Bhutto’s Visit to Moscow and the Impact of the Invasion of Afghanistan
Background of Pakistan—Soviet Relations

After independence, Pakistan’s relations with the Soviet Union remained inconsistent due to
Pakistan’s close alignment with the United States during the early Cold War. The USSR viewed
Pakistan as part of the Western bloc, especially after it joined SEATO and CENTO. However,
after the 1971 war and the breakup of East Pakistan, the new government under Zulfikar Ali
Bhutto aimed to follow a more balanced and independent foreign policy. Bhutto recognised the
importance of good ties with all major powers, including the Soviet Union, to rebuild Pakistan’s
international standing and economy.

Bhutto’s Visit to Moscow (1972)

In March 1972, Prime Minister Zulfikar Ali Bhutto visited Moscow to restore relations that had
been strained during previous years. The visit came at a crucial time when Pakistan was
politically isolated after the 1971 war. The Soviet leadership welcomed Bhutto’s gesture and saw
it as a chance to improve ties. During the visit, both countries discussed trade, industrial
cooperation, and regional peace. Bhutto emphasised friendship, economic collaboration, and
Pakistan’s commitment to a non-aligned foreign policy. This visit symbolised a new chapter in
Pakistan—Soviet relations.

Economic and Political Outcomes

One of the most notable outcomes of Bhutto’s visit was the revival of the Pakistan Steel Mills
project in Karachi, which had been delayed earlier. The Soviet Union agreed to provide
financial, technical, and engineering assistance for the project, marking a milestone in industrial
cooperation. Trade and cultural exchanges between the two countries also increased. Politically,
Bhutto’s diplomatic engagement helped reduce Soviet mistrust towards Pakistan. It also allowed
Pakistan to diversify its foreign relations beyond Western dependence and establish its image as
a sovereign, balanced nation during the Cold War.

The Soviet Invasion of Afghanistan (1979)

The progress made during Bhutto’s time was later undone by the Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan in December 1979. The Soviet Union intervened to protect the communist
government in Kabul from internal opposition. This event had a direct impact on Pakistan due to
its shared border and close cultural ties with Afghanistan. Pakistan perceived the invasion as a
major threat to its national security and regional stability. The Muslim world and Western nations
also condemned the invasion, viewing it as an act of aggression that could extend Soviet
influence towards the Indian Ocean.

Impact on Pakistan—Soviet Relations



The invasion severely damaged Pakistan—Soviet relations. The USSR accused Pakistan of
allowing Western intelligence agencies to operate from its territory and of supporting Afghan
resistance fighters (Mujahideen). In response, Pakistan openly aligned with the United States and
became a key partner in the anti-Soviet campaign. This marked a complete reversal of the
goodwill developed during Bhutto’s visit. Soviet hostility increased along Pakistan’s borders, and
both diplomatic and economic cooperation declined sharply. The Soviet invasion effectively
ended the short-lived era of friendly relations initiated in 1972.

Regional and Global Consequences

The invasion of Afghanistan transformed South Asia into a major battlefield of the Cold War.
Pakistan became a frontline state in the U.S.-led struggle against Soviet expansion. It received
substantial American military and financial aid, but this involvement also brought long-term
challenges. Millions of Afghan refugees entered Pakistan, straining its economy and social
fabric. The influx of arms and radical ideology during the war later contributed to the rise of
militancy and extremism in the region. Meanwhile, the Soviet Union faced international isolation
and heavy losses, eventually leading to its withdrawal from Afghanistan in 1989.

Conclusion

Bhutto’s visit to Moscow in 1972 symbolised an effort to promote regional balance and
economic cooperation. It reflected Pakistan’s attempt to move away from Western dependency
and foster goodwill with the Soviet Union. However, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979
reversed this progress. Pakistan once again aligned with the United States, and the region entered
a period of prolonged conflict and instability. The event reshaped Pakistan’s foreign policy,
leading to both short-term strategic gains and long-term security challenges that persisted for
decades.



