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Executive Summary

This paper recommends a pathway for India to arrive at a new modus
vivendi in its relationship with China. It argues that volatility is likely
to be the norm in the India-China dyad owing to certain structural
factors. However, it is in the interest of both sides to ensure a certain
amount of stability and predictability in the relationship. In order to do
so, this paper contends that Indian strategy should be focussed on
expanding national power and dealing with China from a position of
strength, while building new mechanisms of engagement and scrutiny.
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I. The Current State of India-
China Relations

Historically, the relationship between the modern Indian and
Chinese states has been characterised by strands of cooperation,
competition and even conflict. These continue to co-exist, although
increasingly both countries seem to be viewing each other through
the threat rather than opportunity prism. This has meant that
competition and volatility have become the defining characteristics
of the relationship. This situation is likely to persist for the foreseeable
future, owing to three structural factors.

First, both countries are rising powers and major economies. Over
the past three decades, India and China have witnessed simultaneous
expansion in their respective interests and capabilities, which has led
to greater friction. On legacy issues, such as the disputed land
boundary between the two countries, the enhanced capabilities have
resulted in greater friction and jockeying for advantage. For instance,
on more than one occasion, Chinese officials have cited India’s
border infrastructure development as being among the reasons for the
standoff in Eastern Ladakh. Likewise, assessments by Indian security
officials and former diplomats have argued that infrastructure
improvements are leading to more frequent engagements between
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the two forces as well as enhanced mobilisation capacities. India and
China’s simultaneous rise has meant that both now have coinciding
and expanding circles of interests, which are leading to new sources
of friction. This has been evident in New Delhi’s frustration with
Beijing’s deepening engagement in the Indian subcontinent and the
Indian Ocean Region. The advancement of the China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor, regardless of Indian protests that it violates
India’s sovereignty, along with Chinese investments and arms sales
in the Indian subcontinent are examples of this phenomenon.
Likewise, India’s increasing public criticism of Chinese policies in the
South China Sea, and its calls for transparency in development
projects' and prevention of unsustainable debt, underscore a
fundamental clash of interests.

Second, while both countries have experienced a simultaneous rise,
the pace of this growth has been sharply uneven, favouring China.
Consequently, structurally, there now exists a deep power
asymmetry between the two countries. From a state of near parity in
the early 1990s, the Chinese economy has grown to be more than five
times the size of the Indian economy. In addition, over the years,
China has been far more effective than India in channelising the gains
from rapid GDP growth towards the development of human capital
and hard power capabilities. For instance, as of March 2024, UNDP
Human Development Index ranks China at 75, faring far better than
India, ranked 134, on key social indicators regarding health and
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education. Improvements along these parameters are significant
factors in sustaining the gains made in alleviating poverty, which is
again an area in which China’s record has been far stronger than
India’s. In addition, rapid GDP growth has permitted China’s
defence spending to expand significantly in absolute terms, while
officially hovering at around roughly 2% of GDP. China’s official
defence budget for 2024 was estimated at around $230 billion. That’s
more than any country in the world except the United States, and
roughly three times India’s defence allocation in the same period.
Despite the recent slowdown in China’s growth, this gap is unlikely
to be bridged anytime soon. Consequently, India appears to have not
only sought to invest in its expanding economic development and
defence capabilities but has also pivoted towards greater external
balancing, with partners like the US, France, Australia and Japan.

Third, the shifting balance of power between the United States and
China, the changing nature of their bilateral engagement and the
churn in the global order towards greater chaos and conflict are
impinging on Sino-Indian ties.> The past decade has witnessed the
gradual re-emergence of great power competition, with the United
States and China being the chief protagonists. While there exist
significant disparities, assessed on broad metrics of power, the two
countries are today the dominant global actors. Competition across
all domains — ideology, geopolitics, security, economics, and science
and technology — is increasingly becoming the dominant prism in
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both Beijing and Washington. That said, nearly three decades of
economic globalisation has built deep linkages between Chinese and
American economic and science and technology ecosystems. It has
also resulted in the creation of an unprecedented web of
interconnected supply chains, powering the global economy. The
Chinese economy is central to these networks and the health of the
world economy. Shattering these bonds, therefore, will be a lengthy
process and will come at significant costs. Both China and the US
also have their own grievances with the existing architecture and are
engaging in a certain degree of revisionism. However, neither appears
to be driven by a revolutionary zeal to upend the UN-centered
system. More importantly, even if revolution were an ambition, both
are evidently inhibited by the constraints of their resources,
capacities, domestic politics and global appeal. Consequently, as part
of this competition, both sides are seeking to tilt the balance of power
in their favour. In this context, India is a key pivot state, with both
Washington and Beijing adopting very diftferent approaches to
influence policy in New Delhi.

Beijing has repeatedly publicly stated that it wants both India and
China to “view their bilateral relations in the context of the once-
in-a-century changes in the world.”? In this context, it has largely
sought to use tools of coercion to shape and constrain India’s
options. In doing so, it has also demonstrated increased risk-
tolerance and willingness to use force, likely emboldened by
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perceptions of superiority in terms of the bilateral balance of power.
Over the past decade, Chinese policies have shifted from being
unaccommodating of India’s interests and rise to being hostile and
adversarial. This has been evident in several domains. For starters,
there has been a steady escalation of tensions along the disputed land
boundary. The ongoing standoff between Indian and Chinese forces
in Eastern Ladakh is now in its fifth year, with both sides having
60,000 forward-deployed troops. Over the years, China has also
repeatedly blocked the listing of Pakistan-based terrorists on the ISIL
and Al Qaeda Sanctions Committee of the U.N. Security Council
and steadfastly refused to acquiesce to India’s membership of the
Nuclear Suppliers Group or its bid for a permanent UN Security
Council seat. This has been the case despite repeated high-level
diplomatic attempts at a thaw — capped oft by the two informal
summits in Wuhan in 2018 and Mamallapuram in 2019.
Consequently, any future India-China engagement is likely to be
encumbered by low levels of political trust, tensions along what is
likely to remain a live border, and Beijing’s anxieties regarding a
rising India and its deepening ties with the US. Any cooperation,
even at multilateral forums, is likely to be difficult and transactional.

The United States, on the other hand, has sought to build a deeper
strategic partnership with India. This has been driven by a
convergence of interests and shared values. Over the past two
decades, the India-US relationship has grown by leaps and bounds.
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The United States is among India’s biggest trading partners. Security
ties have also strengthened, particularly picking up pace after the
signing of foundational defence agreements. For instance, the US
designated India as a Major Defense Partner in 2016. As per the US
Department of State, defence trade with India has expanded from
near zero in 2008 to over $20 billion in 2020.4 This is expected to
further expand and deepen’ The two countries are also now
cooperating more deeply in the exchange and development of critical
and emerging technologies.® There has also been greater diplomatic
and intelligence engagement between the two sides, across a range of
issues. In particular, the US has played a key role in augmenting
India’s capabilities to counter threats, particularly through
intelligence and defence cooperation. It is also noteworthy that the
official US Indo-Pacific Strategy” expressly supports India’s rise and
regional leadership. Evidently, both sides today appear to view the
relationship as strategically symbiotic, rather than a transactional
arrangement.

That said, New Delhi is observing the shifting dynamic of
cooperation and contention in Sino-US relations. Indian
policymakers and analysts do not tend to view the US-China
relationship as a zero sum game. Rather, they believe that it exhibits
strands of cooperation—albeit deeply strained—and contention.
India’s engagement with both, therefore, is primarily rooted in
pragmatism, prioritising strategic interests, while being mindful of
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factors like geography, values and legacy. Issue-based tents rather
than ideological camps is what India prefers. This has necessitated
maintaining a certain degree of strategic autonomy.

Consequently, in responding to the fluidity in Sino-US ties, New
Delhi has worked to deepen its relationship with Washington while
adjusting to a new, factious equation with Beijing. In addition, it has
sought to diversity its outreach with a broader set of partners through
new minilateral arrangements, or issue-based coalitions. India’s
External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar explained this dynamic, saying
that “we are now entering a world of greater plurilateralism.”® The
key aspect of this, he added, would be the emergence of “greater
localization and arrangements of pragmatism.”

To conclude, it is important to underline that beyond history,
geography, political mistrust and trade imbalances, there are
structural dynamics that are driving Sino-Indian competition. At the
heart of all of this is a deeper, strategic contestation for the future
direction of order in Asia. New Delhi believes? that the Asian
Century — implying a “greater weight for Asia in the overall global
calculus” — necessitates “a modus vivendi among its key players,”
resulting in a new form of multi-polarity. In addition, it stands
against what it says is a vision of “narrow Asian chauvinism.” China,
on the other hand, views the future of the Asian order from the
perspective of its geopolitical rivalry with the United States.’ In this
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context, it has frequently argued for building an Asia for Asians. In
practice, its approach, however, has essentially stripped other actors
of their agency and engendered a desire for unipolarity.

II. The Indian Debate on China

At the highest levels of government, External Affairs Minister S.
Jaishankar, who assumed office in March 2019, has emerged as the
face of India’s China policy, despite the dominance of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi. This is likely the outcome of a political
assessment made after Modi invested significant personal political
capital in the relationship with China, with little to show for it. For
instance, soon after he was sworn in as prime minister, Modi hosted
Xi Jinping in Ahmedabad in September 2014. While the Chinese side
reciprocated this effort at hometown diplomacy, frictions between
the two sides persisted. In fact, ties hit a low during the 72-day
standoff in Doklam. Subsequently, informal summits of 2018 and
2019 were devised as an effort to break through the cycle of mistrust
and bureaucratic inertia. However, the PLA’s encroachment at
several points across the Line of Actual Control in Eastern Ladakh in
May 2020, and the subsequent killing of Indian soldiers in the
Galwan Valley clash in June resulted in that effort being aborted.
Since the informal summit of October 2019, there has been no formal
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bilateral meeting between Modi and Xi. Given the weakening of the
BJP’s majority after the 2024 Lok Sabha elections, the political risk
of another diplomatic misadventure would likely weigh heavy on the
Indian Prime Minister’s mind.

Following the Galwan Valley clashes, the Indian government took a
series of actions targeting Chinese interests across diplomatic,
economic and technology domains, while seeking to partner more
closely with the US and its allies. In large part, China policy has since
been shaped through Jaishankar’s formulation that peace and
tranquillity on the borders and respect for LAC are essential for
normalcy in bilateral relations. This has not, however, impacted
India-China dialogue at multilateral platforms or hurt bilateral trade,
which has continued to expand. The increased use of the Working
Mechanism for Consultation and Coordination on India—China
Border Affairs (WMCC) as part of the dialogue process with regard
to the standoff is indicative of the MEA taking the lead in defining
the terms of overall engagement with China.

Jaishankar’s dictum that “the state of the border will determine the
state of the relationship” generally seems to have found resonance
within the foreign service community and armed forces. For instance,
while advocating for a strategic dialogue between New Delhi and
Beijing, Ashok Kantha, former Indian ambassador to China, has
stressed that improvement in bilateral ties should be “predicated on
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the restoration of peace, tranquillity and stability in the border areas
without compromising India’s traditional patrolling and grazing
rights along the LAC.”** Former Foreign Secretary Vijay Gokhale
concurred that Chinese actions in 2020 had brought the boundary
issue “to the front and centre” of the relationship, which cannot be
kept aside while one deals with other issues.*?

Likewise, the public statements of India’s military leaders have
highlighted the need for greater preparedness and focus on Chinese
activities along the land boundary and in the Indian Ocean Region.
For instance, former Army Chief General MM Naravane has argued
that the PLA’s aggression in Eastern Ladakh was “not a bad thing”,
as it forced India from “shying away from calling out China as the
No. 1 threat.”’3 His successor General Manoj Pande was emphatic
while in office, stating that the northern borders were the “primary
front” going forward.*4 Chief of Naval Staff Chief Admiral Hari
Kumar, meanwhile, has highlighted the threat of “salami slicing”,
expressed concerns about tensions in the South China Sea and
indicated that maritime dialogue with China was at a standstill since
ties were not normal.!s In addition, increasingly, across India’s
defence academies and think tanks, there have been greater
deliberations on dealing with the challenges presented by China’s
rise.
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At a policy level, placing stability at the border at the heart of the
relationship has meant that friction has bled into all dimensions of the
relationship. Trade and investment have increasingly come under
scrutiny, as have Chinese companies operating in India. People to
people relations, which had been impeded by the pandemic, have
only deteriorated further, with flight connectivity and travel
between the two countries becoming highly restricted. At the same
time, India has sought to intensify efforts at internal and external
balancing. The stated objective of this approach is to arrive at a new
modus vivendi with China, premised on the three mutuals, ie.,
mutual respect, mutual sensitivity and mutual interest.*

It is, however, clear that there are differences of opinion between and
within different departments and ministries, when it comes to China
policy. For instance, there are deep concerns among the political and
business communities about the imbalanced nature of bilateral trade
and the impact of heavily subsidised and cheap Chinese goods on
India’s manufacturing sector and job growth.’? This was a critical
factor in the Indian government’s decision to walk away from the
Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership agreement.!s
Nevertheless, the Commerce Ministry has, on occasion, highlighted
the importance of intermediate and capital goods imports from
China, which support Indian exports and enable it to rise up the
technology value chain.’ Recent reports inform that key business
groups, particularly those with a stake in consumer electronics,
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automobiles and railways, would like some sort of easing when it
comes to trade and economic engagement with Chinese entities.?® At
the same time, the Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal has baulked at
any suggestion that the government is rethinking its restrictive
approach vis-a-vis Chinese investments.>* This came after the
government’s 2024 Economic Survey called for openness to Chinese
capital.>? In her post-budget press briefing, Finance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman did not distance herself from that suggestion.?? In fact,
the reported creation of a new inter-ministerial panel to deliberate
on Chinese investments in India appears to indicate that a rethink is
underway. 24

This debate is far from settled, as evident from the writings of the
country’s strategic affairs analysts. Those viewing China from a
primarily security and threat-prism contend that arguments for
opening up to Chinese FDI is a product of “poor thought-craft.”2s
Others have argued that a selective, sector-specific approach to
accepting Chinese FDI, particularly keeping in mind the needs of the
electronics and technology sectors, can be beneficial to boost Indian
manufacturing and link to global value chains.?® In other words, in
its relationship with China, India appears to be grappling to balance
the competing objectives of security and development.??

Given this, China policy is increasingly acquiring far greater salience
in India’s domestic political discourse. The Indian parliament has
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unfortunately not had a substantive debate on ties with China,
despite calls for such a discussion over the past few years. However,
if one were to use questions raised in Parliament and the April 2022
debate on the Russia-Ukraine war as a proxy, then there is ample
evidence that there is growing concern around the impact of Chinese
economic and security policies on India. Parliamentarians from
parties like the Indian National Congress (INC), the Biju Janata Dal
(BJD), the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) and Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam (DMK) expressed concerns about an adversarial China.?8
In fact, while antagonism towards China might not excite the voter-
base, given that the relationship does not seem to have the visceral,
emotional appeal that frictions with Pakistan command, it is clear
today that there is little upside for Indian politicians to appear dovish
on China. This, however, does not imply that China policy can be
de-politicised as some have called for.29

In March 2023, the INC issued a lengthy International Affairs
Resolution. Unsurprisingly, the document was very critical of the
NDA government’s handling of Indian foreign policy. The
resolution contained a paragraph on China policy, which criticised
the government’s “unstructured” handling of the relationship, but it
was thin on policy solutions. The resolution called to “urgently
enhance capabilities to deter China from attempting any military
coercion along the LAC”, “aggressively step up” eftorts to attract
manufacturing and assembly into India, and also referenced the
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importance of freedom of navigation in the South China Sea.3° In its
manifesto prior to the 2024 elections, the INC mentioned as a goal
to “restore the status quo ante on our borders with China and to
ensure that areas where both armies patrolled in the past are again
accessible to our soldiers.”3!

RSS chief Mohan Bhagwat’s comments on China over the years have
demonstrated a recognition of the national security challenges that
the country poses. In his Vijay Dashmi speech in October 2020, he
lashed out at China’s “expansionist nature”, while calling on the
Indian government to move ahead with “caution and strategic
preparation.” “We need to surpass China strategically, economically,
and diplomatically. We must keep doing this, only then will we be
able to stop China,” he added.3> At a public event discussing global
affairs in December 2020, Bhagwat went further, claiming that
expansionism was in China’s “basic nature.”’? He contended that
China’s policy was aimed at expanding its influence. In subsequent
engagements, making a pitch for self-reliance, the RSS chief has
argued for addressing trade dependencies, particularly with China.
“If dependence on China increases, we will have to bow down to it,”
he told a gathering marking India’s 75th independence day.34

Similar views on China have been echoed by Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh’s (RSS) National Executive Member Ram
Madhav, who also heads a prominent think tank called the India
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Foundation. He has argued that Beijing is pursuing a policy of
expanding its global reach, seeking to anoint itself at the top of the
global hierarchy. Madhav has postulated that the world has entered a
phase akin to the Cold War, wherein China is working to “displace
the US as the hegemon.”3s In this context, it is seeking to export its
model to other countries, thereby negatively impinging on the
“democratic, free and liberal world order.” In this context, he has
supported the Indian government’s assertions with regard to tensions
in the South China Sea3% When it comes to China’s growing
influence in the Indian subcontinent, Madhav has argued that New
Delhi must not view ties with neighbours simply from a China
prism.37

Vijay Chauthaiwale, who heads the Foreign Affairs Department of
the BJP, has generally been reticent about a detailed exchange on the
India-China relationship. His views have largely supported the
Narendra Modi-led government’s policies, while targeting the
opposition for its past engagements with the Communist Party of
China. On occasion, he has expressed concerns on the proximity
between China and Russia3® and even indicated that “isolated
skirmishes” between India and China on the boundary are likely to
continue in the future3® Swaminathan Gurumurthy, another
prominent thinker associated with the RSS, has argued that India and
China are “spiritual cousins but political rivals.”4° He has contended
that the “Chinese are empire builders” and “China is targeting India
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because it knows that India is not its enemy but an impediment to its
global ambition.”#* Gurumurthy has been particularly scathing in his
criticism of US policy of engagement with China over the decades,
arguing that it is American policies that have created a
“Frankenstein’s Monster.”+2

Historically, the Indian public has not had a very positive view of the
Chinese Communist Party-led state in China. This is part of the
legacy of the 1962 war. Both countries dealt with the memory of that
conflict very differently. In China, until very recently, it barely
figured in public or popular discourse.#? In India, it left a deep scar
on the nation’s psyche. This was reflected in popular books, movies
and songs. Indians felt deeply betrayed by a fellow Asian power,
whose international socialisation Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru
had supported. The war, in many ways, also deeply challenged the
sense of idealism and Asian romanticism that was once a feature of
Indian foreign policy.

The normalisation of ties in the late 1970s started the process of
repairing the relationship. By the first decade of the 2000s, one could
argue that popular perception of China in India was truly shifting.
This was partly due to the economic optimism around India and
China being emerging economies and partly a product of the
demonstration effect of China’s phenomenal growth. For many
Indians, China’s remarkable growth story was a matter of inspiration.
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This was evident in Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, referencing
Shanghai’s development as a model when talking about Mumbai’s
future, in 200444 In the following years, trade, tourism, and
educational and cultural exchanges grew.

However, escalating friction and political discord over the past
decade, particularly since 2017, have dealt a severe blow to public
perception. At its height, towards the end of the first decade of the
2000s, China’s favorability rating among Indians was around 40%.45
The most recent Pew survey found that Indians’ perceptions of
China had turned sharply negative since then. Negative opinions
about China in India rose from 46% in 2019 to 67% in 2023.4° Surveys
conducted by Indian think tanks have also reflected the worsening of
public and elite opinion in India.#7 Most of these have indicated
weakened trust but a willingness to continue economic engagement.

Unsurprisingly, with heightened tensions along the boundary,
particularly since May 2020, Indian media coverage of China has
overwhelmingly been through the threat prism rather than an
opportunity prism. Social media and television discourse in particular
has been extremely shrill. This is reflected in the raucous civil society
conversations around boycotting Chinese products or purported
Chinese information and influence operations.#® It is also evident in
discussions around India’s Tibet4® and Taiwans° policies, calling for
greater assertiveness by New Delhi. In a manner of speaking,
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Beijing’s actions have meant that it has lost the trust of at least a
generation of Indians, particularly amid the rising tide of nationalism
in India.

This is not to say that there isn’t a strand of Asian Century
optimism,s! suspicion about America gaining from discord between
India and China,s? and civilisational romanticism33 that persists. That
said, the mainstream, dominant view appears to recognise the realities
of geography, power, and the economic significance of China,
resulting in a certain amount of pessimism about the relationships+
along with pragmatism in policy discourse.s

III. The Duality in Chinese
Discourse on India

There exist several versions of India in the Chinese imagination.
Historically, Chinese writers, scholars and policymakers have viewed
India through many different lenses. Ancient India was often considered
a centre for spirituality and learning.5® In fact, there was a time during
the Han dynasty that India was described as T7anzhu, or Heavenly Jewel.
But as the centuries wore on, this view faded into the background.

21
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The writings of Kang Youwei, who visited India twice in the first
decade of the 20th century, have perhaps had the most significant
impact on modern Chinese thought on India. In his writings, Kang held
up India’s example as a warning for a China that was undergoing deep
political churn. This approach of using India as an object to project
Chinese political anxieties has been a motif in Chinese discourse about
India. This process often entails the denigration of the other, while
reinforcing one’s own sense of superiority. In India, Kang saw the
decline of a great, ancient civilization into colonial enslavement owing
to deep disunity, a reluctance to change and fundamental social
inequalities.’” His warning was that China must be wary of such an
outcome.

For many  others at the time, encounters  with
Indian soldiers who were part of the British forces that launched
campaigns in China through the mid-and late 1800s and the role of
Indian trading communities in the opium trade shaped negative
perceptions of the country as a “sub-imperial power.”s® In addition,
leaders like Chiang Kai-shek saw the Indian freedom movement as
lacking revolutionary zeal, determining this to be the product of an
inherently weak and submissive Indian attitude.s® This, of course, was
distinguished from Chaing’s aggressive and militaristic self-perception.
Early leaders of the Communist Party of China imbibed some of these
perspectives. In addition, they saw independent India as an inheritor of
and collaborator with Western imperialism. From their viewpoint, the

22
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modern Indian state was an expansionist entity that sought to hold on
to vestiges of British imperial power. This was in sharp contrast to the
People’s Republic of China’s policy of undoing the legacies of
colonialism, particularly agreements that were termed unequal. India’s
adoption of the Westminster-style parliamentary system of democracy
was also viewed as a “transfer of power” rather than a choice by a
modern Republic of India.

In the first few years since India’s independence and the formation of
the People’s Republic of China, such antagonistic strands of thought co-
existed with significant friendly exchanges, both in the cultural or
political domains.®® India was among the first countries to recognize the
PRC, with formal diplomatic relations being established in April 1950.
In the subsequent years, there was steady engagement across domains,
which was driven by the personal relationship between Indian Prime
Minister Jawaharlal Nehru and Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai. The early
1950s were an era characterised by intense top-level engagement
between the leadership in both countries and efforts to build on shared
interests, while adopting a cautious approach towards the more difficult
issues like the boundary dispute. What drove this was the narrative
around a shared historical experience of colonialism and pan-Asianism
along with the imperatives of nation-building and the challenges posed
by the emerging bipolar world order.

23
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These ideas continue to resonate in modern-day Chinese discourse on
India. Reportage of India in Chinese media tends to be limited but is
frequently negative. Kang’s depiction of India as a fragmented polity
and backward society are reflected in Chinese media’s coverage of the
country, through constant stories of crime, corruption, and chaos.
Dismissiveness, hostility and condescension are common in the tone of
coverage with regard to India.®* In fact, over the past decade, Chinese
media outlets have adopted a far more acerbic, and sometimes even
racist, tone with regard to India.? Indian democracy is often derided as
an unsuitable system “grafted from the West”% and an impediment to
the country’s rise.4 For instance, after the 2024 Lok Sabha elections
resulted in the BJP needing coalition partners to form government, Lin
Minwang, Deputy Director of the South Asia Studies Center at Fudan
University, assessed that “continuous internal friction and strife” was a
“typical characteristic of Indian politics.”®s This is, of course,
inevitability juxtaposed with the apparent efficiency and representative
nature of “whole-process democracy” under the Communist Party of
China %6 This contrast has become more prominent as the Communist
Party has sought to intensify the projection of systemic influence
globally.67 While the underlying tone with regard to Indian democracy
is derisive, it masks a certain sense of competition. It opens up the
possibility that there is a deeper anxiety about what a politically plural,
socially diverse and economically thriving democracy of a comparable
size at the doorstep means for the legitimacy of the Communist Party’s
rule.%® From a geopolitical perspective, the image of India as not simply
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a regional irritant but rather an adversary is taking shape within China.
This is evident in the public rise to prominence of PLA regiment
commander Qi Fabao, who was involved in the Galwan Valley clash. It
can also be seen in the unfavourable perceptions of India in public
opinion surveys,® as it can be in the decision to include discussions about
the 1962 war in new textbooks.”°

Likewise, there is increasingly a competitive edge in official and
analytical discourse around economic issues. Chinese scholars and
analysts tend to discuss India’s economic expansion and future potential
with a unique blend of condescension and competition. The former is
evident in comments highlighting how China’s economic growth has
outpaced India’s over the past four decades. The latter is seen in writings
that view India’s economic policy and diplomacy primarily from the
perspective of strategic competition with the United States and the
worsening of bilateral ties with India.”* Chinese analysts tend to assess
Indian economic strategy as one premised on taking advantage of the
West’s anxieties with regard to China’s dominance in key supply chains
to present itself as an alternative. In their writings, they push back against
any suggestion that India can be an attractive alternative investment
destination for Western firms and a market that can rival the Chinese
consumer market. In making this case, they tend to highlight challenges
related to policy, regulatory and business environments in India;
infrastructure limitations and inadequate supply chain development;
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and issues related to labour rights and socio-political and cultural
factors.

Some, like Hu Shisheng from the China Institutes of Contemporary
International Relations, have explicitly argued for a restrictive policy
when it comes to industrial chain transfers to India so as to avoid
contributing to the country’s development at the cost of China’s
development.”> Others like Hu’s colleague Wang Shida believe that
India's development of manufacturing industries creates a significant
demand for, and even dependence on, upstream and midstream sectors
in China, which can help strengthen Sino-Indian economic and trade
relations.” Such perspectives raise concerns about how open the
Chinese government will likely be to facilitate manufacturing
investments into India. That said, this is not simply an India-centric
view among the analytical community in China. For instance, Peking
University researcher Wei Xin has expressed concerns about China’s
transfer of low-end manufacturing capacities to other countries under
the Belt and Road Initiative potentially leading to a hollowing out of
the Chinese manufacturing base.’4 These arguments co-exist with
persistent anger and frustration with regard to the treatment of Chinese
enterprises in India and policies that are seen as denying Chinese capital
access to the Indian market.

This duality is also present in Chinese discussions on Indian foreign
policy. On one hand, Chinese scholars cast India’s strategy of multi-
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alignment as opportunistic hedging to seek advantageous positions.
There is some grudging praise of this approach too. But in general, India
is deemed to be an expansionist power — particularly with the rise of
Hindu nationalism — that has hegemonic designs in the Indian Ocean
Region.”s It is also viewed as a status-seeking power that is trying to rid
itself of the tag of a “poor and backward developing country” by
aligning closely with the West and projecting itself as a “leading
power.”7% The undercurrent in this line of thinking, of course, is that
India is a power unequal to China. This is also underscored by the
hierarchical diplomatic structuring of the world in Chinese official
discourse. This classifies Russia, the US and Western European states or
the EU as major powers, while India is viewed from the lens of

peripheral diplomacy.

Contestation with India, therefore, is largely discussed from a regional
lens or from the perspective of China’s strategic competition with the
US. Liu Zongyi, a researcher at the Shanghai Institutes for International
Studies, contends that India’s strategic affairs elite “will never accept
China becoming the dominant force in Asia.”?7 Consequently, over the
next decade, Indian policy will continue to be pro-US and
confrontational with China. Liu even places the onus of the 2020
boundary clash on India’s “highly speculative and risky” foreign
policy.”® Others like Fudan University’s Zhang Jiadong have not gone
as far to apportion blame. However, Zhang contends that Indian policy
has shifted towards “a great power strategy,” which entails diversified
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major power relations or balancing among major powers and a more
“assertive” foreign policy.”® This viewpoint appreciates New Delhi’s
insistence on strategic autonomy, pointing out that India tends to act in
its interests rather than simply following the US.

On the other hand, Chinese scholars also have a tendency to deny India
agency, viewing the country as an instrument of American
containment.®® Discussions around India seeking to undermine the
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation essentially at the behest of the US
are a case in point.3* Another example was the atrocious Global Times
article attacking India’s External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar, accusing
him of scuttling a thaw with China for the purpose of “pleasing the
US.”82 This antipathy towards the minister has been fairly evident in
Chinese discourse for some time,® although never expressed so directly,
particularly in English language media.

Personalities aside, there is an undercurrent of acknowledgement among
Chinese analysts that India and the US share a convergence of interests.
In other words, the US is seeking to draw India into its orbit to contain
China, and India is engaging with the US to further its own rise. Rong
Ying, Vice President of the China Institute of International Studies,
succinctly captures this viewpoint, stating that despite practical
limitations, both India and the US “are getting what they need” from
the relationship.4 This line of thought tends to coexist with the
argument that the India-US partnership faces significant challenges,
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with New Delhi trying to maintain autonomy while Washington uses
a vast array of tools, including interference in Indian domestic politics,
to coerce it into obedience.?s

Official statements from Chinese leaders and diplomats, however, have
been far more circumspect. As mentioned earlier, there has been no
formal meeting between Xi and Modi since the informal summit in
Mamallapuram in October 2019. However, there has been relatively
frequent engagement between the two foreign ministers, particularly at
the sidelines of multilateral forums. At the official level, Chinese
statements on the situation along the LAC in Eastern Ladakh have
essentially called for India to accept the altered status quo. This has been
expressed through terming the border as “generally stable”® and calls
to place the border issue in an “appropriate position” in bilateral
relations and not let it define overall ties.3” On the surface, this language
has eased in recent times.

For instance, Wang reportedly eschewed such framing in two meetings
with Jaishankar in Astana and Vientiane earlier this year.®® Instead, he
said that China was willing to “explore the correct way for two big
neighbouring countries to coexist,” entailing “respecting each other,
understanding each other, trusting each other, taking care of each other,
and supporting each other’s success.”® This is essentially Beijing’s
counter-proposal to the Indian proposition of the three mutuals.
Ambassador Xu Feihong summarised these as the five mutuals, ie.,
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mutual respect, mutual understanding, mutual trust, mutual
accommodation and mutual accomplishment.

A close reading of these, however, does not indicate a shift in the
established Chinese position. Expounding on these in the Indian media,
Xu called for greater “dialogue and communication at all levels in
various fields”. He added that the two sides need to “view bilateral
relations from a strategic perspective, form the right perception of each
other, view each other’s strategic intentions objectively, and stick to the
right vision — that China and India are partners and development
opportunities to each other instead of being rivals or threats.”9° On the
boundary issue, he was rather clear that “the key is to form a correct
perception of differences and handle them in a proper manner...our
relationship is all-round and cannot be defined by certain differences,
and our cooperation cannot be disrupted by a single incident.”

That said, Chinese officials have been extremely cautious in not stressing
discord with India in the past few months. In fact, there appears to have
been a concerted effort at avoiding what had come to be termed as Wolf
Warrior-style diplomacy, which had become commonplace in the
aftermath of the Galwan clash. Beijing has been rather measured in
response to recent statements from New Delhi with regard to the South
China Sea or the visit of a US Congressional delegation to Dharamshala.
Likewise, following the Quad leaders summit in Delaware in late
September, the Chinese foreign ministry criticised the US but was
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rather cautious in its remarks when it came to a specific question on
India.9* At the same time, since his appointment, Ambassador Xu has
been engaged in quiet diplomacy, meeting with key stakeholders, and
adopting softer public outreach through social media. While these are
noteworthy developments, the above discussion underscores that it
would be strategically imprudent for New Delhi to read too much into
stylistic adjustments by Chinese officials. Instead, the focus should be on
tangible changes in Chinese policy to accommodate India’s interests and
aspirations and engender stability and predictability in the relationship,
which is critical for both countries’ strategic ambitions. The following
section proposes a pathway to this end.

IV. Towards a New Modus
Vivendi

The past can often shine a light for future action. Despite the tense
standoff in Sumdorong Chu in the Eastern Sector along the
McMahon Line, Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi’s visit to Beijing in
1988 provided the basis for the two countries to embark on a new
path. The visit yielded a broad political understanding that the two
sides would engage in more purposeful negotiations on the boundary
issue while endeavouring to maintain peace and tranquillity in the
interim. In addition, they would focus on developmental issues, seek
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to better manage conflicts of interest where their peripheries
overlapped and cooperate where broader interests coincided. In the
years that followed, sustained engagement by both sides led to the
inking of key agreements that helped keep the peace along the land
boundary. It is worth bearing in mind that through much of the early
phase of this process, soldiers from both sides continued to hold their
positions in Sumdorong Chu. Disengagement from eyeball-to-
eyeball confrontation only took place in 1995.

History seldom repeats itself; it does, however, tend to rhyme. The
world today is far different from that of 1988 or even 1995. Decades
of economic globalisation have created new dynamics of
dependencies. Technological advancements have aided the
transformation of business, politics and social interactions. And the
international balance of power is undergoing a transition towards
some form of uneven multipolarity. These shifts are leading states to
redefine terms of engagement. Perceptions of risk and
conceptualisation of security have expanded. A cascade of conflicts
appears to be unfolding amid the major powers’ inability to impose
their will or act in concert. States are also increasingly looking
inward, while seeking more fluid political alignments with
international partners. In this background, great power competition
between China and the US is shaping a new order and influencing
the policy environment of countries like India. Amid this, neither
extreme, i.e., a Cold War-style rivalry between China and the US or
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a co-existence that results in American acceptance of Chinese
primacy in Asia, serves Indian interests. A Cold War-like scenario
narrows India’s options and potentially places it on a volatile
frontline. US accommodation of China fundamentally alters Asia’s
balance of power adversely for India.

Beijing appears to desire New Delhi’s acquiescence of its primacy in
Asia. This would entail India limiting the nature of its engagement
with the US, maintaining economic openness to China and being
accommodative of Chinese interests in the Indian subcontinent. In
contrast, what New Delhi seems to want from Beijing is
accommodation of its interests and aspirations as a rising power. This
would require China to take into account Indian concerns across a
wide range of domains, from the land boundary and trade to ties with
India’s neighbours and even at multilateral forums. In essence, it
would entail China accepting multipolarity in Asia, despite the
power differential with India. On the surface, these two propositions
appear irreconcilable. Intense contestation, perhaps even
confrontation or conflict, therefore, seems inevitable. Such an
outcome is not necessarily in India’s strategic interest, and calls for
deeper thought on how a new normal can be arrived at in the
relationship with China.

Good strategy is not about reconciling the irreconcilable. Instead, it
entails maximising the resources at one’s disposal to shape favourable
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outcomes. In other words, rather than worry about the irreconcilable
nature of the end states desired by each, the focus of Indian strategy
and diplomacy should be on cultivating strength and creating new
pathways that can enhance stability and predictability in ties.

To that end, this paper proposes the following:

First, Indian policymakers must grasp that bridging the power
differential with China is key to negotiating a new modus vivendi.
To achieve this, ensuring sustained economic growth and internal
social stability are necessary conditions that allow India to invest in
sources of strength that enhance its negotiating position. At a
fundamental level this means avoiding unforced errors. Shifting the
domestic political paradigm away from economic growth towards
redistribution or enhanced state control over the economy will be
deeply detrimental. Rather, policy must focus on better provision of
better public goods, boosting economic freedom and being open to
foreign capital, talent and technologies, development of
infrastructure, military strength and science and technology
capabilities along with improvements in education, employment and
social security.

Second, on the specific issue of the standoff in Eastern Ladakh,
disengagement should be the first step in a series that leads to
normalisation. New Delhi must not accept the altered status quo as
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the new normal. Restoration of lost patrolling rights should be central
to any final resolution to the standoff. That said, considering the
current circumstances, any meaningful movement to resolve the
boundary issue is highly unlikely. There is little evidence that the
Chinese leadership is interested in a resolution. In fact, given the
nature of negotiations during the standoff in Eastern Ladakh, it is
clear that Beijing is likely to continue to leverage the boundary
dispute to pressurise New Delhi. In addition, China today boasts of
the world’s largest navy, which is rapidly developing blue water
capabilities. Although basing will remain a long-term challenge for
China, it is only a matter of time that a Chinese carrier group sails
through the Indian Ocean. Indian policymakers and military leaders
must, therefore, be prepared for a certain degree of volatility in the
years ahead. Consequently, it is imperative to strengthen deterrence
capabilities, and be prepared to escalate when faced with aggression
in order to deter and/or achieve de-escalation. This calls for
significant enhancements in India’s defence budget, and better
rationalisation of expenditures to facilitate greater firepower
development. Simultaneously, efforts to enhance border
infrastructure must continue, and support for border populations
must be intensified. With regard to the specific boundary and
confidence building agreements that India and China have inked
over the years, there needs to be sustained diplomatic engagement to
upgrade these to take into account changes in both sides’
infrastructure build-up, deployment capacities, technological
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capabilities, etc. For guarantees on paper to be adhered to, they need
to be backed by force and modalities for dialogue between military
commanders at different levels to prevent accidental escalation.

Third, both sides need to demonstrate greater imagination to restore
a broader dialogue process. Such a process need not immediately be
a high-profile leader-level affair. However, eventually, having
periodic meetings between the Chinese President and the Indian
Prime Minister are critical. Given the extreme concentration of
power by Xi Jinping, head-of-state diplomacy, as the Chinese term
it, will be essential as the fulcrum for a broader process. It is important
to note that for all the sabre-rattling, keeping the peace with India is
also in China’s interest, given its increasingly adverse external
environment and economic uncertainty at home. The objective of
this engagement is to place the relationship within a broader strategic
context, deepen understanding of each other’s interests and policies,
clarity red lines along with negotiating modalities of adherence to
them by each side, be it along the disputed boundary or within each
other’s peripheries, and cooperating where interests coincide. This
will take time and patience. Leaders can give directions but the
interpretation and implementation has to happen at the levels of
ministries and lower bureaucracies, with a particular focus on
establishing mechanisms for exchanges on strategic and economic
issues and on climate change adaptation and mitigation. In addition,
India must seek an annual dialogue of the Special Representatives of
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India and China on the Boundary Question. While a resolution of
the boundary issue may be a long way away, New Delhi must insist
on clarity with regard to Chinese territorial claims, including
exchanges of maps.

Fourth, India needs to experiment with new approaches to address
the development versus security dilemma in its relationship with
China. China having greater stakes in the Indian economy is
strategically beneficial. The key is to ensure that the stake does not
translate to greater ability to coerce. The framework of policy,
therefore, should be one of de-risking rather than decoupling. In
terms of trade, this entails diversifying partnerships with other actors,
being open to Chinese intermediate goods that support technological
advancement and exports, and taking restrictive measures to blunt
Chinese subsidies in sectors related to emerging technologies and
those that are critical to national security. At the same time, India
must remain open to Chinese capital and talent, particularly those
that aid the development of India’s manufacturing sector and deepen
linkages with global value chains. This is not to argue that there isn’t
any need for scrutiny. In fact, a more robust scrutiny mechanism is
needed rather than the current ad hoc process. This paper proposes
the establishment of a new investment review mechanism with clear
guidelines, conditions and timelines. This will engender greater
predictability for industry, and ensure adequate democratic
oversight. As part of this process, it is necessary to delineate a narrow
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set of sub-sectors as critical from a national security perspective and
therefore walled off from Chinese entities. Likewise, it is important
to approve a set of sectors and sub-sectors where capital can flow
through the automatic route.

Fifth, India must remain open to deepening engagement with the
Chinese people. Deeper people-to-people exchanges are an asset for
both sides. There is, in fact, an urgent need to cultivate a uniquely
Indian perspective on Chinese polity, economy and society. This will
not happen if channels of engagement, including digital access to
open source information, are blocked. Furthermore, lack of
engagement is likely to accentuate the threat of misperception and
misinterpretation of interests and actions. Indian policy should
support exchanges among students, scholars, universities, think
tanks, tourists and the entertainment and media sectors. The answer
to concerns around espionage and information and influence
operations is not to wall off our societies.

Finally, India must continue to deepen its partnerships with the US
and other international actors. In doing so, it must stress to Chinese
interlocutors that ties with other actors are driven by Indian interests
and not directed at any third party. It is highly unlikely that Beijing
will accept any assurances from New Delhi in this regard. Assuaging
Beijing’s anxieties, however, should not be the goal of Indian policy.
That would be tantamount to lending a veto to China on the nature
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and extent of India’s external partnerships. Instead, Indian policy
should focus on leveraging external partnerships to build strength
across domains. This can help shift the calculus of relative balance of
power vis-a-vis China.

As the discussion above has shown, the PRC has historically viewed
India as an inferior, regional actor. Hollow rhetoric that is not backed
by capability will not remedy this. Only cultivating greater national
power through internal and external balancing and dealing with
Beijing from a position of strength on bilateral and international
issues can remedy this perception. In other words, India does not
merely need to enhance its comprehensive national power, it also
needs to emerge as a major power in the Chinese mind. This
approach could likely lead to some testy exchanges. But, on the
whole, it is likely to be a far more effective method to facilitate more
meaningful engagement between the two countries.
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