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Abstract

The discourse surrounding the emergence of a multipolar world is at the forefront of global
policy debates. In this context, different states have formulated distinct conceptions of what a
multipolar order should look like and what it means for their strategic interests. Russia and India
both speak of multipolarity, but they do not mean the same thing. In Russia, the idea grew out
of Eurasianist thinking, most visibly in Aleksandr Dugin’s work. In India, it has primarily served
as a practical tool for keeping options open, as seen in its continued purchase of Russian oil
after 2022 while still maintaining ties with the Quad partners. This paper compares the two
conceptions: where they overlap, where they split, and what that means for India’s strategic
autonomy. The split matters especially now. Russia is leaning heavily on China, while India is
working with several major powers at once. If Russia becomes the junior partner in Eurasia,
the room India has to manoeuvre changes. This paper therefore traces how changes in
Eurasian power dynamics may affect India’s strategic space.
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Introduction

The emergence of a multipolar world order has become an important debate in contemporary
international relations. ‘Multipolarity’ is used both descriptively to denote shifts in the distribution
of power and normatively as an aspiration for a more equitable international order, yet, its
meaning remains contested even among states advocating it." The pursuit of a multipolar order
has frequently been coupled with an assertion of the plurality and autonomy of distinct
civilisational states. Both India and Russia call for a multipolar world and object to Western
dominance, but they mean different things by it. For Russian hardliners like Aleksandr Dugin,
multipolarity is civilisational, i.e. separate “great spaces” organised around distinct civilisations,
with Russia leading a Eurasian bloc.? For India, while rooted in its self-identification as a distinct
civilization-state, multipolarity is more often than not a way to widen its choices and avoid
dependence on any single power. The gap between these views is becoming more important.
Russia is growing closer to China, while India is managing ties with Russia, the United States
and others at the same time. What Moscow means by multipolarity, and how far Beijing goes

to support it, now bears directly on the room India has to manoeuvre.

The literature has mostly treated these as separate subjects. Work on Russian Eurasianism,
such as that of Michael Millerman,? focuses on the ideas themselves. Work on India’s strategic
autonomy and multi-alignment, focuses on policy. Mollestam and Saini offer the closest
comparison, setting Indian and Russian approaches to multipolarity within the wider India-
Russia relationship. Their report, however, treats Russian multipolarity as mainly a state policy
and does not trace its Eurasianist roots. Furthermore, their report does discuss the China
factor, but mainly as part of the bilateral relationship; strategic autonomy is not its central
analytical question.* This paper takes that comparison further in two ways. It treats Russian
Eurasianism as an intellectual framework, drawing on Dugin’s work, and compares it with
India’s conception of multipolarity. It then asks what their overlap and divergence mean for

India’s strategic autonomy.



Russian Eurasianism and Multipolarity

On 24 February 2022, Russia launched an invasion of Ukraine and justified its actions primarily
in terms of a “Special Military Operation” aimed at the de-Nazification of Ukraine and the
protection of the rights and aspirations of Russian separatists in the Donbas. Russia has also,
time and again, expressed its strong opposition to NATO’s eastward expansion, which it has
criticised as being contrary to the assurances given by NATO in 1990 that it would not expand
eastward beyond German territory. Russia and the United States of America (USA) may not
be engaged in an ideological conflict of the kind witnessed during the Cold War today, but
tensions and strategic conflict between them continue. One such area of conflict revolves
around the Kremlin’s critique of Western hegemony and “universalism” in the realm of values
and moral principles, with the United States often portrayed as the principal proponent of this
Western order. The idea is that if the West has stood for ideas of democracy, human rights and
economic reforms, the ‘Eurasian’ landmass must also stand for and strongly assert its own
interests and ideals.® It has been in light of this that Russian President Vladimir Putin’s vision
of ‘Eurasia’, a geopolitical space that spans Russian influence over both Europe and Asia has

resurfaced as another possible explanation to account for the invasion of Ukraine.

Although Putin acknowledged the mistakes of the Soviet past in his 2015 UN address,® he had
earlier described the collapse of the Soviet Union as the “greatest geopolitical catastrophe” of
the twentieth century.” While neither Russia nor any of the other former Soviet republics want
to resurrect the Soviet Union, there is a consensus among some of these states that in today’s
multipolar world, sovereign nations should be free to form independent associations.8 This idea
found expression, for example, in 1991, when the Commonwealth of Independent States was
established and then in 2000 when the Eurasian Economic Community (replaced by the
Eurasian Economic Union in 2015) came into being. To enhance the cooperation among some
of the former Soviet republics, leaders have expressed their interest in the creation of a
Eurasian Political Union. However, as Lukin argues, strengthening post-Soviet integration to
such a level raises questions about the underlying motives and philosophies.® This is where

understanding the views of Aleksandr Dugin becomes important.
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‘Putin’s Brain’: The Worldview of Aleksandr Dugin

Aleksandr Dugin, theorist of civilizational multipolarity and founder of the International Eurasian
Movement gained widespread attention, especially in the West, post an article in 2014 called
“Putin’s Brain: Alexander Dugin and the Philosophy Behind Putin’s Invasion of Crimea”."® His
Neo-Eurasianist philosophy and the “fourth political theory” are an extension of Eurasianism,
which promotes the existence of different civilizations and a dualistic understanding of
geopolitics described as “Thalassocracy vs. Tellurocracy” or in the contemporary world,
“Atlanticism vs. Eurasianism”.'" Eurasianists like Dugin understand Russia to be neither
completely European, nor wholly Asian, but an amalgamation of both, thereby having an
“original identity.”'? This idea finds expression in Russian foreign ministry’s affirmation of a
special identity for Russia as a “unique country-civilization and a vast Eurasian and Euro-Pacific
power”.'3 Moreover, according to Dugin, Russia’s role in the world extends to being a

“vanguard” for other civilizations to safeguard their freedom. '

Dugin is against the ideas of “economics as destiny”, globalisation, postmodernity, end of
history, “post-liberalism as a universal practice” and “the inertia of the processes of civilisation”
and he attempts to revive traditional values (religion, hierarchy, and family).’ This view is
reflected in key Russian strategic documents. The 2021 National Security Strategy emphasized
the importance of defending “traditional Russian values”.'® Later, the 2023 Foreign Policy
Concept affirmed Russia’s unique role in uniting the peoples who shared the cultural and

civilizational values of the “Russian world”.1”

Indian Notions of Multipolarity

India’s worldview and its aspirations for a multipolar world order seem to be rooted in its self-
identification as a “civilisational state”® as much as in any strategic imperative. In the words of
External Affairs Minister Dr. S. Jaishankar, India’s identity as “Bharat”, a “civilizational state”
rather than only a national polity, “implies not only rebalancing in politics and economics, but
in the cultural domain as well.”"® He suggests that India’s distinct civilizational outlook and
approach to world affairs can contribute to a more stable international order and help shape

the emergence of multipolarity.? The conception of India as a civilizational state that is most
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closely associated with the present government is rooted in the “Hindutva” perspective which
views India primarily as a Hindu civilizational state. From this perspective, India encompasses
the principal sacred geography of Hinduism and constitutes the homeland of the majority of
Hindus.?" The aspiration for India not merely to rise as a global power but also to provide global
leadership rooted in its cultural and spiritual heritage is reflected in the idea of India as a
“Vishwaguru,” or “world teacher,” which has gained prominence in contemporary Indian political

discourse.?2223

From an Indian perspective, multipolarity can be understood as a natural feature of the
international order. It denotes a global system in which multiple civilisational states coexist as
distinct and foundational centres of power. Such an order recognises the coexistence of diverse
values, civilisational traditions, cultural norms, belief systems, and religious practices.?*

India views multipolarisation as an inevitable process to be shaped in its own interests.?°
Scholars have claimed that for India, multipolarity is less a means of resistance than a
framework for securing recognition, preserving strategic autonomy, and promoting reform of
international institutions.?8 India’s embrace of a multipolar world order complements its strategy
of multi-alignment, which seeks to deepen partnerships with multiple powerful states to

strengthen its own regional role.?’

Convergences and Divergences in Approaches to Multipolarity

We see how India and Russia both aspire to a multipolar world order in which they are uniquely
positioned as major civilisational powers and assume distinctive roles as vanguards of stability
and pluralism, drawing upon their respective cultural heritage and spiritual traditions. However,
an important difference is clearly visible in their approaches to multipolarisation. Russia has
adopted an increasingly confrontational approach, viewing the emergence of a multipolar world
order as closely intertwined with the decline, and potentially even fragmentation?8, of the West.
It is strongly opposed to Western liberal hegemony, as reflected in the implicit Dugin-Kremlin
nexus, and its discourse on multipolarity is therefore frequently articulated through a critique of
the West, particularly the United States, and its perceived efforts to preserve a unipolar,
Western-led global order. India, too, aspires to shift the balance towards a plurality of

civilisational centres of power, as evident in its ambition to pursue greater rebalancing not only



10

in the political and economic spheres but also in the cultural domain. However, its democratic
identity and commitment to liberal values, alongside the strategic imperative of strengthening
and deepening cooperation with the United States to balance Chinese ambitions in the Indo-
Pacific, render its approach to multipolarity less a project of revolutionary transformation of the
existing international system and more an effort to enhance strategic autonomy through

gradual reform and greater recognition of multiple major powers.

Russia views the transition to multipolarity as a potentially disruptive and crisis-ridden
transformation that requires actively weakening Western institutions and structures. From this
perspective, the decline of institutions associated with US-led unipolarity — most notably NATO
— is viewed as a necessary component of the shift towards a multipolar international order.

From this flows the understanding of war as “creative destruction”.?®

India, on the other hand, perceives the transition to a multipolar order as a gradual and
evolutionary process.’® The way multipolarity unfolds matters for India. If the transition is
gradual, India can keep adding partners and adjust as power shifts. If it is turbulent, it will come
under pressure to pick a side. Russia pushes for a confrontational change, which is why the

difference between the two conceptions affects India’s room to act.

The following section looks mainly at the Russia-China strategic nexus, which most directly
affects that room. It then draws on India’s growing relations with the United States, the war in
Ukraine, and India’s role in Eurasian platforms like BRICS and the SCO as shorter illustrations
of how Russia’s confrontational approach to multipolarity can widen or narrow India’s strategic

space.

Strategic Implications for India

“Friendship between the two States has no limits, there are no “forbidden” areas
of cooperation” — Joint Statement by Russia and China during President Putin’s visit to Beijing
in February, 20223 is an important marker of the growing proximity between the two countries.
Today, the “no-limits” partnership has enabled China to make inroads into the Arctic, the

Russian Far East and Central Asia.3? At the same time, Russia’s renewed willingness to
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resume arms exports to China suggests that its earlier concerns over Chinese reverse
engineering of Russian defence technology have diminished.23 Built on mutual support and an
alignment of core interests, relations between Moscow and Beijing appear increasingly
coordinated in their efforts to reshape the global order; their emphasis on multilateralism and
multipolarity seeks to reduce the dominance of the United States and bringing the Global South
into closer alignment with their vision of a more representative international order appears to

be an important part of their broader approach to reconfiguring global governance.3*

However, Rajorshi Roy cautions against treating Russia and China as natural allies. Their ties
are uneven, and Moscow is uneasy about it. It is also wary of China’s growing presence in
regions it has long seen as its own. There is a security worry too: if tensions on the border ever
escalated, China could come out on top, especially now that Russia has been weakened by
the war in Ukraine. Russian arms sales to India are, as Roy notes, a source of friction, and
Moscow’s outreach to North Korea could complicate matters for Beijing: a more assertive
Pyongyang may push Japan and South Korea toward the US, which would expand its presence
on the peninsula at China’s expense. A formal alliance would tie both countries’ hands, so Roy

thinks it unlikely. A tougher US stance, though, could push them closer.3®

For India, the picture is mixed. Because the Russia-China partnership is limited, it keeps some
room to manoeuvre. But a deeper alignment could tilt the Eurasian balance toward Beijing,

which is why India’s ties with the United States and others matter.

However, the expanding partnership with the West has generated its own points of friction, as
India’s balancing act, anchored in strategic neutrality, has led it to refrain from condemning
Russia at the UN, maintain diplomatic engagement with Moscow, and continue purchasing

Russian oil despite US pressure, thereby challenging Western efforts to isolate Russia.3®

India’s approach to Ukraine reflects its effort to preserve strategic autonomy, extending to
multiple platforms such as BRICS, RIC and the SCO, where it engages competing powers
while pursuing independent interests. A study on India’s multi-alignment management across
these three Eurasian platforms showed how multiple alignments help sustain dialogue even

amidst heightened tensions by creating spaces for cooperation in specific areas of shared
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security interests, while India’s preference for building and operating through informal
intergovernmental organisations (1IGOs) allows it to preserve foreign-policy flexibility; however,
its ability to advance policy agendas across these overlapping alignments depends on the
acquiescence of its partners, and growing perceptions in China and Russia that an increasingly
pro-US India undermines their interests could lead them to more actively obstruct Indian

initiatives across these institutional groupings.®’

Policy Recommendations and Conclusion

The differences identified in this article, in how hard each country pushes against Western
dominance and in how each imagines the move to a multipolar order, narrow India’s room for

manoeuvre. Four responses follow from the analysis.

India has reason to keep Russia close. As Russia depends more on China, a strong India-
Russia relationship helps keep Eurasia from tilting towards a single centre. The cost is friction
with Western partners over diplomatic engagement, oil purchases, and sanctions, which India
will have to manage. It should also hold to its position of neutrality in the conflicts now dividing
the major powers. Its ties with both sides give it standing to offer dialogue, though its influence

as a mediator has so far been limited.

Multi-alignment should continue, including in groupings whose aims differ, such as the Quad
and RIC. Being in both lets India reap benefits, e.g., access to technology and security
cooperation on one side, a channel to Moscow and Beijing on the other, without committing to

either bloc’s agenda.

Finally, India should keep pressing for reform of the UN Security Council. Permanent
membership would give it a formal voice on sanctions and use-of-force decisions, but this is a

long-term aim and not a near-term strategy.
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