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WHY LESS MAY BE MORE FOR INDIA AND CHINA 
A conversation between India and China, driven by hard talk and finding shared interests, 

even if modest ones, may be amply rewarding 
 “Lower the expectations” might not seem a very ambitious prescription for the immediate future of 
India’s troubled relations with China. It may, however, be just the right tonic to guide the way forward, as both 
countries seek a new equilibrium after a major rupture in relations following the border crisis. 
 That was the consensus shared by the two sides at a Track-II dialogue held in early April, possibly the first 
of its kind to be held after the border crisis. This brought together former ambassadors and military officials from 
both sides, organised by the Ananta Aspen Centre in New Delhi and the China Reform Forum in Beijing, which is 
affiliated to the Central Party School. 
 
 Hampered by expectations 
 The chequered history of India-China relations is rife with examples of how misplaced expectations have 
burdened the relationship, often only leading to recurring disappointment. In the 1950s, relations veered from 
being led by idealised notions of restoring some pan-Asian, civilisational partnership — one that, in truth, never 
really existed through centuries of historical exchanges — to confrontation and ultimately war in 1962. 
 For an example of more recent vintage, the holding of two “informal summits” in Wuhan in 2018 and in 
Mamallapuram near Chennai the following year, which were certainly valuable exercises in getting the leaders of 
both countries to engage with each other directly and in leading to two years of largely undisturbed peace on the 
borders, was seen as marking the start of another new promising era in ties, only to turn out to be another false 
dawn. 
 Rather than once again veer from high expectation to familiar disappointment, perhaps the search for a 
new equilibrium with China should instead be driven by modest goals, led by conversations driven by hard talk and 
self-interest, rather than lofty goals of partnership. 
 
At the core 
 At the recent dialogue, the shared view was that key to arriving at this new, more realistic state of 
relations will be managing three issues — the boundary question, trade, and the increasing impact of third-party 
and multilateral engagements on the two-way relationship. On all three fronts, setting the sights on limited goals 
may end up paying rich dividends. 
 Consider the boundary dispute. Ten months after the clash at Galwan Valley, which marked the worst 
violence on the border since 1967, both sides are nowhere near full de-escalation. Initial optimism of a quick end 
to the crisis, following disengagement on the north and south banks of Pangong Lake, the most thorny of the 
disputes in eastern Ladakh, has now given way to an apparent stalemate. The readouts from both sides after the 
eleventh round of talks between Corps Commanders on April 9 suggested as much, with no joint statement – for 
the first time since the sixth round in September – and no mention from the Chinese side of early disengagement. 
 At the Track-II dialogue, Chinese speakers, unsurprisingly, offered no clarity on what prompted the 
People’s Liberation Army’s mass mobilisation along the Line of Actual Control (LAC) last summer and the hammer 
blow dealt to agreements that ensured decades of a carefully managed peace. Was the deployment tactical — an 
attempt to push back India from the LAC by stealth that subsequently backfired — or a strategic message? We are 
still none the wiser. 
 What the crisis did make clear is there is certainly no appetite in China at the moment for a final 
settlement of the boundary question. That is also the view of most Chinese experts, who suggest it is to be left for 
the next generation, which means a prolonged period of continued uncertainty on the borders.  
 The absence of a permanent peace does not, however, mean both countries are necessarily destined for 
conflict. What they do need, in the view of military planners of both sides, is small steps to restore a shattered 
trust. If China has made clear there is little likelihood of clarifying the LAC — a process that has been stalled for 19 
years — one possible way forward is to, at least, clarify the most sensitive spots, and arrive at understandings, such 
as coordinated patrolling either by time or area. These are small steps that have, in the past, helped cool down the 
temperatures. 
 
The view on trade 
 On the trade front, the view in Delhi has shifted remarkably from what was, in the first few years of the 
Narendra Modi government, an all-out courtship of China Inc. — as hard as it is to imagine now, Chinese 
billionaires from Alibaba’s Jack Ma to Wanda’s Wang Jianlin all received audiences with the Prime Minister on their 
India visits — to talk now of “decoupling”. 
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 If the idea of roping in China as a major economic partner now seems premature in light of the many 
unresolved political problems, so is talk of a complete disengagement on trade. One only need look at the trade 
figures for a year that saw the biggest border crisis in decades. Trade reached $87.6 billion and China was India’s 
largest trading partner, with India importing $66.7 billion worth of machinery and medical equipment, among 
other goods, and exporting a record $20 billion to China, mostly ores to fill the appetite of China’s rebounding 
economy. Or, for that matter, at the prompt restoration of Chinese mobile phone company Vivo as the sponsor of 
India’s biggest cricket tournament after a suspension last year, even if the border crisis is nowhere near resolution.  
 Jettisoning all activity with China is neither realistic nor prudent. Instead, what is needed is a clear-
headed, all-of-government approach that decides where both sides can cooperate — infrastructure that has no 
security implications is an obvious area, as is clean energy given China’s capacities on solar and wind, to name but 
two — and other areas where Delhi may find it needs to tread with caution, such as the roll-out of 5G. On 5G, too, 
the problem is often reductively framed as a China one, when what is needed is a policy framework that is not 
aimed at merely one country but protects India’s interests without handing over the keys to the kingdom to any 
outside player. 
 Finally, both sides need to have a clear conversation on how third parties and external engagement are an 
increasing factor. The Track-II dialogue made it clear how China is viewing relations with India through the prism of 
its relations with the United States that are its abiding priority. Beijing has increasingly hit out at what President Xi 
Jinping called “small circles” when he spoke to Davos, which has now become shorthand for U.S.-involved 
groupings including the Quad. India has its own grouses with China-involved “small circles” of which there are 
many, from the numerous small groupings in South Asia that China has convened over the past year, to certain 
multilateral efforts on Afghanistan that India has been kept out of. 
 
Focus on shared platforms 
 Rather than view every element of such engagements as a threat, that both sides would be better served 
having a conversation about what the red lines are was a shared view at the dialogue. Moreover, as relations 
stabilise, India and China could start injecting more energy into their own shared platforms such as BRICS, which, 
for instance, could come up with its own vaccine initiatives as the Quad has done. They could also revive their 
bilateral cooperation in Afghanistan, which began and ended after the Wuhan summit with a modest joint training 
programme for diplomats while more ambitious infrastructure projects that had once been imagined never took 
off. 
 As both sides chart a course forward after last year’s rupture in ties, they may find a conversation that is 
driven by hard talk and finding shared interests, even if modest ones, more rewarding than bearing misplaced 
expectations. As India and China go back to the drawing board, less may indeed be more. 

 
DEFINITIONS: 

 
❖ shared interest (noun) – mutual benefit. 
❖ amply (adverb) – sufficiently, satisfactorily, (more 

than) enough. 
❖ rewarding (adjective) – advantageous, 

productive, beneficial, worthwhile. 
❖ ambitious (adjective) – formidable, challenging, 

demanding. 
❖ prescription (noun) – (authoritative) 

recommendation, method, measure. 
❖ tonic (noun) – boost, stimulant, fillip. 
❖ the way forward (phrase) – something (a 

plan/action) that leads to success in the future. 
❖ seek (verb) – try to find, attempt. 
❖ equilibrium (noun) – balance, stability,  level-

headedness. 
❖ rupture (noun) – rift, division, break-up, split. 
❖ Track-II dialogue/diplomacy (noun) – (unofficial) 

backchannel dialogue/diplomacy. (dialogues and 
exchanges between influential non-governmental 
actors). (actor means a participant in an action). 

❖ consensus (noun) – an idea or opinion that is 
shared by all the people in a group, agreement, 
concurrence. 

❖ ambassador (noun) – envoy, diplomat, consul. 
❖ Ananta Aspen Centre (noun) – it is a non-profit 

organization dedicated to in-depth discussions of 
global issues, high-level exchange of opinions, 
information and values with the intent to develop 
values based leadership at all levels. It is a non-
partisan and not-for-profit organization that 
focuses on values-based leadership development 
and open dialogue on important issues facing 
Indian society, to help foster its transformation. 

❖ The Central Party School (or) The Party School of 
the Central Committee of the Chinese 
Communist Party (noun) – It is the higher 
education institution (in Beijing) which specifically 
trains cadres of the Chinese Communist Party. 

❖ hamper (verb) – hinder, obstruct, impede. 
❖ chequered (adjective) – varied, mixed, eventful. 
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❖ rife (adjective) – widespread, general, common, 
extensive, ubiquitous. 

❖ misplaced (adjective) – misguided, misconceived, 
ill-advised, ill-considered, ill-judged. 

❖ lead to (verb) – result in, cause, bring on, call 
forth, give rise to. 

❖ recurring (adjective) – happening repeatedly; 
reappearing/reoccurring. 

❖ veer (verb) – change, deviate, diverge. 
❖ idealised (adjective) – considered as perfect 

(notionally, not practically). 
❖ notion (noun) – idea, belief, opinion, view, 

conception, conviction. 
❖ pan- (combining form) – all inclusive of, all, of 

everything. 
❖ civilisational (adjective) – relating to civilisation 

(culture, customs, way of life). 
❖ confrontation (noun) – clash, conflict, fight. 
❖ vintage (adjective) – high-quality, superior, best; 

classic, ageless. 
❖ summit (noun) – meeting, conference, conclave 

(international meeting/conference of heads of 
state/government). 

❖ promising (adjective) – encouraging, favourable, 
hopeful, optimistic, positive, heartening, 
reassuring. 

❖ ties (noun) – bond, connection, association, 
relationship. 

❖ turn out (phrasal verb) – happen, develop, end 
(in a specific way). 

❖ false dawn (noun) – a hopeful situation/condition 
to have no successful result in the end. 

❖ rather than (phrase) – instead of. 
❖ perhaps (adverb) – maybe, possibly. 
❖ self-interest (noun) – self-seeking, self-regard, 

self-obsession, selfishness, own advantage. 
❖ lofty (adjective) – tall, high, towering. 
❖ core (noun) – central, key, main part. 
❖ multilateral (adjective) – involving many different 

countries/parties/organizations. 
❖ engagement (noun) – participation, taking part, 

involvement. 
❖ front (noun) – an area of operation; a particular 

situation. 
❖ set one’s sights on (phrase) – aspire to, aim for, 

strive for, hope for, work towards. 
❖ end up (phrasal verb) – come/appear, find 

oneself (to a particular course of action in the 
end). 

❖ pay dividends (phrase) – to cause good results; to 
bring an advantage. 

❖ mark (verb) – indicate, represent, signify. 
❖ de-escalation (noun) – reduction, lessening, 

decrease (the intensity of a potentially violent 
situation). 

❖ optimism (noun) – hopefulness, hope, 
confidence, positive attitude, buoyancy. 

❖ disengagement (noun) – withdrawal, departure, 
retreat (of military troops from an area of 
conflict). 

❖ thorny (adjective) – problematic, tricky, delicate, 
controversial. 

❖ give way to (phrasal verb) – be replaced by, be 
superseded by, be supplanted by; yield, give in, 
submit, surrender. 

❖ apparent (adjective) – evident/clear, visible, 
noticeable, recognizable. 

❖ stalemate (noun) – deadlock, impasse, 
standstill/stand-off. 

❖ readout (noun) – an official statement summing 
up the main points of a meeting/phone call 
between two leaders. 

❖ Corps (noun) – it literally means “army body”; 
The corps is treated as an operational unit of 
employment by the Army and can be comprised 
of 20,000-45,000 soldiers. It is sometimes known 
as a field corps, which consists of two or more 
divisions. It is commanded by the Corps 
Commander, who holds the rank of Lieutenant 
General. “Corps” was first introduced in France 
about 1805 by Napoleon as a more flexible 
tactical grouping of two or more divisions.  

❖ unsurprisingly (adverb) – as expected. 
❖ People’s Liberation Army (PLA) (noun) – People’s 

Liberation Army (PLA) is the armed forces of the 
country of China and the Communist Party of 
China (CPC). It is one of the largest military forces 
in the world. 

❖ mobilisation (noun) – the act of bringing 
forces/people/resources together for a particular 
cause. 

❖ hammer (adjective) – heavy, hard, forceful. 
❖ blow (noun) – shock, surprise; 

setback/misfortune. 
❖ hammer blow (noun) – sudden shock; heavy 

damage. 
❖ decade (noun) – a period of ten years. 
❖ deployment (noun) – the bringing of resources 

into effective action. 
❖ tactical (adjective) – calculated, strategic, 

diplomatic. 
❖ push back (phrasal verb) – force back, repel, fight 

off; refuse, reject, prevent. 
❖ stealth (adjective) – furtiveness, secretiveness, 

clandestineness, covertness. 
❖ subsequently (adverb) – afterwards, later on, in 

due course. 
❖ backfire (verb) – rebound/boomerang, come 

back, have an adverse effect. 
❖ strategic (adjective) – relating to achieving long-

term or overall goals. 
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❖ wiser comparative adjective of wise (adjective) – 
well advised, well thought out, well judged, 
rational, logical. 

❖ make clear (phrase) – explain, clarify, elucidate. 
❖ appetite (noun) – longing, yearning, strong 

desire/liking. 
❖ prolonged (adjective) – lengthy, extended, 

protracted, unending, unrelenting. 
❖ uncertainty (noun) – unpredictability, 

unreliability, riskiness/precariousness. 
❖ necessarily (adverb) – inevitably, certainly, surely, 

undoubtedly. 
❖ destine (for) (verb) – intend for (a particular 

thing/cause). 
❖ shattered (adjective) – distressed, fraught, 

devastated. 
❖ likelihood (noun) – probability, chance, 

possibility. 
❖ stall (verb) – obstruct, block, interrupt, stop, halt, 

restrict. 
❖ arrive at (verb) – attain, reach, gain, accomplish. 
❖ patrol (noun) – vigil, guard, watch, monitoring. 
❖ cool down (phrasal verb) – reduce, lessen, 

decrease. 
❖ temperature (noun) – the degree of tension in a 

confrontation/conflict. 
❖ remarkably (adverb) – strikingly, exceptionally, 

incredibly. 
❖ all-out (adjective) – intense, aggressive, vigorous, 

powerful. 
❖ courtship (noun) – affair, romance, engagement, 

keeping company. 
❖ China Inc. (noun) – Chinese companies. 
❖ Inc. (abbreviation) – incorporated. 
❖ decouple (verb) – separate, detach, disengage, 

dissociate. 
❖ decoupling (noun) – separation, detachment, 

disengagement, dissociation. 
❖ rope in (phrasal verb) – persuade, convince, urge 

(someone to take part in an activity). 
❖ premature (adjective) – untimely, early, too 

soon/too early; ill-timed, hasty. 
❖ in light of (phrase) – taking into consideration, 

considering, bearing in mind, in view of. 
❖ (iron) ore (noun) – rocks and minerals from which 

metallic iron can be economically extracted. 
❖ rebounding (adjective) – recovering, rallying, 

picking up. 
❖ jettison (verb) – discard, throw out, abandon. 
❖ prudent (adjective) – wise, sensible, careful/ far-

sighted. 
❖ clear-headed (adjective) – sensible, well adjusted, 

reasonable, logical. 

❖ all-of-government (adjective) – relating to an 
approach by unified effort between government 
agencies/ministries. 

❖ infrastructure (noun) – the basic physical or 
organisational structure for something (to 
function properly).   

❖ implications (noun) – consequence/outcome, 
ramification, repercussion. 

❖ renewable energy (noun) – clean energy, green 
energy; energy generated from natural resources 
(such as water, wind & solar energy). 

❖ given (preposition) – considering, taking into 
account, bearing in mind. 

❖ tread with (verb) – go with; walk, step. 
❖ roll-out (noun) – official launch/introduction. 
❖ prism (noun) – a viewpoint that clarifies/distorts 

something. 
❖ abiding (adjective) – enduring, lasting, persisting, 

unending. 
❖ hit out at (phrasal verb) – criticize, attack, 

denounce, lash out at, condemn, censure. 
❖ speak to (verb) – indicate, show, display, 

demonstrate, reveal. 
❖ shorthand (noun) – a short and simple way of 

expressing something. 
❖ Quad/Quadrilateral (noun) – The ‘Quadrilateral’ 

is described as four democracies (the United 
States, Japan, Australia and India) with a shared 
objective to ensure and support a “free, open and 
prosperous” Indo-Pacific region. 

❖ grouse (noun) – complaint, grumble, objection. 
❖ keep out (phrasal verb) – exclude. 
❖ serve (verb) – act as. 
❖ red line (noun) – boundary, limit. 
❖ for instance (phrase) – as an example. 
❖ come up with (phrasal verb) – produce, put 

forward, present/submit. 
❖ vaccine (noun) – a biological preparation that 

improves immunity to a particular disease. 
❖ revive (verb) – reintroduce, restore, revitalize, 

renew, bring back. 
❖ bilateral (adjective) – involving two groups or 

countries. 
❖ take off (phrasal verb) – work out, succeed, do 

well, become popular, progress, prosper. 
❖ chart (verb) – outline, describe, detail. 
❖ course (noun) – plan of action, course of action, 

method of working, procedure. 
❖ back to the drawing board (phrase) – used to 

point out that a new idea/plan has to be formed 
as the old one is not working well. 

❖ indeed (adverb) – in fact, actually, undeniably. 
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