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India and China in South Asia

From the Editorial Desk

The shift in global politics towards Indo-Pacific has brought South
Asia into sharper focus. As the pre-eminent country in the region,
India has received flattering attention from international community.
It is drawing lot of accolades for its stable democratic set up, growing
economy and quality human resource. Its present leadership has made
all the right noises to express its solidarity with the liberal West
reserving its right to make independent strategic choices, enhancing
India’s stature in the world.

In South Asia, however, there is a perception that despite India’s
natural preponderance— above 70 per cent of territorial expanse,
population, defence spending and GDP— India is losing its hold and
influence, while China is making its presence felt in the region in a big
way. In terms of its trade, developmental loans and assistance,
engagement of its state-owned enterprises (SOEs) in building
infrastructure and its desire to expand its footprint in South Asia, China
has shed its earlier inhibition that it should avoid getting into a situation
where it would offend Indian sensibilities.

For China, it has been a classic case of overcapacity and
overproduction leading to outward imperial leap. As Eyre Crowe
posited in 1907, it could be “more or less unconscious tendency of a
people to expand under the influence of an exuberant vitality, for the
fuller development of national life and resources”, but mainly driven
by its leadership. Its BRI (Belt and Roach Initiative) attests to its desire
to lay down corridors for delivering its goods around the world. The
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) is designed to connect its
landlocked western hinterland in Xinjiang through Pakistan to the
warm waters of the Arabian Sea. It has similar plans in Myanmar and
Bangladesh. It is catering to the developmental aspirations of the people
in various South Asian countries by extending loans with
comparatively higher rate of interest. It has enormous capacity to build
infrastructure at low cost and has established its reputation as a preferred
cheaper alternative compared to tech-heavy countries like Japan,



Germany and USA. Chinese SOEs are also known for their promises
to finish projects in time unlike Indian companies who suffer from a
delivery-deficit syndrome.

China seems to behave like a typical emerging power with the
unstated ambition of reshaping the nature of international politics
according to its needs, as much as its leadership denies that Chinese
DNA does not point to any hegemonic pursuits in any manner. During
his visit to Seattle in September 2015, the current Chinese president,
who has emerged as the most powerful leader China has ever
produced after Mao, even referred to “Thucydides Trap - destructive
tensions between an emerging power and established powers” and
held that China’s aim was “to foster a new model of major country
relations”. This new model is predicated on Chinese bid to tweak
international norms, steer initiatives to establish alternate institutions
that challenge post-War international institutions to shape international
politics and economy.

In its foreign and security policy pursuits in South China Sea, South
Asia, Africa and Latin America (washed by Indian and Pacific Oceans)
China has indicated that it would not hesitate to reshape regional
power architectures to its advantage. For example, it has behaved in
the classical realist way and pursued its interests in a brazen manner
upsetting the ‘balance of power’ in South Asia to the disadvantage of
India. It has not bothered to respect Indian sensibilities in recent
decades as it did perhaps during the initial years following the end of
the Cold War, when in 1996, then President Jiang Zemin advised
Pakistan to adopt the India-China model of engagement and focus on
trade and commerce rather than harp on the core issue of Kashmir.

The India-China dynamic changed once India entered civilian
nuclear deal with the US in 2005. It is coincidentally around the year
(2004) when the US defence department consultant Booz Allen
Hamilton came out with its observations based on growing Chinese
maritime interest in the Indian Ocean stretching from Strait of Hormuz
to the Strait of Malacca that China was aiming at establishing a string
of pearls around India, which will constrain US security policy in the
region. It was predictably easy for Indian analysts to jump into



unfavourable and adverse conclusions about Chinese intentions
targeting Indian strategic superiority in the region. China, on its part,
too hurried to conclude that India was striking a military alliance of
some sort with the US against Chinese interests without bothering to
clear the air in a pragmatic dialogue in the true spirit of multipolarity
that it was emphasising on in its assessment of the post-Cold War
world order.

Interestingly, it was in the same year in April 2005 that China signed
an Agreement on the Political Parameters and Guiding Principles for
the Settlement of the India-China Boundary Question with India, which
has been pushed to the sidelines as China started asserting itself along
the border. As far as hostile border transgressions or incursions are
concerned, the numbers rose from about two in 2003-2005 to about 16
in 2012-14. The incidents in Depsang (2013), Dokalam (2017) and
Galwan (2020) point to rather careless and aggressive handling of the
border issue by China, ignoring the repercussions on India-China trade
or overall health of bilateral relationship.

Chinese policy in Southern Asian region, since 2005, has been one
of un-inhibited intrusion aimed at expressly undermining Indian
influence in the region. China’s relationship with Pakistan, arch rival
of India in the region, unresponsive to Indian persuasion to transform
the relationship— in a win-win template rather than insisting on a
zero-sum, I-win-you-lose paradigm— was earlier an exception, but in
recent decades it has become the template for China interaction with
other South Asian states, disregarding Indian sensitivities. The ruling
elite in neighbouring states of India have also discovered in China an
alternative source, less nagging than international financial institutions
and more resourceful than India, which could help them fulfill the
development aspiration of their people, underplaying Indian concerns
about possible negative implication for India’s security. Balancing India
and China is the new game for the smaller states in South Asia, much
to the chagrin of India.

Visibly, Indian bid to reach out to neighbours in the region through
improved lines of communication, easy lines of credit, grant and



assistance to sustain goodwill towards its policies and ensure non-use of
its neighbourhood by external powers to pose credible security threat
either from land or from sea. India’s joining of US efforts (like Quad) to
ensure that China’s assertion does not endanger the security of either
the Indo-Pacific region or the world has further soured India-China
relations.

China does not appreciate India’s distaste for alliance politics and its
emphatic pursuit of strategic independence, which some have called
non-alignment 2.0. The Western powers led by the US and India, on
their part, view Chinese bid to expand its footprints around the world
through its maritime sulk route and Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) with
suspicion— as imperialism 2.0 and as China’s bid to establish a parallel
world order that intersects, if not replaces, the existing world order. China
is aware that the existing international norms and practices have stood it
in good stead and that is why rather than seeking to replace these, it is
co-establishing institutions and infrastructure that would absorb its
overcapacity and overproduction. China does not mind Indian presence
in some of these institutions but has, of late, sought to balance and
perhaps weaken Indian influence within them.

The impact of all this on South Asia has not been to India’s content.
Indian analysts have talked about the need for India to rely on its
inerasable traditional historical, geographical and cultural linkages with
its neighbours while pursing bilateral engagement rather than
interfering with internal political dynamics in each one of them. Its
neighbourhood first policy needs to be further upgraded to facilitate
people to people contact and encourage trade and commerce,
unencumbered by either narrow considerations of entrenched business
concerns or ethnocentric attitude of sections of political elite. Owning up
the region as the preponderant power in an inoffensive manner with a
demonstrable interest in maximisation of benefits for all can go a long
way in cementing intra-regional ties boosting regional economic
integration through free flow of goods and people. This will restore the
balance in India’s favour in the region.
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