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GDR and Soviet-bloc policy towards India, 1971-1989

By Andreas Hilger

During the first decades of the Cold War, the GDR constituted a rather special example of
Eastern bloc countries’ relations with India. Until the establishment of diplomatic relations,
East German diplomacy in India — as in the rest of the world — was preoccupied with
lobbying for recognition of the “second” German state. [1] After the East German-Indian
exchange of full-fledged representatives in 1972, [2] the GDR was at least theoretically
ready to play its full part in Soviet bloc initiatives. The proven loyalty of the SED to the
Socialist cause, the GDR’s relevance for East-West relations, and Honecker’s rise to power
had strengthen Moscow’s readiness to rely on East-Berlin in international affairs, including
relations with developing countries. At the same time, the new quality of East German-Indian
connections could permit the development of distinct East German positions in India.

In view of this constellation, material from the archives of the former GDR is of special
importance for the analysis of Soviet bloc policy towards India during the 1970s and 1980s.
By providing insight into information exchanged at various levels between Moscow and the
fraternal party in East Berlin, the documents add to our knowledge about Soviet
deliberations concerning India in this period. [3] At the same time, the exchange of opinions
and assessments sheds additional light on specifics of intra-bloc communication and
coordination during the Brezhnev and post-Brezhnev eras. Soviet policy towards South Asia
— situated within the broader context of the Cold War and Soviet-Chinese tensions — was
expected to serve as a guideline for East Germany, and it was expected to be supported or
complemented by East Berlin’s undertakings. Simultaneously, the Kremlin’s confidential
reports about Soviet-Indian summits (and general relations) intended to demonstrate the
correctness of Soviet politics at any given stage of relations between the Socialist states and
India. Therefore, Moscow’s optimistic general evaluation of Indian developments or of
Delhi’s international positions and reactions tended to be an ambivalent guideline for East
Berlin decision-makers. [4] On the other hand, the imprecise character of Soviet
explanations gave a certain leeway to the SED’s elaboration of specific accentuations within
the Socialist framework. The extensive archival legacy of the SED regime makes it possible
to reconstruct the East German strategies and priorities in India relatively comprehensively.
In sum, the East Berlin documentation helps to describe Soviet parameters and to analyze
the East German adaptation in this vital field of international relations under the Socialist,

anti-Imperialist paradigm.
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Soviet-Indian relations reached a new peak with the signing of the celebrated “Treaty of
Peace, Friendship, and Cooperation” on 9 August 1971. Due to archival conditions in Russia
and India, our knowledge about Moscow’s and New Delhi’s ultimate motives behind the
agreement remains somewhat sketchy. Naturally, the Chinese threat and dreaded
repercussions of the US-China-Pakistan triangle loomed large in both capitals, but these
broader conceptions have yet to be balanced against the immediate impact of the East
Pakistan crisis, of Soviet-Pakistan relations, of internal Indian developments, and of other
non-strategic issues such as economic ambitions on final content and timing of the pact. [5]
As Surjit Mansingh has pointed out, the broad spectrum of the treaty allowed for flexible
interpretations. In 1971, Gromyko stressed the economic perspectives, while his partner
Swaran Singh clearly highlighted military aspects. The positions changed after India’s
military victory against Pakistan. Now, Soviet interests in the context of collective security
intensified, but the Indian side began to focus on economic problems. [6] Under these
conditions, East German observers saw Brezhnev’s visit to India in November 1973 not only
as support for Indira Gandhi’s position in India or as chance to deepen personal relations,
but as an attempt to overcome palpable differences of opinion. [7]

In Moscow’s view, of course, Brezhnev’s visit was an unqualified success. [8] In any case,
the talks in New Delhi would define the central issues of Soviet-Indian relations for years to
come.

As in the 1950s and 1960s, Moscow continued to follow closely India’s domestic
developments. The Kremlin had not given up hope concerning the allegedly “inevitable”
blossoming of Socialism in India within the framework of intensive Soviet-Indian contacts. [9]
Indira Gandhi’s course undoubtedly enlivened Moscow’s speculations. Although they
remained at the level of speculation, without any basis in Indian reality, the hope of exerting
indirect influence on domestic developments via economic, cultural, scientific-technological,
etc. cooperation proved to be a durable hallmark of Soviet activities.

At the same time, however, Moscow was compelled to note the constantly non-Socialist
class character of the Delhi government [10] — therefore, one might speculate how sincere
the professed Soviet euphoria on the occasion of Gandhi’s re-election in 1980 really was.
[11]

The unshaken belief in the opportunities for international cooperation with India in a Cold

War world was one of the Kremlin’s main arguments. [12] The documents show Moscow’s
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persistent eagerness to get Indian support in as many issues of the global Cold War as
possible, as well as evidence of Soviet-Chinese enmity (Near East, Indian Ocean, Horn of
Africa, South Africa, disarmament). Within this general framework, the USSR attached
special importance to India’s role in the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM). The Moscow-Delhi
connection was supposed to serve as vivid example of the Soviet readiness to maintain
equal and peaceful relations with all nations, thus enhancing Moscow’s prestige and
attractiveness among possible allies (and mitigating criticism) in the Third World. In addition,
Gandhi’s anticipated leftist orientation seemed to open new Socialist channels of influence
on the “third forces” that the Soviet bloc was attempting to woo — or, in the words of the
CPSS bureaucracy in 1976, to provide an opportunity “to activate the anti-Imperialist
orientation of the Non-Aligned Movement”. [13]

As indicated above, from time to time, Moscow saw reason to doubt the “progressive” merits
of Indian governments. Soviet uneasiness grew during the interim rule of the Janata Party
under Morarji Desai in the late 1970s. Discrepancies in global and Cold War issues,
however, were not confined to the Desai government (as seen in discussions of non-
proliferation, Asian collective security, international economic relations, in assessments of
US Middle East policy, etc.). The Kremlin’s reports reveal two characteristic reactions to
Soviet-Indian disagreements. The Soviet leadership continued to interpret Indian positions
through the lens of ideology and regarded deviations from expectations as Indian
“‘inconsequence”, due to the class character of the Indian governments. [14] Secondly,
Moscow attached special importance to India’s repeated reassurances of the perpetuity of
bilateral friendship. Obviously, Soviet leaders regarded these promises as insurance against
any conceivable developments on the twisted road to the worldwide victory of Socialism. The
Kremlin simply had to, and wanted to, believe that improvements in Indo-American or Indo-
Chinese relations would not impinge upon the Indo-Soviet connection — and anyway,
Moscow had little leverage to counter undesirable Indian international maneuvers by political
means. [15]

With Mikhail Gorbachev’s ascent to power, the importance of India’s presumed anti-
Imperialist merits for Moscow’s foreign policy did not immediately vanish. Like his
predecessors, the new Soviet leader approvingly took note of Rajiv Gandhi’s statements in
this direction. Gorbachev, for instance, informed his East German comrades in late 1985 of
Gandhi’s statement “that it would be worse for all developing countries of the region [South
Asia] if Imperialism succeeded in strangling the revolution in Afghanistan, that the position of
the countries defending their independence and autonomy against the pressure of

Imperialism would be weaker if the Soviet Union did not even support a neighboring state.”
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[16] GorbachevV’s first visit to India (November 1986) reanimated higher visions of Soviet-
Indian relations. In his account, while enumerating well-known aspects and aims of the
Soviet-Indian relationship, Gorbachev called for a “new dynamic” in Moscow’s approach to
India. The secretary-general had traditional means in mind, such as the intensification of
Soviet endeavors in the economic, military, scientific-technological, propagandistic, cultural,
and social fields, with appropriate regard to the opportunities of individual contacts in India;
in this context, the KGB was instructed to take charge of Rajiv Gandhi’s security.
Gorbachev’s multi-faceted offensive bore resemblance to Nikita Khrushchev’s new foreign
policy towards India. Indeed, all similarities were intended. “We have lost a lot of what was
accomplished in the relations with India during the 1950s and 1960s”, Gorbachev
complained at the Politburo session on 4 December 1986. He blamed careless Soviet
politics and the general lack of Soviet charisma for the distressing results of the preceding
two decades. [17]

In the long run, however, Gorbachev’s policy towards developing countries would focus
more exclusively on economic realities. On the one hand, this meant acknowledging the
economic weakness of developing countries that “influences negatively their anti-
Imperialistic positions. They are not fighters, but petitioners.” [18] At the same time, the
general “economization” of Soviet foreign policy was to apply to Moscow’s economic
relations with Asia, Africa, and Latin America as well: then, “apart from political advantages”,
Moscow expected countable “economic benefits” from its international commitments. [19]
Once again, the demand for economic prudence in Soviet relations with the developing
countries to a certain degree resembled appeals from Gorbachev’s predecessors Leonid
Brezhnev, Yuri Andropov, and Konstantin Chernenko. [20] However, it took the combination
of economic strains and of the general détente in Gorbachev’s New Thinking to thoroughly
reformulate traditional “anti-Imperialist” certainties and to end the Cold War’s zero-sum
interpretations of regional conflicts. Conclusions drawn by Vadim Zagladin, one of
Gorbachev’s close advisers, in 1988 may exemplify this interconnection. “The coming 15
years will be difficult. Socialism needs détente in the international arena”, and as
consequence: “We should do anything to orient these [developing] countries towards self-
sustaining development.” [21] This reorientation could be regarded by non-aligned forces
and governments alike as deplorable “de-politicization”, as abandonment of time-tested anti-

Imperialist solidarity, or as neglect of old allies. [22]
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As late as September 1971, the GDR’s chief ideologues considered the East Pakistan
Awami League under its leader Sheikh Mujibur Rahman to be “bourgeois bankrupts” and
“profiteers”. Nonetheless, East Berlin understood the emergence of independent Bangladesh
as an opportunity to barter the East German diplomatic recognition of Bangladesh — as
desired by India — for accomplishment of the official recognition of the GDR by New Delhi.
[23] Having achieved this aim, the Socialist Unity Party of Germany (SED) was eager to
capitalize on the new intergovernmental relations to advance its complex mixture of short-
and long-term foreign policy aims. East Berlin’s program reflected the GDR’s quite unique
and — as demonstrated in 1989/1990 — quite precarious multiple embedding in the
international system, the East-West-conflict, and German-German relations. Under these
circumstances, East German'’s relations with India had to meet manifold demands. They
were to bolster the international standing and legitimacy of the GDR, especially vis-a-vis
West Germany’s rival claims and performance; given the specifics of the SED regime,
international recognition had to compensate for its lack of domestic appeal as well. In
addition, enhanced foreign economic relations were expected to facilitate East Berlin’s
ambitious economic programs. Finally, the GDR was willing to contribute to the worldwide
progress of the Socialist cause in general. At the end of the 1980s, however, the crisis of
East German-Soviet relations coincided with the final crisis of the GDR, and this multiple
pressure revealed the inconsistencies and fragility of grandiloquent declarations of co-
operation and friendship between the Soviet Union and East Germany, between East
Germany and India, and between the Socialist bloc and the NAM. [24]

Moscow, for its part, wanted the GDR (like the other East European countries) to contribute
actively to the Socialist endeavor to strengthen the anti-Imperialist — and anti-Chinese —
alliance with developing countries like India. Intra-bloc consultations on different levels
projected broad visions of orchestrated economic, military, propagandistic, diplomatic,
cultural, or scientific-technological approaches. In 1974, for example, the Soviet
representative in the Soviet-Indian Economic Committee, Gordopolov, openly stated
Moscow’s economic demands. According to Gordopolov, the Kremlin needed the GDR’s
help to make India “a bridgehead of the Socialist countries in Asia”. Since the USSR was
unable to fulfill all of Indian expectations, countries like the GDR, Poland, and
Czechoslovakia should “step in”. [25]

The East German authorities long ago had internalized the rhetoric of international Socialist
interests. The SED’s fundamental assessments of East German-Indian relations or strategic
policy papers for long-term developments in this area reflected traditional views on India’s

importance in anti-Imperialist — that is, anti-American — and anti-Chinese constellations.
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These East German convictions rested largely on considerations regarding India’s influential
role in the NAM as well as the quasi-natural alliance between Socialist and non-aligned
countries and the supposedly irresistible advance of Socialism. [26] Like their comrades in
Moscow, the SED’s observers registered hopefully any indication of promising
“progressiveness” in New Delhi’s domestic and foreign policy. The Communist Party of India
(CPI), as a self-interested local representative of the international Socialist community, may
have strengthened the ideologically informed optimism of East Berlin. [27] In general, the
SED wanted to use long-established relations with Indian Communists to support its multi-
purpose policy towards India. Distorted information from the CPI's headquarters constituted
just one basic problem in the traditional parallel channels of foreign relations between
Socialist countries. Indeed, when New Delhi’'s government more definitely parted company
with the CPI, it became increasingly difficult for East Berlin to synchronize contacts at the
party and state levels. Apart from the undesired compulsion to define priorities, the SED had
to realize that Indira Gandhi was clever enough to turn the tables and to prod East Berlin into
exerting a moderating influence on Gandhi’'s would-be domestic allies. [28]

Incidentally, Gandhi had no problems in adjusting her profile to East German expectations
when she considered it necessary. In her explanation of her decision to declare a state of
emergency in 1975, she denounced all her opponents as members of a violent minority with
ominous connections abroad. Analogously, the popular Jayaprakash Narayan was simply
depicted as admirer of Pakistan’s military dictator Ayub Khan and of Mao. Gandhi said
nothing about her personal motivations or about the political and moral substance of the
wide-spread Indian dissatisfaction with her rule. Instead, her letter to SED leader Erich
Honecker masterly invoked basic fears of the Socialist countries: “Should small groups be
allowed, with the support of Big Money, Big Media, and foreign friends, but without the
support of the masses, to impose their opinions on the majority? [...] It is well-known that
certain international forces do not like people who do not back down under pressure.
Generally, pressure is exerted with the aid of local groups. Recently, foreign newspapers
were full of reports about such activities in other countries. | sincerely hope that the Indian
people will not be allowed to be caught in a situation where they have to abandon their
economic policy or the policy of non-alignment and friendship between nations with different
political systems.” Honecker’s reply suggests that Gandhi had struck the right note. [29]

The following visits of Dev Kant Barooah, president of Gandhi’s Congress Party, and of
Gandhi herself to the GDR marked a first apogee of Indo-East German cordiality. East
German reports underlined the broad agreement of both countries regarding “important

international questions”. Indian reticence in certain fields of vital interest to the Socialist
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countries (such as collective security in Asia or the CSCE process) was conspicuously
downplayed in East German interpretations. All in all, both sides seemed to regard the
bilateral meetings as unique chance to present their countries and politics in the best
possible light, to denigrate domestic or international opponents, and to assure each other of
goodwill without undertaking far-reaching commitments; [30] in addition, India might have
used the East German audience to appease Soviet uncertainties about the substance of
Gandhi’s course. [31]

A few months later, East Berlin had to come to terms with the change of government in New
Delhi. East German authorities took the opportunity to take stock of developments in India
and to reassess the chances and limits of Socialist activities. [32] The corresponding
ministerial composition may serve as classic example of the application of ideology and
theories of real Socialism to international relations. The first part of the paper is a lengthy
description of socio-economic conditions and class forces in India. Unsurprisingly, the East
Germans detected a definite crisis situation in India and observed the intensification of
immanent class struggles. According to the East German Ministry of Foreign Affairs and its
political supervisors, “the incompetence of the Indian bourgeoisie to solve the problems in
India” had created a situation that “objectively placed the establishment of a democratic
alternative to the bourgeois ruling system on the agenda”. Like their Moscow colleagues,
East German foreign-policy experts expressed some uneasiness about the new
government’s declaration on India’s new “real non-alignment” and “equidistance” between
the superpowers. Nevertheless, diplomatic and political experts firmly believed in the
continuation and improvement of Indian relations with Socialist countries in general and with
the GDR in particular. The final conclusions of the East German analysts read like a
translation from the Russian. India was to remain one of the core areas of East German
international activities, and the GDR'’s rulers pledged to intensify and enhance the existing
relations. Moscow’s German counterpart argued that “possibilities do exist for continued anti-
Imperialist co-action” as well as “for the enforcement of the peaceful strategy of the Socialist
countries. [...] Additional points of contact arise from the lasting antagonism between India
and the big power-hegemonic policy of the Peking leadership.” [33]

In a word, East German leading circles did not see any reason to cancel Honecker’s visit to
India in January 1979. According to German communists, the visit met their highest
expectations. Indeed, the top-level discussions resembled a global tour d’ horizon covering a
wide range of basically undisputed issues. In contrast to this positive tenor, East German
conclusions seemed to be remarkably reticent with regard to future operationalization of the

— assumed — mutual understanding for the SED’s manifold foreign-policy agenda. [34]
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This pattern, with its sharp discrepancies between stated chances and chosen decisions,
was repeated during the 1980s. [35]

Although East German policy towards the non-aligned world since the 1970s was clearly
weighted in favor of Africa, the evident unevenness in East Berlin’s relations with New Delhi
points to inherent frictions in the SED’s decisionmaking processes that exceeded regional
preferences. [36] Obviously, it was rather difficult to maintain the balance between state and
internationalist goals, and between short-term and long-term policy objectives. In the case of
India, East German policy seemed to prioritize national — unilaterally oriented —
considerations. [37] Diplomatic exchanges or propagandistic offensives, for instance, were
prone to egocentric self-aggrandizement at the expense both of persuasive power and of
constructive co-operation. It is doubtful whether a simple increase in the number of East
German-Indian meetings or the formalized repetition of exchanges of courtesies and
reassurances was supposed to lead to a new quality of reliable relations. In practice,
summits and high-level consultations were regarded as important events by East Berlin for
no other reason than their having taken place. They were to confirm and to enhance the
SED regime’s prestige as well as its legitimacy on both the international and the domestic
fronts. Honecker’s increasing, ultimately decisive and more or less exclusive influence on the
course of East German foreign relations (supported by his personal network) only intensified
these power-preserving mechanisms.

These preferences, of course, did not run counter to the general self-conception of the
Soviet bloc, and they did not by themselves impede the anticipated Socialist-Indian
rapprochement. Nevertheless, the implicit narrow East German accentuation did not add
anything substantial to alleged common, concrete projects like “Asian collective security” and
others. The Soviet bloc’s collective and individual visionary rhetoric of the 1970s or 1980s
provided the necessary space for each member to define its preferred degree of activism
within unchallenged parameters. In the long run, the bloc’s need to demonstrate unity and
coherence would come at the cost of credibility and practicability for an alliance that was
unable to live up to its promises of Socialist internationalism. The development of economic
relations between East Germany and India — a significant, but often underestimated subset
of relations between Socialist and developing countries in the Cold War — may illustrate
general contradictions and shortcomings of Soviet bloc-Indian co-operation under the

conditions of state Socialism and Socialist disintegration.
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Since the early 1970s, East German’s policy towards India revealed, in addition to the usual
legitimizing and self-promoting aspects of diplomatic activities, a certain bias in favor of
economic aspects and aspirations, although the bilateral trade with India (and with non-
aligned countries in general) only accounted for a smaller share in East Germany’s foreign
economic policy. Honecker’s focus on the “unity of economic and social policy” (as
announced on the SED’s VIII Party Congress in June 1971) implicitly assigned new
importance to economic opportunities in India. The corresponding benefits never met East
Berlin’s expectations or projections, since inherent disharmonies frustrated hopes for far-
reaching, decisive economic results — as well as for presumed political side-effects. [38]
Basically, East German economists had to meet two fundamental, closely interconnected
demands. The GDR’s planned economy desperately needed freely convertible foreign
currency, while at the same time it had to secure “important imports” to serve domestic
consumption as well as currency-earning and import-securing exports. From the very
beginning, the task was complicated by Indian endeavors to increase the share of
manufactured goods in the country’s foreign trade. In the long run, the emerging differences
were barely reconcilable. Gerhard Schirer, the long-term head of the GDR'’s State Planning
Commission, remembers that he first came to discover the inherent antagonisms in a
meeting with the General Secretary of the CPI, Rajeshwar Rao, in the 1970s. According to
Schirer’s reminiscences, Rao greeted him with biting criticism: “So, you are the man who
wants to export more unemployment in the form of combines into our poor country”. Schurer
was appalled by this “un-Socialist” approach: “Are you a Luddite or a Communist?”, he
shapped back, but, afterwards, he realized the disturbing discrepancies in Indian and East
German realities — “until now, | had only had to deal with a permanent shortage of manpower
in the GDR”. [39]

In 1974, a Joint East German-Indian Committee for Economic Cooperation was established
to manage and coordinate the essentially contrarian economic politics. East German
directives for its annual sessions demonstrated by far less concern for Indian than for East
German developing aims. East German representatives always had to defend “the necessity
to increase the GDR’s exports as precondition for increasing Indian imports to the GDR”.
[40] In addition, the precarious East German-Indian economic relations were hampered by
guality problems in East German products and by the limited range of East German
marketable items. In addition, India’s own demand for convertible foreign currency impeded
the prospects of barter trade; on the other hand, trade incentives in the form of credits were
made ineffective by fierce Soviet and capitalist competition regarding the terms of credit. [41]

The multi-faceted conflict of objectives and possibilities reduced the enthusiasm for concrete
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co-operation on both sides. The Joint Committee skipped its regular 4™ session in 1979, but
the adjournment only postponed, rather than removing, the dissonances about fundamental
aspects of East German — or Indian — foreign economic relations. [42] Meanwhile, the so-
called Mittag Committee — established in 1977 as “Committee for co-ordination of economic,
cultural, scientific-technological, and of activities in the non-civil spheres” in the developing
world — had started to promote more openly the economization of GDR relations with the
developing countries. Its priorities were echoed by party bureaucracies on all levels. The
Ministry for Foreign Affairs followed suit as well. In general, according to the diplomatic line
of approach in 1980, East German ambassadors in Asia, Africa, or Latin America had to
“strengthen the anti-Imperialist potencies and to expand the GDR’s international position”,
but at the same time, they had to pay special attention to the “long-term securing of our raw
material supply and export”. [43] In the 1980s, the Joint Committee for Economic
Cooperation basically faced the same problems as in the 1970s, [44] but for East Germany,
the requirement to improve its terms of trade and trade efficiency had become more urgent.
Against this background, East Berlin’s neglect of the requirements or political predilections of
its partners in the developing world became more obvious and led to telling strategic
reversals: Now, existing political relations were to be exploited to “realize the economic
tasks” and to expand economic relations, especially with developing countries with “solvent
markets”. [45] In the last few years of the GDR'’s existence, its trade with India tended to
follow simple rules of profit maximization. As late as October 1989, the East German
ambassador in New Delhi, Wolfgang Grabowski, highlighted in his strategy papers and
“orientation for 1990” the crucial importance of East German-Indian economic co-operation,
since it could “contribute to finding short-, middle-, and long-term solutions to” East Berlin’s
economic problems. [46]

A new focus on the education of cadres for the developing world could barely conceal the
admission of economic failure: In a conversation with Karen Brutents in 1988, Glinter Sieber,
the head of the SED Central Committee’s Department of International Affairs with economic
expertise, admitted the underlying calculations: Providing immaterial goods was, above all,
“cost-saving for us”. [47] Twenty months later, the old SED guard was gone, leaving behind
a shattered economy and unfulfilled promises of anti-lmperialism, cooperation, and solidarity

between the Socialist states and the developing world.
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