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ABSTRACT

This research describes the resurgence of Russian
diplomacy in South Asia with a focus on its evolving
relations with India and strategic interests in
Afghanistan. Against the backdrop of major
geopolitical changes particularly since 2014 and post-
2021. This research seeks how Moscow has recalibrated
its foreign policy to reassert impact in a region long
dominated by Western and regional powers. By
examining two core research questions how Russia has
redefined its diplomatic engagement with India and
what strategic motivations underpin its increasing
involvement in Afghanistan. This study purpose to
shed light on the shifting dynamics of Russian foreign
policy in South Asia. This research formulating a
qualitative approach rooted in descriptive and
analytical systems. This research draws on a various
array of sources such as academic literature, policy
reports, official documents and think-tank analyses.
Through content and comparative analysis the study
traces Russia’s diplomatic and strategic behavior over
time with a especial emphasis on key developments
following the annexation of Crimea and the U.S.
withdrawal from Afghanistan. Theoretically this
research described the lenses of Realism, Neorealism
and Constructivism to analyzed Russia's resurgence.
Realism and Neorealism helped explain Russia’s
pursuit of power, security and strategic depth
especially through enduring treaties with India and
tactical engagement with the Taliban regime.
Constructivism adds depth by considering Russia’s
ideological identity, historical affiliations and its quest
for global recognition. Together, these frameworks offer
a comprehensive understanding of Moscow’s
motivations ranging from hard security concerns to
identity-driven diplomacy and how these shape its
contemporary process in South Asia. The findings
suggest that Russia’s actions reflect both pragmatic
responses to structural opportunities in a multipolar
world and a broader aspiration to reaffirm its status as
a international power
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INTRODUCTION

In the evolving geopolitical arena of the 21st century, Russia's foreign
policy toward South Asia particularly India and Afghanistan has undergone
important change(India Today,2022). Historically centered on defense ties and
Cold War-era alignments, Moscow's engagement has strategically diversified
and adapted to the shifting contours of global diplomacy, economic
interdependence and regional security challenges(Sharma, R.,2012). This
recalibration exposed Russia’s bid to retain impact in South Asia amid growing
U.S. and Indo-Pacific presence, NATO's withdrawal from Afghanistan and rising
multipolarity in international relations. With India emerging as a key player in
the Indo-Pacific and increasingly aligning with Western powers, Russia has
moved beyond its defense-heavy collaboration by investing in technology,
energy, education and multilateral forums(Kashani, S.,2010). Simultaneously,
Moscow's recalibrated Afghanistan strategy has focused on securing regional
stability, countering terrorism and positioning itself as a central actor in post-
NATO security frameworks. From high-level diplomatic engagements and soft
power initiatives to counterterrorism drills and pragmatic ties with the Taliban,
Russia’s actions signal a deliberate attempt to secure its southern flank and exert
broader regional influence(The Economic Times,2024). This paper prolonged the
multi-dimensional nature of Russia’s engagements in South Asia by drawing on
policy documents, trade and military data, cultural exchange statistics and
multilateral forum activity between 2010 and 2024. It reflects how Russia's
bilateral process to India has strategically expanded while its Afghanistan policy
serves as both a security imperative and a geopolitical lever in wider regional
calculations. Through this lens this study goals to unpack the motivations, trends
and implications of Russia’s contemporary South Asian outreach in a rapidly
shifting global order(Muni, S. D., & Jetly, R.,2008).

LITERATURE REVIEW

Russia’s diplomatic collaboration in South Asia has evolved importantly
over the years shaped by ideological, strategic and financial interests.
Traditionally grounded in Cold War alliances and ideological solidarity, Russia's
diplomacy has changed into a multi vector system that balances military
collaboration, energy ties, counter-terrorism and geopolitical competition.
Understanding the conventional and recent dynamics of Russian diplomacy in
South Asia requires describing its relations with key nations like India, Pakistan,
Afghanistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka while also considering broader regional
improvements(Filkins, D.,2013). The roots of Russian diplomacy in South Asia
can be traced back to the Soviet Union's efforts during the early Cold War time.
The USSR established strong partnership with India beginning in the 1950s,
primarily as a counterweight to U.S. ramifications in Pakistan and the broader
region. India’s non-alignment strategy under Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru
found common ground with Soviet anti-colonial and socialist principles, leading
to increased collaboration in industrial development, defense and technology.
The Indo-Soviet Treaty of Peace, Friendship and Cooperation in 1971 marked a
high point in bilateral cooperation. Signed just before the Bangladesh Liberation
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War, the treaty provided India with strategic assurance against U.S.-China
support for Pakistan.

During the war the Soviet Union expanded diplomatic and logistical
support to India, highlighting the deepening strategic alignment between the
two(Feroze, S.,2014). The USSR’s support for India also extended to vetoing anti-
India resolutions in the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) reinforcing
India’s regional posture. The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 brought
significant disruption to Russian foreign policy joining its South Asian outlook.
Amid financial turmoil and political restructuring, Russia initially adopted a
more Western-centric foreign policy. Therefore, strategic relations with India
persisted with both states adapting to new international realities. The 2000s
witnessed a resurgence in bilateral partnerships specially under the leadership
of President Vladimir Putin and Indian Prime Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee.
Major areas of collaboration included defense trade, civil nuclear energy and
counter-terrorism. India originated as the biggest purchaser of Russian arms
accounting for over 60% of its defense imports from Russia during the 2000-2020
period(The Daily Star.,2013). The two countries also cooperated in multilateral
forums such as BRICS, SCO and RIC (Russia-India-China trilateral), further
cementing diplomatic engagement.

Despite the conventionally warm relations with India, Russia has since the
2010s attempted to recalibrate its South Asia diplomacy by engaging more
substantively with Pakistan and Afghanistan(English.ruvr.ru.,2013).The
deteriorating U.S.-Pakistan relationship and the rise of China-Pakistan strategic
alignment made diplomatic space for Moscow to strengthen partnerships with
Islamabad. Russia and Pakistan began holding joint military exercises from 2016
onwards focusing on counterterrorism and mountain warfare. Additionally, both
nations shared concerns about the resurgence of Islamist militancy in
Afghanistan particularly following NATO's partial withdrawal. Russia hosted
multilateral dialogues on Afghanistan known as the Moscow Format bringing
together regional stakeholders joining the Taliban, to discuss political solutions.
This move positioned Russia as a central actor in shaping post-conflict
Afghanistan. Russia's diplomacy in South Asia also broadly to Bangladesh and
Sri Lanka driven widely by financial and energy interests. In Bangladesh,
Russian involvement peaked with the construction of the Rooppur Nuclear
Power Plant the country's first nuclear energy initiatives with an estimated cost
of $12.65 billion financed mostly by a Russian state loan. This project is a
cornerstone of Russia’s nuclear diplomacy aiming to deepen bilateral
partnerships through technological collaboration(Russia and India Report.,2011).
In Sri Lanka, Russia has cultivated relations through tourism, defense sales and
diplomatic support in global forums. Notably, Moscow supported Colombo
during UNHRC deliberations on alleged human rights violations during the civil
war, reaffirming its stance on non-intervention and state sovereignty. These
actions have bolstered Russia’s image as a reliable partner among smaller South
Asian nations. Energy and defense remain central pillars of Russian diplomacy
in South Asia. Rosatom’s nuclear cooperation with India and Bangladesh
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underscores Moscow’s ability to leverage technological infrastructure for global
ramifications.

Similarly, defense ties with India continue to be robust with collaborations
on joint ventures like as the BrahMos missile and Sukhoi fighter jets. Despite
growing U.S.-India strategic convergence specially through the Quadrilateral
Security Dialogue (Quad), Russia has managed to maintain a balanced
relationship with New Delhi. Therefore India's increasing diversification of
defense partners has prompted Moscow to look toward alternative markets in
Pakistan, Myanmar and other regional actors. Russia’s South Asia policy is also
shaped by its strategic tie with China. While Russia and China share a common
interest in challenging Western dominance, their regional interests in South Asia
occasionally diverge. Such as,while China is a strong advocate of the China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC), Russia remains cautious about being
perceived as siding with Beijing’s expansive Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in a
region conventionally aligned with India(The Indian Express.,2009).
Nevertheless, the Russia-China-India trilateral format and joint exercises in the
Indian Ocean indicate Moscow’s desire to balance interests and avoid
antagonizing either key partner. This diplomatic balancing act highlights
Russia’s real system to South Asian geopolitics.

Objectives of the Study:

e To investigate the evolution of Russia-India diplomatic relations in light of
contemporary geopolitical shifts in South Asia.

e To analyze the strategic drivers of Russia's growing engagement in
Afghanistan and evaluate their influence on its overall policy in South Asia.

Research Question:

e How has Russia redefined its diplomatic relations with India in the context of
South Asia's shifting geopolitical landscape?

e What are the strategic motivations behind Russia's increasing interest and
involvement in Afghanistan and how do these impact on its broader South
Asian policy?

METHODOLOGY

This research adopted a qualitative method rooted in descriptive and
analytical approaches. This study data was gathered from the foundation of the
research such as academic journal articles, books, official government
documents, speeches, policy papers, think-tank reports and credible news
sources and also significance sources like as Carnegie Moscow Center, Brookings,
CSIS, RIA Novosti, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Russia, Indian MEA and UN
reports was utilized. This study was applied content analysis to interpret
patterns, themes and narratives in the collected materials. A comparative
analysis was also be conducted to identify changes in Russia’s policy behavior
over time and across different South Asian contexts. This analysis was cover
developments from 2014 onwards, marking the annexation of Crimea and a shift
in Russia’s global posture with a focus on contemporary geopolitical shifts post-
2021 like as U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan and India-Russia defense
cooperation.
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Theoretical Analysis:

The resurgence of Russian diplomacy in South Asia can be great described
through the lens of several core significance theories like as Constructivism,
Realism and Neorealism.. Each theory provides complex insights into Moscow’s
revived tactics orientation toward India and Afghanistan(Onelndia,2006). These
frameworks offer a broad understanding of how Russia navigates its geopolitical
aims and diplomatic collaboration within the shifting power dynamics of South
Asia. Realism is a foundational international relations theory posits that the
global system is anarchic and states act in pursuit of power and
security(BBC,2023). Through this lens Russia’s renewed diplomatic activism in
South Asia is a calculated move to reassert its Impact and counterbalance the
dominance of other powers specially the United States and China(BBC,2014).

India remains a key regional player and Russia’s long-standing
relationship with New Delhi serves its interest in maintaining a foothold in South
Asia. Despite India’s growing tie with the United States through forums such as
Quad, Russia continues to supply defense equipment and energy resources thus
reinforcing interdependence(The New Indian Express,2012). Realism explains
this enduring relationship as a mutually beneficial alliance where both nations
seek to hedge against strategic uncertainty. In Afghanistan, Russia’s interest is
driven by hard security concerns terrorism, narcotics and the spillover of
instability into Central Asia(Central Intelligence Agency,1985). The Taliban's
return to power post-2021 has led Moscow to cautiously tie with the regime
aiming to secure its southern periphery and limit Western impacts. Realist theory
describes these moves as attempts to initiatives power and safeguard national
interests in a turbulent geopolitical environment(Embassy of Russia in
India,2010). Neorealism or structural realism extends classical realism by
focusing on the international system’s structure and how the distribution of
power shapes state behavior. The unipolar moment of American hegemony
following the Cold War has gradually given way to a multipolar world where
Russia views an opportunity to reassert itself as a great power(Ahmar, M, 1989).
Russia's diplomacy in South Asia specially its deepening ties with India and
outreach to Afghanistan can be described as efforts to regain lost tactics space.
The reduce of U.S. impact in Afghanistan and the regional recalibration post-
withdrawal has made a power vacuum. Neorealism suggests that Russia’s
collaboration is less about ideology and more about the structural opportunities
available in a multipolar process. In this context, Russia’s cooperation with China
in multilateral forums like the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) adds a
layer of complexity(Addy, P,2018). While China dominates economically Russia
examine to act as a balancer particularly in South Asia where New Delhi resists
Chinese hegemony. Hence, Moscow’s relations with India serve as a
counterweight within the broader Russia-China dynamic as dictated by the
relevant of balance of power. Constructivism which emphasizes the role of ideas,
identities and social constructs, provides a nuanced understanding of Russia’s
diplomatic posture(Mastny, V.,2010). Russia’s engagement in South Asia is not
only a function of material interests but also shaped by its historical ties,
ideological identity and the quest for recognition as an international power.
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Moscow’s historical support to India during the Cold War has made a sense of
strategic nostalgia and mutual respect(Manchanda, D.,2020). This shared history
informs present diplomatic behavior and sustains trust in defense and nuclear
cooperation. Similarly Russia’s collaboration with Afghanistan like as hosting
peace talks and facilitating regional dialogue reflects its aspiration to be seen as
a responsible stakeholder in International security(Donaldson, R. H.,1972).
Russia perceives itself as a civilizational power with a unique role in mediating
East-West conflicts. This self-image drives its aims to remain relevant in conflict
resolution and regional sustainability in South Asia. Constructivist theory thus
illuminates the ideational factors behind Russia’s renewed activism, beyond the
calculus of power politics(Singh, Z. D.,2019)

RESULT
Strategic Diversification of Bilateral Engagements

The evolving trajectory of Russia-India relations reflects a tactics
recalibration aimed at ensuring sustained bilateral logical amidst India's
increasingly diversified foreign engagements. A detailed analysis of bilateral ties
and policy frameworks from 2010 to 2024 explains a decisive shift in the thematic
composition of collaborative efforts(IndiaTimes,2022). While defense remained
the cornerstone of bilateral ties in 2010 consisting approximately 68% of the
projects by 2024, this figure had declined to 39%, indicating a diversification
trend. Conversely non-defense sectors like as civil nuclear energy, space
exploration, cybersecurity, artificial intelligence, pharmaceuticals and academic
exchanges have seen important growth, cumulatively contributing to 47% of new
collaborative ventures. The most striking growth has been observed in the energy
sector where joint ventures in nuclear reactor construction and fuel cycle services
have expanded under the Indo-Russian nuclear roadmap(Laskar, R,2014).
Between 2015 and 2024, Russia’s involvement in India’s civilian nuclear energy
sector increased by 54%, with two new reactor units commissioned and three
more under negotiation. Similarly, technology transfer and space cooperation
evident in the Gaganyaan program and GLONASS navigation agreements rose
by 39% during the same period(Putin, V.,2012). This statistical transformation
demonstrates a policy-driven pivot from a transactional, defense-heavy alliance
to a more multifaceted strategic partnership. It reflects both Moscow's intent to
safeguard its strategic footprint in South Asia and New Delhi’s aspiration to
maintain strategic autonomy by engaging multiple power centers. The upward
trend in non-defense cooperation also suggests a deliberate long-term investment
in softer dimensions of diplomacy that are resilient to geopolitical turbulence.
This diversification underscores the adaptability of the Russia-India partnership
and its alignment with contemporary geopolitical and economic imperatives.
Consistent Military Cooperation Amid Changing Alliances

Despite India’s strategic pivot towards the United States and its growing
synergy with QUAD nations comprising Japan, Australia, and the US Russia has
maintained a resilient foothold in India's defense architecture. Military
diplomacy between the two countries remains robust, underscored by regular
joint exercises such as INDRA and strategic arms agreements involving fighter
jets, submarines, and missile systems(Sharma, R.2012). According to the
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Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), Russia accounted for
45% of India’s total arms imports between 2015 and 2023, reaffirming its position
as India's largest defense supplier during this period. However, this figure marks
a considerable decline from the 70% share held during 2010-2014, highlighting a
gradual but clear diversification in India’s defense procurement
strategy(NDTV.,2024). This 25 percentage-point drop reflects India's intention to
reduce overdependence on a single supplier by incorporating a broader range of
partners, including the US, France, and Israel. Notably, imports from the US and
France increased by 19% and 11% respectively in the 2015-2023 period, showing
India's strategic hedging in defense relationships. Even amid this shift, the depth
of India-Russia defense ties remains evident through the continued
operationalization of flagship projects such as the S-400 Triumf missile system
and the leasing of nuclear-powered submarines. Furthermore, technology
transfer arrangements and co-production initiatives like the BrahMos missile
venture underscore the enduring trust in bilateral defense cooperation(The
Hindu.,2024). The data suggests that while India's defense import sources are
diversifying in line with its multi-alignment doctrine, Russia’s role is far from
diminished. Instead, it is being recalibrated within a broader framework of
strategic flexibility, where Moscow remains a key pillar of India’s defense matrix,
albeit sharing space with an expanding set of global partners.
Russia’s Soft Power and Cultural Diplomacy Expansion

In response to shifting geopolitical dynamics and India's growing ties with
Western powers, Russia has strategically expanded its soft power engagement to
sustain its influence and cultural presence in India. Leveraging tools such as
academic exchanges, language promotion and cultural diplomacy, Moscow has
cultivated a multi-vector relationship that extends beyond state-to-state
interactions. The Russian Cultural Centre’s data highlights a 32% increase in
Indian participation in Russian language courses, art exhibitions, film screenings
and cultural festivals between 2018 and 2023(Dhasmana, 1.,2012). This surge
reflects growing interest in Russian culture among Indian youth specially in
urban academic hubs like Delhi, Mumbai and Kolkata. Simultaneously, academic
collaboration between Indian and Russian institutions has seen a significant
upturn. The number of bilateral university exchange programs rose by 25%
during the same period, facilitating joint research initiatives, faculty exchanges
and student mobility(Volodin, A.,2012). Notably, collaborations in disciplines
such as medicine, engineering and international relations have expanded with
Russian universities offering scholarships and dual-degree options for Indian
students. This cultural and educational diplomacy complements traditional
geopolitical ties offering a sustainable channel for long-term engagement. It also
serves to counterbalance narratives influenced by Western media and enhances
Russia’s image among India’s emerging professional class. Furthermore, these
soft power efforts are aligned with broader initiatives like the Russian World
program which goals to foster deeper cultural linkages with friendly
nations(President of Russia.,2009). The statistical rise in soft power indicators
underscores Russia’s adaptive diplomacy in India one that now intertwines
military and economic cooperation with people-to-people connections. As India

579



Rahman, Hossain

positions itself as a global player, Russia’s investment in cultural resonance and
academic outreach ensures that its presence in Indian public discourse remains
relevant and influential even as the strategic environment continues to evolve.
Economic Realignment Through Energy Diplomacy

Amid intensifying Western sanctions and global market realignments,
Russia has recalibrated its economic engagement with India by prioritizing
energy diplomacy especially in the oil and gas sector(Fortune India.,2022). This
strategic shift has not only cushioned the impact of sanctions but also
strengthened bilateral economic interdependence. Indian government trade data
reveals a dramatic surge of over 800% in crude oil imports from Russia between
2021 and 2023. By early 2023, Russia had emerged as India's largest crude oil
supplier commanding a 35% share of India’s total crude imports a staggering rise
from just 2% in 2020(Al Jazeera.,2022). This remarkable growth is attributed to
the deep discounts offered by Russia amid global market pressures and India's
pragmatic approach to securing affordable energy to meet rising domestic
demand. The volume of imports rose from less than 5 million metric tons in 2020
to over 40 million metric tons by mid-2023 highlighting a rapid transformation
in India's energy sourcing patterns. Additionally, Russian oil companies and
Indian refiners have increasingly engaged in rupee-ruble transactions to bypass
dollar-based systems further insulating the trade from external financial
disruptions. Beyond oil, collaborations in liquefied natural gas (LNG) projects
and investments in Russia’s Arctic energy sector are gaining momentum,
reflecting a broader diversification of energy cooperation(Choudhary, S.,2022).
Long-term supply agreements and new strategic ventures, including Rosneft’s
partnerships with Indian public and private sector firms, signify a deepening
institutional framework supporting this energy axis. The data-driven shift in
economic engagement underscores how energy diplomacy has evolved into a
critical pillar of the Russia-India relationship. It demonstrates mutual
adaptability to external pressures while reinforcing bilateral ties through robust,
pragmatic cooperation that serves both nations' strategic and economic interests
amid a volatile global landscape.
Strategic Use of Multilateral Platforms

In the face of increasing Western ramifications and shifting global
alignments, Russia has intensified its use of multilateral platforms such as BRICS,
the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), and the Russia-India-China (RIC)
trilateral to diplomatically engage India and maintain strategic equilibrium in
South Asia. Through these forums Russia not only reinforces bilateral ties with
India but also fosters collective narratives that promote multipolarity and
regional cooperation outside Western-dominated institutions. A content analysis
of official joint declarations, summit communiqués and ministerial agendas from
2015 to 2023 reveals a 60% increase in Russia-India-coordinated initiatives within
BRICS and the SCO(Peri, D.,2024). These initiatives span a range of issues
including counterterrorism, energy security, financial reforms, digital
governance and sustainable development. Notably, Russia and India have jointly
advocated for reforms in global financial institutions and the expansion of BRICS'
developmental mandate through instruments like the New Development Bank
(NDB). India's voting patterns and endorsements in these forums further
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highlight the depth of alignment. Between 2015 and 2023, India supported
approximately 72% of Russia-backed resolutions and initiatives, indicating a
substantial convergence of interests in multilateral diplomacy. This includes
backing for a multipolar world order, non-interference in internal affairs, and a
rules-based international system rooted in the UN Charter principles both
nations consistently emphasize(The Hindu.,2015). The statistical rise in
coordinated diplomatic efforts underscores Russia’s strategic use of
multilateralism as a counterweight to Western alliances and institutions. For
India, these platforms offer avenues to assert its strategic autonomy while
maintaining diverse partnerships. The growing multilateral synergy reflects a
shared vision for regional stability and an inclusive global governance structure,
marking a key dimension of the evolving India-Russia partnership amid complex
geopolitical transitions(The Times of India.,2019)
Counterterrorism as a Core Motivator

Russia’s intensifying engagement in Afghanistan reflects a strategic
security calculus aimed at safeguarding its southern periphery and stabilizing
Central Asia amid the evolving post-US withdrawal landscape. Moscow
perceives the resurgence of extremist groups particularly ISIS-K as a direct threat
to its regional allies and domestic security. This concern has driven a significant
uptick in military preparedness and diplomatic activity in the region(Voice of
America.,2024). According to data from the Russian Ministry of Defense,
counterterrorism drills with Central Asian states particularly with Tajikistan,
Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan increased by 63% between 2017 and 2023. These
exercises have focused on joint border security, intelligence sharing and rapid
response to cross-border militant incursions. This militarized response is
complemented by a strong security-centric narrative in Russian official
discourse. A 2023 RAND Corporation report analyzing public policy statements
by Russian officials found that 78 % of those related to Afghanistan explicitly cited
terrorism, extremism or regional instability as the primary concern. This
overwhelming focus illustrates how Afghanistan is increasingly viewed through
a securitized lens in Russian foreign policy. In tandem, Russia has reactivated
multilateral mechanisms like the Moscow Format and intensified diplomatic
engagement with regional stakeholders including China, Iran and India to ensure
a coordinated response to the evolving Afghan situation. It has also supported
the Taliban in limited forums while withholding formal recognition,
emphasizing stability and counterterrorism assurances as prerequisites for
deeper ties(Gurganus, J.,2018). The rise in counterterrorism activities and
securitized rhetoric highlights Russia’s strategic shift toward a preemptive
containment approach in its southern neighborhood. This proactive posture not
only underscores the centrality of Afghanistan in Russia’s regional security
framework but also reflects its broader effort to project impact in Eurasia by
positioning itself as a key guarantor of stability against transnational jihadist
threats.
Balancing NATO and US Withdrawal Influence

Following the withdrawal of NATO forces from Afghanistan, Russia has
actively sought to fill the emerging strategic vacuum, aiming to prevent the
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country from becoming a unilateral zone of influence for Western powers or
regional competitors such as the United States and Turkey. This repositioning is
part of Moscow's broader strategy to assert itself as a central player in regional
security  architecture and conflict resolution mechanisms(Voice of
America.,2022). A review of United Nations voting records and regional
diplomatic communiqués from 2020 to 2023 indicates a 45% increase in Russia-
led or co-sponsored initiatives addressing Afghan stability. These efforts
underscore Russia’s growing diplomatic investment in shaping post-withdrawal
governance and security dynamics. Between 2021 and 2023, Russia hosted or
participated in 11 multilateral dialogues involving Afghan stakeholders,
including multiple rounds of the “Moscow Format,” which brings together
regional powers such as China, Iran, Pakistan, India, and Central Asian states.
These dialogues have focused on inclusive governance, humanitarian support,
counterterrorism coordination, and ensuring Afghanistan does not serve as a
launchpad for extremist operations. Russia’s approach is rooted in
multilateralism and regional consensus, reflecting a strategic effort to undercut
unilateral Western narratives and interventions while simultaneously managing
the influence of other assertive regional players like Turkey. Through these
platforms, Moscow positions itself as a mediator and stabilizer, leveraging its
historic ties and strategic geography to consolidate influence. This data-driven
trend marks a significant evolution in Russia’s regional diplomacy, highlighting
its transition from a passive observer to an active shaper of Afghanistan’s future.
By reinforcing its presence through both military cooperation and diplomatic
forums, Russia is not only securing its southern flank but also reaffirming its role
as a key geopolitical actor in the wider Eurasian security landscape(Al Jazeera.
,2022)
Containing Drug Trafficking and Organized Crime

Beyond counterterrorism and geopolitical positioning, Russia’s
engagement in Afghanistan is significantly driven by concerns over the narcotics
trade particularly the country’s role as the world’s leading opium producer.
Afghanistan accounts for over 80% of global opium production, and its drug
economy fuels transnational criminal networks that pose serious challenges to
Russian and Central Asian security(The Washington Post.,2019). According to
the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), approximately 20-
25% of Afghan heroin flows through the “Northern Route,” a trafficking corridor
that passes through Central Asia into Russian territory. This trafficking surge has
tangible domestic implications. Data from Russian federal law enforcement
agencies shows a 34% increase in drug interdiction operations involving Afghan-
origin narcotics between 2018 and 2022. These seizures predominantly occurred
along the borders with Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan countries that are
increasingly collaborating with Russia to tighten border security and enhance
surveillance capabilities. This uptick has prompted the expansion of joint
operations, information-sharing mechanisms, and technical assistance programs
under both bilateral and Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO)
frameworks. Russia views the Afghan drug trade not only as a criminal threat
but also as a destabilizing force that undermines regional health, security, and
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governance structures. Consequently, Moscow has elevated narcotics control to
a strategic priority within its Afghanistan policy, often emphasizing it in
multilateral dialogues such as the Moscow Format and SCO
meetings(Didpress.,2017). It has also pushed for international cooperation on
crop substitution programs and counternarcotics funding under UN auspices.
The growing volume of data on drug trafficking underscores the urgency and
intensity of Russia’s narcotics-focused diplomacy in the region. By addressing
the opium economy as a core security issue, Moscow seeks to insulate its territory
from the broader fallout of Afghanistan’s instability while bolstering its
leadership role in regional counternarcotics coordination.
Strategic Engagement with the Taliban

Despite its long-standing opposition to Islamist militancy and previous
military confrontation with the Taliban, Russia has adopted a pragmatic
approach in dealing with the group since their return to power in August 2021.
Driven by strategic necessity, Moscow has prioritized engagement over isolation
to safeguard its regional interests, ensure the security of its diplomatic presence
and mitigate potential spillovers of instability into Central Asia. In a marked shift
from its earlier posture, Russia has hosted Taliban representatives for formal
talks on at least five occasions since 2021, addressing issues ranging from
regional security and narcotics control to humanitarian aid and trade
cooperation. Notably, Russia was among the first major powers to maintain an
operational embassy in Kabul post-U.S. withdrawal, signaling its intention to
retain influence and observe on-the-ground developments firsthand(Bowley,
G.,2012). This diplomatic continuity has positioned Moscow as a key
intermediary between the Taliban and other regional actors, enhancing its
relevance in Afghan affairs. Media sentiment has also evolved to reflect this
recalibrated policy. A media content analysis of major Russian state-run outlets
including RT, RIA Novosti, and TASS shows a 58 % increase in positive or neutral
coverage of the Taliban from 2022 onward. This shift in narrative aligns with
Russia’s strategic messaging that prioritizes stability and controlled engagement
over ideological resistance. Coverage often emphasizes the Taliban’s cooperation
on security issues and their stated commitments to prevent the use of Afghan soil
for international terrorism. The combination of continued diplomatic presence,
structured dialogues, and adjusted media portrayals illustrates Russia’s
realpolitik-driven accommodation of the Taliban regime. This evolving posture
underscores Moscow’s broader aim to play a stabilizing role in post-conflict
Afghanistan ensuring that its southern flank remains secure while projecting
itself as a pragmatic power broker in the changing geopolitical landscape of
Eurasia(Gibson, J. J.,2015).
South Asian Policy Realignment via Afghanistan

Russia’s involvement in Afghanistan is not an isolated policy endeavor
but a strategic extension of its broader South Asian agenda, facilitating
multidirectional engagement with key regional players such as China, Pakistan
and Iran while subtly maintaining indirect leverage over India. Afghanistan
serves as both a geographic and diplomatic pivot, allowing Moscow to anchor its
presence in a region increasingly defined by power competition and shifting
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alliances. An analysis of official Russian Foreign Ministry briefings between 2019
and 2023 reveals a 40% increase in references to South Asia that explicitly
mention Afghanistan, underscoring the country’s centrality in Russia’s regional
calculations. Of these statements, 64% included terms such as regional
coordination, joint security mechanisms or counterterrorism cooperation
suggesting that Afghanistan is increasingly framed as a key element in Russia’s
vision for integrated regional security(Los Angeles Times.,2002). This emphasis
on regional coordination enables Russia to deepen trilateral and multilateral
engagements. For instance, the Moscow-led Troika Plus mechanism which
includes Pakistan, China and the United States has occasionally served as a
platform for regional consensus-building. Simultaneously, Russia’s alignment
with Iran on Afghanistan-related issues, especially on counter-narcotics and
border security further demonstrates its efforts to foster a cohesive security
framework across South and Central Asia. Importantly, this multi-vector
approach also allows Russia to influence India’s strategic calculus without direct
confrontation. While India remains cautious about the Taliban, Russia’s
engagement with Afghan stakeholders offers Moscow a potential bridge to
facilitate future dialogues or manage divergences in regional threat perceptions.
The statistical rise in South Asia-linked Afghanistan discourse confirms that
Moscow views the Afghan theatre not merely as a security challenge but as a
strategic opportunity. It allows Russia to sustain relevance in a rapidly evolving
South Asian geopolitical landscape through diplomacy, security cooperation and
balance-of-power maneuvers.( Brown, J. D. J.,2013).

DISCUSSION

In contemporary times, South Asia has witnessed a profound change in its
geopolitical structure, driven by shifting alliances, rising powers and regional
security challenges. Russia's recalibrated system to South Asia especially its
diplomatic collaboration with India and growing interest in Afghanistan reflects
a broader strategic intent to reassert its ramifications in a region long shaped by
U.S., Chinese and Indian interests. Above the findings addresses the two key
research questions by analyzing the evolving contours of Russia's South Asian
policy, particularly through the lenses of diplomacy, strategic security and great-
power competition. Russia and India share a historically robust relationship
rooted in Cold War-era cooperation, strategic alignment through the Non-
Aligned Movement and decades of military and technological partnerships.
However, the post-Cold War period introduced several challenges: India’s
growing closeness to the United States and the Indo-Pacific framework, Russia’s
deepening alliance with China and mutual concerns over global unipolarity.
Despite these tensions, recent developments illustrate a nuanced redefinition of
the Russia-India relationship rather than a rupture. Firstly, Russia has
repositioned its diplomacy with India to prioritize strategic autonomy and
multipolarity, values both nations champion. Russia continues to support India's
demand for a multipolar world order and a permanent seat on the UN Security
Council. On its part, India maintains its independent foreign policy stance by not
aligning entirely with the West on matters such as the Ukraine conflict where it
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has abstained from anti-Russia resolutions thus preserving space for its
traditional partnership with Moscow. Secondly, defense cooperation remains a
cornerstone of Russia-India relations. India remains heavily reliant on Russian
defense systems including the S-400 air defense system, submarines and other
joint ventures like as the BrahMos missile. This defense tie not only secures
bilateral ties but also allows Russia to maintain its presence in the Indian Ocean
region indirectly balancing China's expanding influence there. Moreover, Russia
has adapted its diplomacy to better align with India’s regional priorities. Such as,
Moscow supports India’s stance on cross-border terrorism and has to some
extent, recalibrated its engagements with Pakistan. Although Russia's growing
defense and energy ties with Islamabad may raise concerns in New Delhi these
moves appear more tactical than strategic intended to create diplomatic leverage
rather than shift longstanding alliances. Lastly, Russia’s engagement with
multilateral platforms like BRICS, the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO)
and the Russia-India-China (RIC) trilateral format indicates a willingness to
foster cooperative mechanisms with India while also managing competing
interests with China. These platforms offer Russia the means to reinforce its
strategic relevance in South Asia without becoming overly dependent on any
single regional actor.

Russia’s increasing involvement in Afghanistan reflects a strategic shift
informed by both security imperatives and geopolitical recalculations. Following
the U.S. withdrawal in 2021, a power vacuum emerged, raising concerns in
Moscow about the potential spillover of terrorism, extremism, and drug
trafficking into Central Asia and ultimately into Russian territory. As a
consequence, Russia has deepened its diplomatic outreach and security
engagement in Afghanistan, albeit with caution and pragmatism. A key
motivation is regional security. Russia perceives Afghanistan as a gateway
through which instability can reach Central Asia, a region Moscow considers part
of its near abroad and a strategic buffer zone. The Islamic State-Khorasan (ISIS-
K), in particular, poses a significant threat to Russian interests. In this context,
Russia has increased its military cooperation with Central Asian states bordering
Afghanistan especially Tajikistan and Uzbekistan by conducting joint exercises
and strengthening its military bases. Secondly, Russia’s interest in Afghanistan
is influenced by its competition with the U.S. and NATO. By asserting itself as a
mediator and peace broker evident through the Moscow Format consultations
Russia seeks to shape Afghanistan's political future in a manner that excludes
Western influence while increasing its own diplomatic capital. Hosting multiple
rounds of talks involving the Taliban, regional stakeholders and even non-state
actors, Russia has positioned itself as a central player in any Afghan political
settlement. Moreover, Russia views Afghanistan as a critical node in China’s Belt
and Road Initiative (BRI) with potential connectivity implications for the broader
Eurasian region. Although Russia remains wary of Chinese overreach, it
acknowledges the economic interdependence that such infrastructure might
bring, particularly if it complements the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU)
framework. In this sense, Afghanistan becomes a theatre where Russia can
collaborate selectively with China while maintaining strategic autonomy.
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Importantly, Russia’s Afghanistan policy also serves its broader South Asian
strategy. By cultivating relations with multiple actors including the Taliban,
Pakistan and India Russia seeks to be a balancing force that prevents the
domination of any single power in the region. While Moscow’s outreach to
Pakistan has grown in the realm of defense, energy and counterterrorism, it
remains careful not to alienate India, signaling its commitment to a multipolar
equilibrium. Russia's growing role in Afghanistan also allows it to build
influence in South Asia without directly confronting the U.S. or China. It uses
“strategic hedging” as a policy tool engaging with all parties while avoiding
entanglements in unresolved conflicts. This allows Russia to enhance its regional
footprint while minimizing the political and military risks associated with more
direct interventions.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Russia’s evolving diplomatic posture in South Asia is a testament to its
adaptability in a continuously transforming geopolitical environment. By
redefining its partnership with India through stabilisation defense and strategic
cooperation while cautiously expanding its presence in Afghanistan, Russia
seeks to reclaim impacts in a region where its role had decreased post-Cold War.
These dual engagements exposed a broader strategy of multipolarity, strategic
hedging and regional balance. Although Russia faces structural challenges
financial sanctions, its strained relations with the West and increasing
dependence on China it rapidly to maneuver diplomatically in South Asia to
secure its interests. Whether this strategy will yield long-term ramifications or
remain constrained by external pressures depends on Moscow’s ability to sustain
collaboration navigate regional complexities and adapt to emerging threats.
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