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Alternatives to BRI: India’s Approach to its Neighborhood

BEMAMBERES O—NILEEREBHARER

Senior Research Fellow, The National Institute for Defense Studies
FREILEHE

Marie Yoshioka-1ZUYAMA

Abstract: The “reset” of India-China relations after Wuhan Summit in
April 2018 pertains to two fundamental factors. One is US — China
competition and the other is uncertainty of US policy towards India. Avoiding
to side with either the US or China, India seems pursuing the middle way.
However, fear and distrust remains in India’s perception towards China as
China 1s expanding its influence in India’s neighborhood under the umbrella
of Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).

India tries to offer alternatives to its neighbors. This paper examines four
cases of such alternative vision and policy. The first is multilateral approach
exemplifies in BIMSTEC. The second is connectivity and infrastructure
building approach especially in Nepal Third example is assisting maritime
capacity building towards Sri Lanka and Maldives. Finally, sharing benefit of
India’s advantage in space technology with its neighbors as is shown in “South
Asia Satellite.”

As those approach require financial power, military power and technological
edge, India might prioritize enhancement of its own capability. However, India
might also seek for cooperation with external countries including Japan not

just for achieving capability but also for molding alternative vision to BRI
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India’s Relations with China
- Stability in the Midst of Turbulence-
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Professor in Chinese Studies at Jawaharlal Nehru University
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Srikanth Kondapalli, Ph.D.
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Abstract’ Although India’s relations with China date back to centuries — as
the two countries joint statements refer to as civilizational entities — such
relations date back structurally since they became independent in the late
1940s with interactions before mainly in the spread of Buddhism, trade and
people-to-people contacts. Since the 1950s, they evolved multilateral cooperative
relations that soon exposed Ilimitations In the bilateral relations such as in the
territorial dispute and Tibet issue in the 1960s. 1980s saw improvement in bilateral
relations. Recently they have transformed the 1988 ‘“cooperative constructive”
strategy to “strategic partnership and cooperation” in 2005 to the current
“developmental partnership” since 2014. India upgraded its ties with China since the
April 2018 “informal summit” meeting at Wuhan and in this format intends to further
expand bilateral and multilateral relations with China.

As two “simultaneously rising” countries in Asia — as the joint statements
suggest — India and China are attempting to influence the regional and global
landscape through a series of initiatives, although their future progression Is
constrained by differing perceptions, unresolved territorial dispute, equations
with “third parties” like the United States, Japan and Pakistan, trade deficit
and subtle ideological and developmental model differences. It is argued here
that as India expands its policies outwards, it is likely to enhance internal

and external balancing to respond to China.
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I. Introduction

India’s status among the comity of nations is rising thanks to its economic
growth rates, younger demographic profile, robust and growing middle class,
competitive private sector, more than a century old stock exchange, advances
in information technology and pharmaceutical base in addition to possessing
third largest scientific manpower in the world. In order to further enhance its
capabilities, it has to follow an external policy that is conducive not only to
stability but also contribute to the economic growth. However, its external
environment faces a number of challenges like the spread of terrorism,
unresolved territorial disputes, geo-political competition, global uncertainties
and maritime contests. One such challenge comes from China on many of the
factors mentioned above. India’s foreign policy priority is to convert this
challenge into an opportunity for stability and prosperity, although the record
so far has been a mixed one. Below is a brief account of India’s relations with
China in the past, present and possible scenarios for the future. It is argued
that as two rising countries in Asia, both India and China have identical
strategies of national rejuvenation and hence exhibited cooperative efforts,
although given the regional and global contexts as well as the political choices

of the leaderships, competition, if not conflict, is also a possibility.

II. The Past — Limited but Positive Interactions
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India’s relations with China date back to centuries with interactions
mainly in the spread of religious ideas and trade pursued through the Silk
Road. Buddhist monks such as Xuan Zang (%%::596-664), Fa Xian (VE#A:
377-422) and others studied at universities like Nalanda and carried back
Sanskrit manuscripts preserved till today at the Dunhuang (3(/£) and other
caves, besides introducing Buddhist ideas into the Chinese society. Except for
a brief interlude of intervention in the aftermath of Harshavardhana (/L v
¥ F:606-47) court by the Tang Chinese and Tibetan officials!, the historical
experience between the two countries have been cordial and expressed in the
Chinese construct of “tianzhu” (K*%:Western Heaven) in depicting India2.
Himalayan ranges have proved to be a major geographical barrier in

expanding bilateral ties.

Colonial period enhanced interactions through British East India
Company but the Opium Wars led to negative fallout3. It has also triggered
three main streams in Indian thought — one persuaded by Nobel Laureate
Rabindranath Tagore’s constructivist empathy and unity between the Asian
peoples and a second Marxist stream cultivated by the then Soviet Union’s
effort to cobble up “bourgeois democratic revolutions” by establishing
communist parties in India and China in 1921. A third realist intervention is
by the nationalist constituency initially projected under the Congress party

and Nehru’s policies towards China#.

The last two strands in Indian responses have substantial impact on its
relations with China. The Communist Parties’ interactions expanded between
India and China in the backdrop of the Soviet guidance, opposition to colonial
policies and search for popular mandate. The Communist Party of China
succeeded in this venture by finding roots among the peasantry and following
armed insurrection. Structural break in the form of World War II contributed
as well to its seizing state power in Beijing by 1949. On the other hand, the
Communist Party of India — while extending fraternal solidarity with its
counterparts in China — splintered into various groups and has yet to find a
successful agenda and tactics to mobilise Indians even as nationalist
movement under the Congress seized momentum to participate in transfer of

power from the British.
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However, the most influential streak of Indian perspective on China came
from Nehruvian vision that was informed of Fabian socialism, non-alignment
and emphasis on the social, rather than the defence sector’. In relation to
China, given the military background of the regime in Beijing that has
recently incorporated Tibet into its fold in 1951, a new fact on the ground has
emerged for India. This is in the light of the withdrawal of the global empire of
the British in 1947. The resulting engagement policy towards China has
several dimensions. Nehru was concerned with how a pariah Communist
China could be integrated into the comity of the nations, given its extensive

military presence on the Indian borders for the first time in bilateral context.

Nehruvian impact on policies with China were to last till the recent times
and reflected in the diplomatic recognition of People’s Republic of China in
1950, signing of Five Principles of Peaceful Co-existence in 1954, recognition
of Taiwan and Tibet as a part of China, invitation to China in the Afro-Asian
movement at Bandung and the like. However, this bonhomie remained
short-lived with territorial dispute coming to the fore as with the role of the
then Superpowers and Tibet issues. The resultant 1962 border clashes were to
condition bilateral relations for several decades. Even though Ambassadorial
level relation was re-established in 1976, India’s political engagement with

China has become circumspect®.
II1.The Present — Arriving at Equilibrium

The disintegration of the Soviet Union has triggered realignments in
Indian foreign policy which witnessed the launching of Look East Policy in
1992 (that became Act East policy in 2015), economic liberalisation
programme and gradual jettisoning of Nehru’s policies. One such policy is in
regard to China. Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi’s visit to China in 1988 was
backed by robust Indian military exercises such as Operation Checkerboard
and modernisation programme. Since this period, while India agreed to
diversify bilateral relations into economic and other fields pending the
resolution of the territorial dispute, New Delhi has been reinforcing

conventional and later strategic deterrence capabilities.

India’s relations with China are conditioned by the long land borders that

remained unresolved despite talks by officials at various levels for nearly four
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decades, developmental imperatives of the country and prospects for crafting
sustainable and comprehensive security solutions at the national and regional
levels, counter-terrorism and seizing the initiative in fast changing regional

and global orders.

Foremost, India has been trying to convince China that stable borders are
essential for the healthy growth of the bilateral relations. Officials from both
sides have discussed this issue extensively at the foreign ministry level (Joint
and Foreign Secretaries from 1981 to 2005) and at the Special Representative
level (22 times till 2018) but even defining a Line of Actual Control has
become elusive. The unresolved borders resulted in not only mutual mistrust
but also transgressions — with some such as at Depsang Plains in 2013,
Chumar in 2014 and Dokhlam in 2017 threatened to derail bilateral relations.
Overall, of course the official accounts mention to the prevalence of “peace and
tranquillity” on the borders with confidence building measures between the
two-armed forces since 1993 and further strengthened in 1996 and 2013. Also,
while historically trans-Himalayan belt was active in mutual people-to-people
exchanges, trade and spread of ideas, the cold war like freeze on the borders
since 1962 border clashes has left the region sterile. No significant movements
take place across the borders except for a few pilgrims to Manasarovar in
Tibet. India has also been suspicious of China’s infrastructure projects as a
part of its recent Belt and Road Initiative without resolved the territorial

dispute.

Secondly, in order to address China’s concerns on Tibet and the presence
of over 160,000 Tibetan refugees in India, New Delhi had put conditions on
the Tibetans in terms of any anti-China role that they may play from the
Indian soil. Of course, India recognised the “spiritual” role of the 14t Dalai
Lama and had committed itself to provide social welfare benefits to the
Tibetans. As the issue primarily lay in the hands of Chinese and Tibetans,
India had extended hospitality to the Tibetans at a time when the
international support to the Tibetans appears to be waning. India had in 1954,
1988 and 2003 agreed to consider Tibet as a part of China, if not its historical
or inalienable part, even though Beijing has so far not reciprocated to India’s

sovereignty over Jammu and Kashmir (J&K) region.
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Thirdly, from the above, India’s policies towards China have not
succeeded in convincing the latter on J&K issue. Indeed, this has become a
major concern between the two sides after the revocation of special status to
the J&K recently. India’s argument that J&K is its “internal matter” fell on
the deaf ears of Beijing. Indian foreign minister’s suggestion that such
revocation has nothing to do with the external boundaries of India also was
not convincing for China’. On the other hand, Indian leaders’ observations
that Pakistan occupied Kashmir will be the focus of the next stage of
India-Pakistan relations became problematic for China given the billions of
dollars of investment that Beijing made in China-Pakistan Economic Corridor
as the “flagship” program of the Belt and Road Initiative. India was also
disappointed with China’s stance on counter-terrorism and its indirect

support on this issue to its “all weather” friend Pakistan.

Fourthly, despite such problems in the “core” interests of India, since the
1990s, both countries witnessed “cooperative, constructive” partnership till
2005 when they graduated to “strategic and cooperative partnership”8. Since
2014, this has been configured as “developmental partnership”. In this overall
framework, India has expanded trade, investments and market access to
China and worked with Beijing in several multilateral initiatives. Bilateral
trade expanded from under $200 million in the early 1990s to about $90
billion in 2018, although a 2005 target of $100 billion by 2010 has not been
met so far. However, India expressed concern over the rising trade deficits
with China to the tune of nearly $700 billion cumulatively in the last decade
and criticised lack of market access in China for Indian products in addition to
the non-tariff barriers issues. In the light of these issues, India has been
cautious towards China’s proposals for a free trade area. Investment profile
has also not been a major driver in India’s policies towards China with a few

billion-dollar investments in each other so far.

Multilateral initiatives with Beijing have also been a cornerstone of
India’s policies in the 1950s as well as in the recent decades. Indian leaders
interact with their counterparts in China in several multilateral institutions
such as United Nations, East Asian Summit meetings, Shanghai Cooperation
Organisation (since 2017), BRICS, WTO, G-20 and others. These interactions

have provided for enhancing consensus on non-interventionism, multipolarity,
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“collective bargaining” on trade protectionist trends, voting shares at Bretton

Woods institutions, climate change and others.

Fifthly, the political leaderships in India and China are now engaged in a
new mechanism of “informal summit” meetings, compared to their almost once
in a decade interaction previously. New Delhi has summit meetings only with
Tokyo and Moscow almost every year. With the presence strong political
leaderships in India and China, a higher-level mechanism was explored
recently for stabilising ties. In April 2018, Indian Prime Minister Modi visited
Wuhan to meet President Xi Jinping for more than ten hours with the agenda
of enhancing strategic communication, border stability, bridging trade deficits,
exploring possibilities of working jointly in strife torn Afghanistan and
enhancing people-to-people contacts. The second meeting is expected to be
held in October 2019 in India.

Sixthly, as India and China are rising, their dependence on energy
resources increased substantially to become 4th and 2rd largest consumers
respectively. This has triggered cooperation as reflected in an understanding
in 2005, although competition prevailed between the two. Citing their
dependence on South China Sea and Indian Ocean for trade and resources
transit, India and China have been involved in geo-political competition
respectively in these regions, with China more assertive with submarine
activities in the Indian Ocean region. In the light of these, in addition to
China’s forays in other maritime domains, India has joined the Malabar naval
exercises with the United States since the 1990s, but also to include Japan
since 2015. Further, India joined the revised Quadrilateral Security Dialogue
with the US, Japan and Australia since 2017 for free and open Indo-Pacific,
rule of law, freedom of navigation, maritime connectivity, infrastructure,
counter-terrorism and others. Nevertheless, in a speech at Shangri-La in June
2018, Prime Minister Modi has been accommodative to China by suggesting to
an “inclusive” architecture for the Indo-Pacific provided Beijing adheres to the

rule of law?®.

Seventhly, in order to address the China challenge, India began to
enhance its conventional and strategic deterrence capabilities by not only
improving external relations with the US, Japan and others but also at the

domestic level. It began to raise an offensive Mountain Strike Corps, in

16



addition to the existing defensive four corps. India also had deployed several
regiments of Brahmos cruise missiles and began strategic roads construction
to remedy the asymmetries in Tibet region. The Indian Air Force as well had
enhanced its capabilities by inducting Su-30 fighters and C130J transports.
Many acquisitions from the US and Russia have been deployed to the China
border. India is in the process of operationalizing a range of Agni-series of
medium to long-range missile systems, in addition to acquiring ballistic
missile defences. In the maritime domain, apart from the Malabar exercises,
India has enhanced the Andaman & Nicobar joint command and has been

acquiring anti-submarine warfare capabilities.

Finally, a subtle ideological contest is emerging between India and China.
Responding to the decision of the communist party to export its party-state
authoritarian “model of development”, Indian leadership is increasingly seen
promoting democratic model (as mentioned by Prime Minister Modi in
September 2014 in Japan)!?. This could be reflected in India and Chinese

engagement of African nations in the near future.

IV.The Future- Stability in the midst of Turbulence

The present Indian equations with China are intended to bring in a
modicum of equilibrium given the latter’s advantages in early start of reforms
and the recent aggressive policies of “accomplishing something” as the
October 2017 19th communist party congress ushered in. India as well
unveiled a strategy of becoming “global leader” and responding “appropriately”
to the challenges in the neighbourhood as reflected in Uri surgical strikes,
Balakot attacks and Dokhlam incident. The future prospects of India’s
relations with China are thus conditioned by the above factors suggesting to
New Delhi’s efforts to strive for stability in the midst of possible turbulences
of two rising countries trying to find and expand space in Asia and beyond.
Both have vowed to work together in Asia in November 2006, although there
was hardly any progress in this regard!!l. Given the expanding footprint of
India and China in terms of commerce, investments, free trade agreements,
efforts to counter non-traditional security challenges like piracy and freedom
of navigation issues, it is possible that India may have to sometime rub
shoulders with China. Beijing as well perceives the Quadrilateral Security

Dialogue as a part of “containment” in the maritime domain suggesting to
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possible counter-measures in the coming period. As mentioned above, India
has summit meetings regularly with Japan and Russia, with prospects for
such ties with the United States increasing recently. Of these, India-Japan
relations have exhibited robustness in their vision for the 21st century and
extensive elements of cooperation in a variety of fields. In 2018, Prime
Minister Modi was invited to Prime Minister Abe’s home prefecture
Yamanashi prefecture. Both intend to conduct 2+2 dialogue (at foreign and
defence ministerial levels) indicating to the intensification of relations. This
comes in the backdrop of China’s assertiveness in Indian and Pacific Oceans
and underline not only balancing but also to usher in predictable outcomes on

Global Commons.

V. Conclusions

The above brief account of India’s relations with China suggest to an
overall picture of stability, with the exception of the 1962 border clashes and
the cold war freeze. The dominant theme in India’s policy towards China
remains that of engagement in diplomatic, political, economic and military
fields. However, there are constraints to these policies given China’s own
views and responses and emerging contexts. India had announced its ambition
of achieving a $5 trillion economy in the next five years, along with $1 trillion
investment in infrastructure projects. India has staked its leadership position
in “international solar alliances”, space faring activities, emergency relief
measures during Tsunami and others. India is likely to seek China’s expertise
in this regard, although the latter has not shown much enthusiasm. On the
other hand, India’s approach of the Quad members is also detested by Beijing.
In this complex and constraining scenario, New Delhi is likely to enhance

internal and external balancing in the coming years.

(1st October, 2019)
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Abstract’ In recent years, China has been strengthening its military and
has been particularly active in maritime expansion. This presents a major
national security risk for other Asian countries, including Japan. The author
1s from Tibet, which was invaded by China in the past, and thus understands
through personal experience the fear involved. Against this backdrop, another
Asian power with a presence on par with China is India. In the near future,
India 1s expected to surpass China not only in terms of population but
economically as well. How will Japan and India, which share universal values,
Interact with China moving forward? In this paper, the author hopes to lay
out an argument while unraveling the history of China-India relations and

Japan-India relations.
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