.

Given China’s position in the world, the
prevailing situation in China deserves a better
and more detailed understanding of what is
taking place. Events in China cast a shadow not
only over Asia but also over much of the world.
‘What is happening in China needs better

than equal to the West. It would be r to
surmise that this too would have led to
recriminations at the highest levels of the party,
even, perhaps, provoking a challenge to the
ruling dispensation.

It is, however uncertain, as of now, whether

and understanding. A more benign
and less antagonistic China would be of great
value to a world facing many crosscurrents. For
India, a return to an earlier era of ‘Hindi Chini
Bhai Bhai (Indians and Chinese are brothers")
would be a gift worth savouring.

Theoretical lens + Verbatim Quotes
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Summary

India’s Maritime Doctrine 2025 doctrine formalises the No War, No Peace (NWNP) operational category,
emphasises multi-domain operations, prioritises emerging technologies, and underscores jointness and
integration across the armed forces.
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